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INTRODUCTION


“WAS HERDER A GREAT MAN?” wondered the essayist Thomas De Quincey in 1823, a few months after the Confessions of an English Opium-Eater had won him instant notoriety and some twenty years after his subject’s death. If he declared himself at a loss to answer his own question, it was not from ignorance or an insular mistrust of the foreign. De Quincey, who in his memoir fondly recalled the giddy intoxication promised by a roaring fire, “a quart of ruby-coloured laudanum … and a book of German metaphysics,”1 had long devoted himself to the study of Kant and would tirelessly champion, before the tribunal of British taste, the literature of Lessing, Schiller, and especially Jean Paul. But Herder puzzled him: “I still find it difficult to form any judgment of an author … so polymorphous as Herder: there is the same sort of difficulty in making an estimate of his merits, as there would be to a political economist in appraising the strength and weakness of an empire like the Chinese, or like the Roman under Trajan.”2 Herder would doubtless have bristled at the terms of comparison, and dismissed the younger man’s insolent suggestion that, since Herder had reached only his sixtieth year after “a life of most exemplary temperance,” he might have enjoyed greater longevity by turning to the bottle or the poppy. But De Quincey’s perplexity is understandable: Herder was indeed one of the most versatile and original thinkers of the European Enlightenment. A theologian, critic, educator, antiquarian, folklorist, poet, and translator, he wrote prolifically, and on a remarkable variety of subjects, making seminal contributions to the philosophy of history, culture, religion, art, and language. But what is true of Herder’s accomplishments as a whole—that they defy easy description—applies equally to the colossal, ambitious, and yet unfinished edifice intended as his magnum opus: the Ideas for the Philosophy of the History of Mankind.

Published in four installments between 1784 and 1791, and translated into English for the first time in 1800, the Ideas, like Vico’s similarly adventurous and unclassifiable chef d’oeuvre, aspired to nothing less than the founding of a “new science.” The object of that science was to discover the laws and purpose of history, not in divine or metaphysical legislation, but in the observable regularities of nature: to extend to the human world those empirical investigations that since Copernicus had yielded insight into the machinery of the universe. This required that Herder first relate the history of nature itself, beginning with the formation of the solar system and of the earth; then survey the frontiers of the mineral, vegetable, and animal kingdoms; enumerate the powers of organic life; distinguish the species character of mankind, which Herder terms “humanity” (Humanität); and, finally, explain the biological origin and function of those unique phenomena in which that species character is manifested, namely culture. Only then does Herder feel ready to narrate the course of history, understood as the progressive and maximally diverse development of our faculties, as the process by which we express our humanity. The Ideas, then, aims to be a thoroughly naturalistic work, but one nevertheless consistent with Scripture—Herder was, after all, the head of the Lutheran Church in the Duchy of Saxe-Weimar. By articulating a monism, in which Herder was confirmed by his reading of Spinoza, the Ideas seeks to reconcile opposites, to overcome the dualism and deism, materialism and mysticism between which modern thought oscillated. Impatiently awaited and, with certain conspicuous exceptions, warmly received by contemporaries, it would be heralded as one of the supreme achievements of the German literary reflorescence that Herder himself had done so much to bring about and as the programmatic statement of Weimar Classicism. (It is no coincidence that, when, in 1788, the Dowager Duchess Anna Amalia sat for a portrait by Angelika Kauffmann, she posed with a copy of the Ideas resting on her lap.) The Ideas was prized not only for the grandeur of the vistas that it opened on nature and history, but also for the majesty of its moral vision, for the hope and consolation it offered to those pondering the mysteries and meaning of human existence. It was, Benjamin Constant confided to his diary in 1804, “like a warm, soft bed in which one may dream pleasantly.”3

The awkward title of Herder’s work, abbreviated by the first editor of his collected writings to Ideas for the History of Mankind, is at once accurate and misleading.4 On the one hand, the book declares itself to be tentative and preliminary, allegedly preparing the way for a fuller, more systematic investigation of its subject matter, but also brimming with insights, observations, and countless suggestions for future avenues of research. On the other hand, and contrary to its reputation for conceptual diffuseness—Coleridge called it “a painted Mist with no sharp outline”5—the Ideas evinces a remarkable cohesion, not only in the sustained manner of argument, unlike anything Herder had ever attempted before, but in the unprecedented synthesis of multiple branches of eighteenth-century knowledge, including physics, chemistry, geography, anatomy, embryology, and ethnology, and in the ongoing dialogue with every major thinker of the Enlightenment. As such, and as a contribution to anthropology, the elaboration of which ranked among the most urgent tasks of the age, the Ideas was a timely book and, in the words of Christian von Bunsen, the Prussian ambassador to the Court of St James’s, would “continue to live and to be studied, when ninety-nine out of one hundred celebrities of this century and of the last shall have been forgotten.”6

Yet there is some truth to Nietzsche’s observation that “even Herder’s major work, for example, his Ideas for the History of Mankind [sic], was something antiquated as soon as it appeared.”7 The convictions that motivated the Ideas; the questions that it sought to answer; the debates in which it was engaged: all these were promptly swept away by events beyond Herder’s control. The French Revolution not only interrupted the publication of the Ideas, casting doubt on the narrative that Herder wished to unfold; but the ensuing political reaction, both before 1815 and in the decades thereafter, gave rise to an intellectual climate at odds with the liberal sentiments informing Herder’s work. Even before the storming of the Bastille, however, the appearance of the Critique of Pure Reason in 1781 had begun by the following decade to shift the ground beneath Herder’s feet: signaling, at least from the latter’s perspective, a return to philosophia prima and the arid metaphysical wrangling against which he had long campaigned. Herder, who had studied under Kant in Königsberg, felt even more aggrieved when, just a few months after the appearance of Part One, this “arch-sophist and arch-scholastic”8 brought out his own, rather more succinct discussion of the topic under a suspiciously similar title—Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Purpose—before proceeding to write haughty, finger-wagging reviews of the first and second volumes of Herder’s book. These schoolmasterly censures have cast a long shadow over the reception of the Ideas; so, too, has an embittered Herder’s decision to devote his last years to anti-Kantian polemics that so obviously failed to turn the tide of German philosophy.

Notwithstanding these obstacles, the Ideas exercised a profound influence in the nineteenth century and beyond. Goethe, a close collaborator while Herder was preparing Part One, and who had embarked on his own important researches in comparative anatomy and morphology, would claim in 1830 that Herder’s work had “passed into the knowledge of the whole mass of people to such an extent that only a few who now peruse it will learn anything new,” precisely because the public had already encountered the same precepts in “hundreds” of filiations from Herder’s original.9 The Ideas left its mark on the Romantic Naturphilosophie of Schelling, Alexander von Humboldt, and Franz von Baader; Franz Josef Gall’s phrenology; on modern geographical science as established by Carl Ritter and later Friedrich Ratzel; on the elaboration of the pedagogical ideal of Bildung or self-cultivation, closely associated in Germany with Wilhelm von Humboldt and in the English-speaking world with Matthew Arnold; and perhaps most evidently on the enormous growth of historical thought so characteristic of European but especially German intellectual life in the nineteenth century: represented by figures such as Hegel, Droysen, and even Marx, but also François Guizot, Victor Cousin, Ernest Renan, Thomas Henry Buckle, Thomas Carlyle, and William Lecky. But if in Germany Rankean historiography tended to be principally concerned with the state, an institution about which Herder remained at best ambivalent, then the Ideas had the greatest effect on those who sought to expand Herder’s analysis of culture and society, beginning with Karl Heinrich Pölitz’s doomed attempt to shore up the supposedly insecure edifice of Herder’s Ideas with Kant’s critical philosophy;10 through Slavist philologists such as Pavel Šafárik and Ján Kollár; republicans like Johann Georg August Wirth, who saw the Herderian history of culture as a necessary means to political emancipation; later proponents of a Kulturgeschichte such as Karl Lamprecht and Kurt Breysig; Wilhelm Wundt’s psychologization of history, understood explicitly as a development toward “humanity” in Herder’s sense; and the anthropology of Franz Boas.11 But these are all collateral heirs. The true lineal descendant of the Ideas was Hermann Lotze’s Microcosm (1856–64), itself one of the most consequential philosophical works of the second half of the nineteenth century, which strove to reconcile mechanism and idealism, and to offer a comprehensive account of nature and human character, by recapitulating, “with the changed points of view to which the present age has attained, the undertaking that was begun so brilliantly in Herder’s Ideas for the History of Mankind [sic].”12

The Ideas faded into oblivion after the First World War: amid the prolonged crises of modernity, Herder, the “apostle of humanity,” as he had been routinely eulogized, was increasingly hailed as the “prophet of Deutschtum” and the harbinger of German irrationalism.13 Even as critical interest in Herder reawakened in the last decades of the twentieth century, attention has been focused on the exuberant, essayistic writings of the young Stürmer und Dränger rather than on the mature, imposing work that previous generations considered his masterpiece and by which he had been “almost exclusively known.”14 It is time to return to the Ideas. Not only so that Herder himself emerges more clearly into view, in all the polymorphism that De Quincey noticed, but because our understanding of the Enlightenment itself will remain incomplete without an appreciation of his achievement. We might say, borrowing Herder’s description of humankind’s relation to the rest of creation, that the Ideas represents the pinnacle and epitome of eighteenth-century thought, demonstrating, for all its regional and confessional diversity, the fundamental unity of the European Enlightenment. It also reveals a thinker who deserves to be ranked alongside Montesquieu, Rousseau, and Ferguson as the most penetrating observers of human nature; a writer whose talent for historical portraiture rivals Voltaire and Hume while far surpassing any contemporary in Germany; and a philosopher of history who, by contrast with the post-Kantian tradition of Fichte, Hegel, and Schlegel, insisted on a fruitful blend of concrete fact and rational explanation, instead of the a priori speculation about final ends divorced from the material reality of the past that Nietzsche derided as “underhanded theology.”15 The Ideas is, to borrow Goethe’s mocking assessment of his own Iphigenia in Tauris, “deucedly humane” (verteufelt human).16 It still has much to teach us.


History and Philosophy in the Eighteenth Century

Shortly after Melchior Adam Weikard had arrived in Saint Petersburg to take up his post as court physician, he was asked by Catherine the Great to report on some of the latest books published in Germany. When he began to speak of “a brand new philosophical work by Mr Herder on the history of mankind,” the empress cut him short. “Who is this Herder?” she demanded. A clergyman in Weimar, came the reply. “A clergyman?” mused Catherine. “Then it can’t be a philosophical work. If this fellow is a philosopher, then he can’t be a clergyman and if he’s a clergyman, he can’t continue as a philosopher. Admittedly, the supernatural mischief that passes for philosophy in some quarters today is more suited to clergymen, Jews, and heathens; but it remains incompatible with good sense.”17 If Catherine’s improvised tirade reveals the degree to which she had imbibed the anticlerical attitudes of the French Enlightenment, some of the leading figures of which she counted as her friends, it is perhaps even more telling that, unlike Herder’s professional standing, the very subject matter of his book passes without comment, as if it were perfectly commonplace. It no longer is. What did it mean, in 1784, to write a philosophy of the history of mankind?

What came to be called the philosophy of history emerged as a response to events in the last quarter of the seventeenth century, when the twin authorities of revealed religion and of the ancients began to wane in that period of intellectual unrest that Paul Hazard famously characterized as “the crisis of the European mind.”18 Established modes of writing history had become increasingly untenable: rejected by Cartesian philosophy as both useless and inevitably partial, incapable of arriving at rational and systematic truths; mistrusted by skeptics, who questioned the credibility of the testimonies on which historians drew and in extreme cases doubted whether knowledge of the past was even possible; and threatened by the incipient disenchantment of European thought. At the turn of the eighteenth century, there were three main genres of historiography. Christian universal history, originated by Eusebius, revived in the Protestant Reformation by Johann Carion and Philip Melancthon, and perfected by Jacques-Bénigne Bossuet, sought to chronicle the events of the world during the six thousand years or so assumed to have elapsed between Adam and the present day. Pegged to the chronologies of Scripture, and especially the prophetic dreams of the Four Monarchies in the Book of Daniel, it contrasted the vicissitudes of human life with the eternal Word of God and was intended as a meditation on the vanity of existence: the history of the earthly city having meaning only to whatever extent it reflected the glory of the civitas dei. Secondly, the neoclassical tradition of civil history inaugurated by Machiavelli and Guicciardini narrated the exemplary actions of great men or the rise and fall of republics. It, too, viewed history as magistra vitae: its purpose was to be instructive or what Polybius had called “pragmatic.” But its emphasis on the virtù of individual statesmen and on the guiding principle of raison d’état, to say nothing of the resurrected doctrine of the endless cycle of constitutional forms (anacyclosis), sat rather uneasily with the providential framework of universal history and could not account for how the remote biblical past bore on more recent times. A third field of historical endeavor was antiquarianism or erudition, which, eschewing chronology and ignoring the political, aimed to collect, preserve, and interpret every kind of record of the past—legal, religious, literary, or artistic. It extended the scope of historical inquiry, creating the auxiliary sciences of diplomatics, epigraphy, paleography, iconography, and numismatics, and sought to buttress it against skeptical interrogation; but only deepened the crisis by generating multitudes of facts orphaned from any immediate utility.

These modes of history, being either purely descriptive or didactic, tended to generalize without regard to particulars or to accumulate minutiae in the absence of some larger framework. The challenge facing historians at the beginning of the eighteenth century, then, was to find a way to explain the relation between facts, to arrive at general maxims by which the past might be interpreted, while still doing justice to the richness of concrete detail. To achieve this, history had to become “philosophical.” If, as dictated by the customary divisions of human knowledge, historia had been concerned solely with recording the phenomena furnished by either the senses or memory, then philosophy, which was supposed to pertain to the rational faculty, aimed to discover the causes, the principles underlying those phenomena. “Philosophy” in this context did not refer to a specific epistemological theory or view, but rather to a habit of mind. As the Encyclopédie put it, “To philosophize is to give reasons for things or at least to search for them, because, as long as we limit ourselves to observing and reporting, we are only historians.”19 Accordingly, philosophical history aspired to become, in Gibbon’s phrase, a “science of causes and effects”;20 or, in the definition of Ephraim Chambers, an account of the past that “without stopping at the shell or outside, the appearance of things, discovers the springs and movements of the several events.”21 But it often meant more than this: to write histoire philosophique—or, in the fateful phrase coined by Voltaire in 1765, the philosophie de l’histoire—was to identify and reject the inherited errors and accumulated superstitions of the past, as well as to transcend the pedantry of the erudits. It was philosophical precisely because it was neither theological nor antiquarian: it was rational not credulous, mundane rather than miraculous. As such, philosophical history presented itself as an inherently critical enterprise and thus an important means of realizing the aims of Enlightenment.

In the view of John Logan, a minister and lecturer at Edinburgh, who would soon find himself defrocked and exiled to London, the philosopher ought to furnish a model for the historian because he “sees in the great, and observes a whole.”22 The larger “whole” that lay behind the events of the past was no longer supposed to be God’s will, but rather human nature: as such, histoire philosophique effectively rewrote the tradition of universal history. It was the task of the philosophical historian to discover those forces that have shaped human nature, especially in the questions of lasting interest to eighteenth-century thinkers: namely, the means by which markedly different national characters are engendered and the reasons why states have progressed or declined over time. According to the distinction made famous by Montesquieu in De l’esprit des lois (1748), one of the most important works of the late Enlightenment, these forces were of two sorts: physical and moral. Physical causes referred to the influence of climatic and geographic factors on social phenomena; moral causes to the influence of political and social conditions, including systems of government, customs, and religious beliefs. Because Montesquieu declared that “the empire of climate is the first of all empires”23 to which the human realm must pay tribute, he was understood as offering a simple theory of environmental determinism; but in fact, he argues that moral and physical causes concur in the formation of what he calls the “general spirit” of a nation, and it falls to the investigator to decide which plays the dominant role in any given case.

In Britain and France, at least, there existed two distinct subgenres of histoire philosophique. The most popular retained the narrative form of classical history, but interwove it with new textures. Voltaire and his successors would no longer be concerned solely with statecraft and military engagements, or remarkable individuals as exemplars of the vita activa, but rather with the movement “of the most considerable nations” toward moeurs or manners: those shared practices and values that, in Robertson’s words, defined the “progress of society in Europe” and set it apart from the “savages” of America and elsewhere. 24 With different modulations, the philosophical historians reprised their grand theme: the epic story of the emergence from medieval barbarism into enlightened modernity, during those centuries in which, as Hume put it, the peoples of the continent “began to unite themselves into one extensive system of policy”25 and establish contact with hitherto unknown parts of the world. As such, the domain of history was massively expanded to embrace the latest studies in law, religion, commerce, literature, the arts, and opinion—any realm of activity in which man and his manners might express themselves. By the end of the century, Isaac D’Israeli could declare, “[T]he history of manners has become the prime object of the researches of philosophers.”26 For Voltaire, the gradual improvement of moeurs was the only way of finding meaning, and indeed truth, in the past—for civil history consisted in nothing more than empty repetition and senseless destruction. It was a view he shared with Fontenelle, who inaugurated another vein of universal history, one that traced the advancement not of manners, but of the human mind. This histoire de l’esprit humain, taken further by Condillac and Turgot, pursued the growth of knowledge and reason, from the infancy of the species, revealed in myth and religious beliefs, through the Greeks and beyond, as error was dispelled and truth uncovered, to its supposed maturity with the dawning of contemporary science. Not political upheavals and subversions, Condillac suggested, but the “revolution of opinions” formed the substance of history. The “history of laws, arts, and sciences,” which for Voltaire revealed the process by which mankind, and especially their European branches, were becoming civilized, was for Goguet an index of “the history, properly speaking, of the human mind.”27

The second kind of histoire philosophique was more schematic, forgoing narrative in favor of a theoretical or, in Dugald Stewart’s influential description, a “conjectural” reconstruction of the past.28 It arose in response to Hume’s demand for a comprehensive “science of man” and, together with the contemporary interest in psychology, physiognomy, aesthetics, and pedagogy, was clear evidence of the anthropological turn taken by the European Enlightenments.29 This research program, particularly as it was developed in Scotland, consisted of two elements. First came the description and classification of the physical, mental, and moral powers of the human being: Adam Ferguson, John Millar, and Lord Kames all understood themselves to be working toward a “natural history of man,”30 predicated on the identity and constancy of his species character irrespective of time and place. To this they appended a novel variety of civil history: one that traced not the fortunes of particular states or, as with Voltaire, the triumphal march of moeurs among the most polished nations, but rather the origin and evolution of the social structures, political institutions, and property regimes supposedly common to all branches of humankind. At issue, in other words, was the history of civilization as such, a stadial theory of progress from rudeness to refinement actuated by changes to the mode of subsistence, from man’s emergence from the state of nature to the incessant exchange of goods and services, moral and material, between the members of that novel condition at which northern Europe had arrived: the commercial society. In the absence of records to document the earliest periods of collective existence, these thinkers used a comparative approach, drawing conclusions from recent reports of native inhabitants of the Americas or the islands of the South Seas or making inferences from the established facts of human nature.

With the possible exception of Winckelmann, and the abortive efforts of Thomas Abbt, there were in the German-speaking lands no philosophical historians of the stature of Voltaire, Hume, and Robertson: these men of letters, paragons of bienséance and bon goût, wrote for a public that barely existed east of the Rhine. Historiography was instead concentrated at the universities and academies. At Halle, Siegmund Jakob Baumgarten oversaw the translation of the sixty-five-volume An Universal History from the Earliest Account of Time (1747–68), which, lacking a theme or principle of selection, had no pretensions to “philosophy.” At Göttingen, scholars presided over the transformation of history into a rigorous and methodologically distinct science. Göttingen, then, was not only the birthplace of Geschichtswissenschaft, brooded over by the rivals Johann Christoph Gatterer and August Ludwig von Schlözer; it also witnessed the historicization of cognate disciplines: classical philology (Christian Gottlob Heyne); biblical criticism and oriental studies (Johann David Michaelis and Johann Gottfried Eichhorn); comparative anatomy (Johann Friedrich Blumenbach); and ethnography (Christoph Meiners). Like the French and British, who “aroused us by their better examples” and put an end to “medieval taste,” Schlözer insisted that history was “no longer just the biographies of kings, chronologically precise indications of changes of government, wars and battles, the relation of revolutions and alliances.”31 Yet the members of the Göttingen School shared the conviction that their illustrious forerunners had not taken the evaluation of sources far enough and sacrificed substance to style. Gatterer railed at those of his countrymen—“affected Humelets, or Robertsonnies, miniature German Voltaires”—who purportedly dismissed thoroughness as pedantry and promised that such “insects” would be pursued “without mercy.”32 The Göttingen School aimed not at “philosophical” but rather “pragmatic” history: Gatterer in fact wished to purge history of philosophy—that is, a priori principles à la Montesquieu—and to ensure the autonomy of his chosen field. The pragmatic historian’s task was to order his narrative in terms of the causal relationships among events, to discern the systems that link events beyond mere geographical or temporal contiguity, and thereby uncover the hidden unity of res gestae: “The highest degree of the pragmatic in history would be to present the general connection of all things in the world (nexus rerum universalis).”33 For this reason, Gatterer and Schlözer were preoccupied with the theory and practice of universal history—Gatterer made six separate attempts at such a venture—both scholars viewing this as the supreme accomplishment of the Verwissenschaftlichung of their profession. Indeed, Schlözer understood the utility of universal history to lie in the fact that it was at bottom a “history of mankind,” a “new kind of history that hitherto has been practiced mostly by philosophers, when properly it is the province of historians.”34

In Germany, the Geschichte der Menschheit, which might be translated as both the history of mankind and of human nature, had, as Johann Nicolas Tetens observed, indeed become “a favorite expression during the last few years,”35 referring to a loosely defined synthesis of history and philosophy, which, though avowedly indebted to the Scottish School and the histoire de l’esprit humain, had acquired a distinctive character of its own. This was not least because, like enlightened German thought in the second half of the eighteenth century more generally, its agenda was informed by Johann Joachim Spalding’s best-selling theological apologia Die Bestimmung des Menschen (The Destination of Man, 1748). In this short treatise, Spalding renounces dogmatic argumentation in favor of Shaftesburyian soliloquizing, and, by reflecting on his own feelings and intuitions, mounts a defense of the truths of revealed religion and the immortality of the soul. By finding a new language to answer the question of “why I exist and what, according to reason, I should become,”36 Spalding provoked intellectual debates in Germany that went far beyond his devotional intentions and the renewal of Protestant culture. The Bestimmung des Menschen—an ambiguous phrase that referred to man’s purpose and place in Creation as well as to the determination of his specifically human endowments—became the leading philosophical issue of the second half of the eighteenth century, not only among the so-called popular philosophers, men like Thomas Abbt, Christian Garve, and Moses Mendelssohn, who sought to address more practical and worldly concerns than the supposed hair-splitters in the universities, but even and especially Kant. Accordingly, Spalding exerted an influence on the genre of Geschichte der Menschheit, too. The history of mankind, wrote Karl Franz von Irwing, who would later describe his own project as a “philosophical anthropology,” is “at bottom also a history of the human understanding” that “teaches us that perfection and happiness are the ultimate destinations and final purpose of mankind.”37

Irwing’s credo deliberately echoes the most celebrated practitioner of the Geschichte der Menschheit in the German-speaking world: the Swiss litterateur Isaak Iselin, whose work Philosophical Conjectures on the History of Mankind, first published in 1764, ran to several subsequent editions. Iselin’s achievement, and the occasion of the acclaim that greeted his work, was to show that the history of man grants insight into his destination—and vice versa. In so doing, he first aimed, like the Scots before him, to refute the troubling conclusions of Rousseau that the golden age of humankind lay in the remote past and that history represented only a process of degeneration from a primordial condition of moral health. Second, he wrote, taking up the invitation of Kames himself, to correct Montesquieu’s supposed emphasis on physical causes to explain political difference and demonstrate instead “that human nature itself has a greater influence on the introduction of laws and customs than all other causes that Montesquieu adduces.”38 Iselin’s speculations rest on an analogy between the species and the individual. As mental life is defined by the interplay of the sensuous, imaginative, and rational faculties, each predominating at successive stages in the existence of the human being, so these psychological principles correspond to our collective advancement from the state of nature, through savagery, to civil society. This development is one of linear progress, “from extreme simplicity to an ever higher degree of light and prosperity,” helped along by an “impulse to perfection.”39 If the greatest happiness is experienced by the individual when he achieves rational maturity, so the happiness of the species increases throughout history. And as the individual, like Spalding, may reflect on his life and the causes of happiness and unhappiness, inferring maxims of conduct, so the philosopher of the history of mankind is led to those grounds “according to which in better times more fortunate peoples can promise themselves a more perfect prosperity.”40 In other words: as we gain comprehension of the internal logic of history, we are enabled to accelerate or reinforce the rational and ethical structures of human existence and thereby promote the felicity of all.

If Schlözer had seen the practice of universal history as a means of challenging the philosophical pretensions of writers such as Iselin, his Göttingen colleague Christoph Meiners saw matters differently. In his hands, the Geschichte der Menschheit was transformed into a “new science,” distinguished from universal history by its objects and methods, but sharing Schlözer’s intellectual imperialism. If universal history was concerned with a sequential narrative relating or explaining the actions and events of notable peoples during recorded time, the “history of mankind … teaches us not so much what man has done or suffered in different ages, but rather what he was or indeed still is.”41 It concerned itself with a synchronous description of human nature, especially among the “unenlightened” nations, and those facets of social life—habitat, racial diversity, clothing, diet, the treatment of women, government, laws—that arise directly from our species being. In the 1780s, this interpretation of the Geschichte der Menschheit as the study of homo natura was understood in Germany to be complementary to a related field of inquiry: the Geschichte der Cultur (history of culture).42 At the beginning of the eighteenth century, the primary meaning of “culture,” as both the Encyclopédie and Johnson’s Dictionary attest, still referred to the literal practice of husbandry, to tillage, the improvement of the soil, the culture de la terre. Since the Renaissance, however, certain thinkers, particularly figures such as Bacon and Pufendorf, had discussed cultura animi as the dutiful improvement of the mind as a means to overcome brutish instinct and approximate virtuous and rational conduct—and thus a means to becoming fully human. This figurative usage acquired greater currency in enlightened circles, transferred from individual psychology to the collective, until in time “culture” came to be recognized as the object of histoire de l’esprit humain: the process, unfolding over countless generations, by which the mental faculties of the species have been developed and knowledge expanded.43 This is what Lessing would famously call the “education of the human species.”44 By 1779, Irwing could speak of a “history of culture” as such. Culture he defined as “the sum of those perfections to which man can be raised from his original and rudest condition.” These encompass not only the enhancement of abstract thought, the emancipation from error and superstition, and the increase of knowledge, but all the sundry ways in which our mental powers are expressed in human activity to promote the well-being and happiness of the species. Culture admits of degrees—Irwing discerns four stages in the evolution of culture—and is subject to local variation; but, he argued, the “philosophical history of general culture” would be “the true history of mankind,”45 precisely because it treats that character of human experience that is universal and fundamental: how men create an artificial world in response both to their natural environment and to their own pressing needs and desires. Culture, then, is the means by which man realizes his destination. As the products of culture—education, laws, religion—serve in turn as the mechanism by which culture is inculcated and advanced, so its history results from the interaction of physical and moral causes. The Geschichte der Cultur quickly established itself as a thriving enterprise in the last two decades of the eighteenth century, and would enjoy a remarkable career in the nineteenth, while the conceptual vagueness of the Geschichte der Menschheit saw it fall out of favor.



Herder and History before the Ideas

Herder’s former student Johann Danz once remarked that “the bulk of Herder’s writings might well be described as ideas for the philosophy of history of mankind”; the work on which he chose to bestow that particular title was the culmination of a lifetime’s preoccupation with these themes.46 There is more than a little truth to Danz’s observation. From the very beginning of his intellectual career, Herder reflected on the meaning of history and the historicity of human experience. As early as 1765, when he was twenty-one years old and a newly ordained minister in Riga, he jotted down notes for an unfinished essay that contain in embryo much of his subsequent thought. He declared that philosophy was in urgent need of reform: the Wolffian dogmatism that held sway in the universities remained stubbornly aloof from the quotidian concerns of ordinary men and women. It had to be brought down to earth and acquire practical value by putting the human being, as a creature of both reason and the senses, at its very center, thus exerting itself to inculcate morals, improve taste, and make citizens rather than mere ratiocinators [Vernünftler].47 Such a “philosophy of mankind,” which Herder, by his own admission, sought to make the animating principle of his sermons,48 would in turn be informed by the “history of mankind.” And this Geschichte der Menschheit, which like Iselin’s work published just a year earlier, would treat not individual actions or political events, but rather human nature as such: differences in the legal, political, religious, ethical traditions of sundry peoples were to be explained, at least in part, by the variability of body, mind, and sentiments discernible in the species as a whole. Herder concluded by looking forward to a “Copernican” revolution when “the whole of our philosophy becomes anthropology.”49

Accordingly, the young Herder devoted much of his early attention to aesthetics. This discipline, in keeping with the intentions of its founder, Alexander Baumgarten, promised to explore those facets of human being that hitherto had been neglected, treating the homo sensualis as the necessary complement of the homo rationis. But, characteristically, Herder also insisted on the historical dimension of aesthetic cognition and creativity. “It is simply impossible,” he would write in 1774, “that a philosophical theory of the beautiful in all the branches of art and letters can exist without history.”50 In writings such as On the Ode (1764–65), Fragments on Recent German Literature (1766–67), the Critical Forests (1769), and Shakespeare (1773), Herder argued that that aesthetic forms, genres, and values are the products of a particular time and place; that the prevailing taste and mentality of a people, from which these phenomena derive their significance, are inconstant and mutable; that the primordially sensuous and poetic properties of literature have become increasingly intellectual and prosaic; that the tragedies of French neoclassicism, based anachronistically on the canons of Aristotelian poetics, lacked authenticity and the German mimicry of Gallic styles doubly so. Two conclusions followed from these premises, which would find expression in much of Herder’s subsequent oeuvre, up to and including the Ideas. First, to recognize that change is the “core of history”51 and to contemplate the vicissitudes of thought, feelings, and manners help us to overcome our pride and ignorance in assuming that the present epoch represents either the end of some process or the pinnacle of human achievement. Second, to understand an object or concept, the origins of which are lost to memory, a researcher must pursue a mode of explanation that Herder called “genetic.”52 This entailed the recovery of meanings that the lapse of time has occluded or modified, tracing the development of a thing back to its putative source, ultimately resorting to the imaginative exegesis of myth and oral tradition—a technique most famously exhibited in his Essay on the Origin of Language (1772).

Herder not only brought historical perspectives to bear on questions of philosophy and cultural politics; he thought deeply about history as such, aspiring on several occasions in the 1760s to write a universal history of his own. In 1769, reading Montesquieu and filling notebooks on the sea voyage that took him from Riga, on the eastern extremity of the German-speaking world, to new opportunities farther west, he excitedly sketched a “universal history of the formation of the world” [Universalgeschichte der Bildung der Welt]: an ambitious synthesis that would begin in Asia, sweep through Mediterranean antiquity, medieval Europe, and the Americas, and terminate in the age of Louis XIV and Anglo-Dutch commercial supremacy. “What a work on the human species!” he scribbled, in the exclamatory style of his youth, a deliberate rejection of the literary elegance of his century. “On the human mind! On the culture of the earth! Of all places! Times! Peoples! Forces! Mixtures! Forms!” The “grand theme” of this account, he declared, was that humankind “shall not perish till all these things be fulfilled! Till the genius of enlightenment [Erleuchtung] has pervaded the globe!” Although the scheme was not realized at this juncture, we can nevertheless glimpse the contours of what he would attempt some fifteen years later in the Ideas. Noteworthy is not just the scope or the intentions of the proposal, but also its substance. Montesquieu, Voltaire, Hume, and Goguet are among those mentioned as having laid the foundations on which he would build. And while “the Gatterers argue over the art of history,” he declared, referring to the academic disputes over the proper way of representing the past, Herder promised a work that would be instructive, concrete, and “replete with data and phenomena.”53

Indeed, Herder’s engagement in this period with the aims and methods of the Göttingen School, and the debates over the theory and practice of historiography, is evident from remarks composed around 1767–68. One version of these reflections took the form of an unsent letter addressed to Gatterer himself, with the hope that they might be printed in Gatterer’s journal Historische Bibliothek. A different version was drafted for inclusion in the collection of essays, on matters aesthetic and antiquarian, that Herder published as the Critical Forests.54 In each case, the point of departure is Winckelmann. Winckelmann exerted a profound influence on Herder’s understanding of art, culture, and history. But Herder’s esteem for his countryman’s accomplishments was never unconditional. For all Winckelmann’s ability to channel the spirit of the Greeks, to celebrate Greek art with Greek feeling, to become a Greek “of our fatherland,”55 his vision of the Hellenic world is monocular. In thrall to Greek prejudices, he presented Greek art as indigenous, spontaneous, and self-contained, the result ultimately of the favorable Arcadian climate and ensuing moral causes, but ignored the place of the Hellenes in the broader chronology of the species. Blind to the links, commercial and cultural, that Greek civilization maintained with its neighbors, and the debt owed to its predecessors, Winckelmann consequently failed to recognize what made the Greeks and their productions truly unique. A “general history of mankind,” such as Herder envisaged, would therefore have to transcend the limitations of Greek history, or indeed any other national history, and embrace a truly cosmopolitan perspective.

Later, however, Herder considers the implications of Winckelmann’s claim to have furnished, in his seminal History of the Art of Antiquity, a system or “theoretical edifice” (Lehrgebäude). (Winckelmann’s theory is that all cultures pass through the same developmental stages, and that the pursuit of the beautiful flourishes only after a period during which rules governing artistic activity are strictly enforced.) Herder suggests that there are three ways in which history might possess a systematic or theoretical character. First: history would be systematic, in a restricted sense, if it described an event in its totality, from all sides, exhausting every detail. But such comprehensiveness is unattainable, even for the most fastidious recorder, precisely because narrative demands selectivity and a fixed point of view. Second, history would be systematic if it set out to investigate the causes of a given event; because, following Hume, causes are not observable but rather must be inferred—any such conclusion being, ultimately, the result of conjecture and thus susceptible to the biases that color judgment—this work calls less for a historiographer (Geschichtsschreiber) than a Raisonneur or philosopher of history. Thus Hume, for the young Herder the very model of the modern historian, and whose History of England he assigned his pupils to read at the cathedral school in Riga, is for Herder less historian than a “philosopher of British history”—valuable and interesting precisely because of what he thinks, how he presents his material, the verdict he reaches, rather than his account of what happened. Third, history may reveal the conformity of a series of events to a lawlike pattern or plan: the ability to imagine and communicate the inner workings of the world in all their complexity and interconnections would mark an individual as a “creator, genius, painter, and artist of history,” but no longer or specifically a historian. If history shall be more than mere chronicle, then it must aim at the systematic or theoretical; but the more history strays from the description of plain facts and aspires to pragmatic explanation, the more dubious it becomes, the more in need of scrutiny and verification. If, however, the pragmatic cannot be separated from historiography, it should represent the goal rather than the point of departure. A nation ought first to master the “pure, clear Herodotean manner of writing and thinking,” amassing data that will provide a firm foundation for subsequent interpretation and speculation.56 In Germany, by contrast, priority has been given to methodological wrangling. Echoing his critique of neoclassical literature, Herder argues that, as with poets, the rules of composition have been emphasized at the expense of the content: in both cases, the spirit is lacking.

Similar criticisms appear in Herder’s stinging review of a work by Gatterer’s Göttingen colleague and rival, August Ludwig von Schlözer. As we’ve seen, Schlözer sought to reform universal history, which he presented as the best possible means of unifying the human past while also embracing its totality. But, Herder argues, Schlözer’s Vorstellung seiner Universal-Historie (1772) is an empty performance that belies its pretensions to establish history as the “most rigorous science.” Again, Schlözer’s sin is to have furnished “a plan, a theory, an ideal,” necessarily idiosyncratic and partial, devoid of the concrete particulars in which history ought properly to consist. On the one hand, Schlözer fails at the formal level, by attempting to reconcile the synchronous and the sequential through the use of tables and the arrangement of dates. This “Linnean apery” creates potentially false analogies and is inevitably incomplete: a lifeless effigy rather than the “robust chain” of true facts that Schlözer pretends it to be. Schlözer’s stated desire to distinguish between the historian and the romancer (Romanschreiber), to move history closer to the natural sciences and transcend or circumvent the narratival character of historiography, is doomed to failure because he thereby denies the literary and rhetorical resources on which historiography necessarily depends. If the aggregation of individual histories merely produces a “mishmash” (Gemisch), Herder also complains that the principles to which Schlözer reduces the past, the hidden unities that he believes make universal history possible, are conjectural and unproven: “Where is the one, great finishing post? Where is the straight path that leads to it? What does ‘progress of the human species’ mean? Is it enlightenment? Perfection? More happiness?”57 How, Herder wonders, can a single, abstract standard be meaningfully applied to the whole of human history? These questions would continue to haunt him.

In the meantime, however, the public disparagement of Schlözer would prove costly: Herder had wielded the hatchet at the instigation of his friend, the classicist Christian Gottlob Heyne, and in the mistaken belief that by attacking the eminent but unpopular professor he would thereby have a better chance of securing his own appointment at Göttingen.58 Few noticed Schlözer’s indignant, book-length reply, but the controversy was nevertheless unbecoming of a candidate for a chair of theology. Herder was now living in the Duchy of Bückeburg, employed as a councilor of the consistory, a position once occupied by Thomas Abbt. This period witnessed his descent into gloomy religious fervor, a sharp departure from his generally rather liberal views in matters political and spiritual, as he fell under the spell of his other Königsberg mentor, the Pietistic thinker Johann Georg Hamann. Two works published in 1774 exemplify this outlook, The Oldest Document of the Human Species and This, Too, a Philosophy of History to Form Mankind.

In his early years, Herder’s attitude to Scripture had been informed by biblical scholars such as Johann August Ernesti, Johann Salomo Semler, and Johann David Michaelis, the latter of whom who was also a member of the Göttingen School. These figures pioneered the application of philological and historiographical methods to the Bible, aiming to recuperate the text’s original meaning that had been overlaid by centuries of dogmatism and tradition. A similar approach can be found in Herder’s Fragments on an Archeology of the Orient (1769–71), which treats the Book of Genesis in much the same way as he had treated literature: as a cultural document expressing the values and way of life of a particular people. Genesis was neither the product of divine inspiration nor a cosmological account of Creation, but a symbolic representation of the structures of ancient Jewish life. In The Oldest Document, Herder’s point of view has shifted: while Genesis remains for him a poetic source, its origins are now supposed to lie in revelation, as grasped and communicated by the cultural imagination of the Jews. Here Herder attacks those like Thomas Burnet, Newton, or Voltaire, who interpreted Mosaic creation as not only consistent with but also an allegorical anticipation of the more recent discoveries of naturalists: such readings are to be found in “Bibles and world histories, philosophies and philosophical histories, physics and dogmatics,” even though they do violence to the primitive meaning of the text. Conversely, for theologians to insist on the sufficiency of Scripture amounts to an abrogation of modern science. Descartes, Newton, and Euler were also messengers of God: “why are the Goths and Lombards of the history of the human mind permitted to demolish their monuments in order to raise a vault over Moses, in which light no longer penetrates?” Herder reconciles Genesis and geology by claiming that both are, in their different way, based on God’s primordial revelation, which took the form of a hieroglyph containing all possible human knowledge: subsequent attempts to explain the world, whether religious, scientific, or literary, are merely the partial recovery, expressed with the conceptual resources available to a given people, of what the Neoplatonists had called the prisca sapientia embedded in that hieroglyph. There is, then, no progress in the histoire de l’esprit humain, which Herder now imagines as a kind of historia sacra, only alternative means of representing, more or less completely, the wisdom that God had shared with all nations. There was nothing to choose between Moses and Maupertuis, Fontenelle and Isaiah.59

The critic Johann Heinrich Merck disparaged The Oldest Document as “the most disgusting book ever written,” while conceding that Herder’s other “excretion” of 1774, though scarcely better, was at least more useful.60 The polemical character of This, Too, a Philosophy of History to Form Mankind: A Contribution to the Many Contributions of this Century is evident from its very title, which bears witness to the extraordinary vogueishness of philosophie de l’histoire, less than a decade after Voltaire had coined the phrase. In fact, the work resembles what Hamann would later call a “metacritique”: it turns the critical spirit of the Enlightenment against itself and its own presuppositions; a philosophy of history designed to subvert the established mode of writing philosophy of history, revealed now as mere foolosophy. The first object of Herder’s spleen are those thinkers who distill from history a narrative of linear progress toward increasing virtue, reason, and happiness; who therefore denigrate the nations of the past, as well as the “savages” of the present, for neglecting to conform to the supposedly universal values on which enlightened modernity, as the ultimate stage in the development of humankind, is founded. Though Herder’s rejection of this optimistic attitude is genuine and longstanding, he implicates historians and thinkers whom he had formerly held in high esteem and would come to appreciate again in the future. “Every classical bel esprit, who holds the polish [Polizierung] of our age to be the non plus ultra of mankind, has occasion to inveigh against barbarism, wretched public law, superstition, and stupidity of whole centuries and to rejoice in the luster of our own. All the books of our Voltaires and Humes, Robertsons and Iselins are filled with such sentiments.”61 The Enlightenment critique of history fails on its own terms because it is one-sided, presentist, and partial, the principles on which its judgments rest equally contingent and local as those of the past, but illegitimately generalized as if they held true for all humankind. To censure the ancient Egyptians or medieval Europeans for falling short of the ideals of the eighteenth century suggests a deficit of historical imagination. We should not dismiss or condemn barbarism and superstition, but rather seek to understand them as a functional response to the prevailing circumstances; we should ask ourselves why people might have believed or acted in such a way. This is the force of Herder’s famous comparison of the successive epochs of culture to the stages of a human life, from infancy (the patriarchal age) through adolescence (Greece) to manhood (Rome): children behave and think childishly, and it is futile to reproach them for doing so. While adults may blush at the follies of youth, childhood not only has meaning in and of itself, but is organically connected to later ages, which bear the residue of earlier experiences.

As well as the complacent progressivism most obviously represented by Iselin, Herder also rejects the skeptical attitude to which Voltaire, among others, was no stranger: namely, that history amounts to nothing more than a chronicle of fathomless suffering and all that we can learn from reflecting on bygone events is the extent of human irrationality. There is, as again the title of Herder’s diatribe indicates, another philosophy of history, one that discovers the continuities of the past without neglecting its patent discontinuities, the sudden and often violent revolutions that an Iselin tends to gloss over. Even though to the human eye history may seem mere chaos, a tale told by an idiot, this does not justify the inference that there is ultimately no underlying order. For Herder, as for Alexander Pope, “this scene of man” was a “mighty maze but not without a plan.”62 But the plan and purpose in history must remain mysterious to creatures incapable of rising above the “antheap” of their world and adopting the Allanblick, the vantagepoint that would permit a view of the whole, no matter how hard they strive. Hence it will often seem like the result of blind chance or like a Shakespearean drama, in which the vast, complex machinery of an inscrutable fate operates and “all the scenes constitute a totality, a plot of which the individual and selfish player could know and see nothing.”63 Herder, then, offers a kind of providential history—a vindication of divine agency in human affairs—but refuses to draw any definite conclusions as to its goals or to resign himself to the whims of fortune. All he will allow himself to say is that, by one account, his enlightened contemporaries have it right: history is the process by which the “formation of mankind” (Bildung der Menschheit) takes place. But this is the result of those incalculable “thousands of cooperating causes”64—which we dub fatum, ananke, or Schicksal—and not of those glib theories of progress or pious exhortations to the improvement of mind and manners to which the philosophers have reduced the conflicting, cramped endeavors of human beings. Every action, every event is both a means to an end and an end in itself. Perhaps the species as a whole is advancing; but no one in history has consciously sought to realize that aim. For “mankind” possesses significance only as the aggregate of individual national cultures; their history is not universal, and there is no single narrative. Herder’s jeremiad, then, represents a necessary first step toward clearing away the false assumptions of the present; it promises “to form mankind” in the sense that it delivers a moral lesson, tells us what is and what is not possible; it instructs us as to the limits of our capacities. A more honest philosophy of history, one that has yet to be written, might well grant us a better understanding of the pattern of events. It would have to begin not with abstractions or grand theories, but with the particulars, and it would seek to disentangle the “thousands of cooperating causes,” moral and physical, that shape the lives of human beings.



Toward a New Philosophy of History

Herder never intended the 1774 polemic to be his final word on the philosophy of history. That same year, he wrote to Johann Christian Lavater, one of the many contemporaries with whom he would eventually fall out, “A second part ought to follow the Philosophy, related to the first like a key to a lock, where this key would be religion, Christ, end of the world.… I know not whether I shall ever write it.”65 This theological or eschatological “key” in fact remained uncut and, at any rate, Herder soon turned his mind to other projects. He removed to Weimar in 1776 to take up the post of court chaplain and the duchy’s general superintendent of the Lutheran Church, where, along with Goethe, Wieland, and later Schiller, he helped turn this undistinguished corner of the Holy Roman Empire into the “Athens on the Ilm” that would be celebrated, and mythologized, by subsequent generations as the apogee of modern German culture. In spite of his professional duties, which included the directorship of the grammar school, Herder continued to write prolifically, and with his characteristic catholicity, issuing works on psychology (On the Cognition and Sensation of the Human Soul), aesthetics (Sculpture), literature (Folksongs, all 1778), and divinity (Letters Concerning the Study of Theology, 1780–81, and On the Spirit of Hebrew Poetry, 1782–83). But his “favorite philosophy”66 would not let him go. In September 1777, he complained to his publisher, Johann Friedrich Hartknoch, that This, Too, A Philosophy of History was both unknown and inaccessible to the reading public; that, as “one of the most splendid things I have done,” it deserved an amended and expanded edition.67 But the more Herder thought about such matters, the more he was convinced of the inadequacies of his earlier efforts and of the need for more sweeping revisions, which he began in October 1782. Sure enough, eighteen months later, as Herder reported to Hamann when he sent him an advance copy of Part One: “Not a single word is so far the same, and the foundation so deep and extensive … that the prospect of completing the structure fills me with dread.”68

What was different? The ambition and scale of the undertaking, to be sure, which made Herder rightly apprehensive. The sober tone of the whole, free of preacherly invective, though not without poetic flights. But what had changed most of all was his procedure, his willingness to declare not only that history unfolds according to a divine plan, which earlier he was only prepared to concede might be glimpsed through a glass darkly, but also that we may know it. On what grounds? There is a plan in nature, evident from its order and unity, which Spinoza, Shaftesbury, and Leibniz had intuited—the odd “triumvirate”69 whom Herder often mentioned in the same breath—and which science had increasingly exposed to view. In astronomy, mechanics, and chemistry, Newton, Kepler, Kant, and Priestley had shown that all things, from the mote of dust to the Milky Way, are moved by the same basic forces and are subject to eternal, inflexible laws. Linnaeus, having arranged the plant and animal kingdoms into new taxonomies, claimed to have discovered the underlying systema naturae; Buffon described the stages by which the planets were formed from chaos; Haller demonstrated the harmony inherent in the organism’s vital powers; anatomists laid bare the affinities of morphological structure. It is for this reason that the Ideas begins with that striking and also, at first glance, rather baffling claim: “If our philosophy of the history of mankind shall be in some degree deserving of the name, then it must begin in the heavens.” Why should a philosophy of history of mankind begin not by considering the earthly proscenium on which the human drama is enacted, but rather the cosmic backdrop? Precisely because it is in the heavenly firmament that the harmony of the cosmos is most conspicuously visible, the revolutions of the celestial bodies mapped even by the ancients. Nature, then, most assuredly operates according to a divine plan. And if human beings are part of nature, then the same unities and regularities, the same lawfulness, must be present in history too. As the universe once seemed to us mysterious, impenetrable, and unknowable, full of prodigies and wonders, so history does now. As we have begun the task of understanding nature—even if we do not and cannot fully comprehend the infinitude of God’s plan—so we can set out to understand and explain history. Herder does not merely argue that if there is a plan in nature there must, by analogy, be a plan in history; that if we can ascertain the plan in nature, we can likewise ascertain the plan in history; but that the plan in nature is the plan in history: the same laws are in effect. Hence to make sense of history, we must first recognize what human beings are, which in turn requires a consideration of their place in the world and, most fundamentally, the character of that world itself. The philosopher of history, then, must proceed inductively, after the manner of the natural philosopher: Herder does not state the laws of history axiomatically; rather, these are inferred from the phenomena that he observes.

Herder claimed that the policy and perspective adopted in the Ideas by no means signaled a radical departure from his earlier work. “I had to enter into the principles and occasionally into the trivial preoccupations of our age, as if they were important matters [große Sachen],” he told Hamann, so as “to make room for what follows and gradually to turn away from the point where all the writers on natural history stand, as the most cherished authors of the last quarter century (particularly in France, which sets the agenda through Helvétius, Buffon, etc.… At bottom the book does nothing more than arrive at the same conclusion as the first volume of the Oldest Document, only by a different route.”70 No doubt these comments were strategic: Knowing full well to whom he was writing, Herder sought to present Part One of the Ideas in a light most likely to elicit praise from Hamann—or at least in terms that he would understand. But Herder was also being sincere: modern science and primitive revelation do indeed, he remains convinced, express the same eternal truths by disparate means, a theme to which he will return in book 10 of Part Two. Hamann need not worry that Herder was flirting with the fashionable Epicureanism that Buffon and others were suspected of harboring and accused of propagating: the contemplation of nature leads back to God, because God is in nature. In this way, natural history and sacred history may be reconciled. But Herder’s attempt to present Part One as consistent with Hamann’s own intellectual predilections would prove futile. A few months later, his erstwhile mentor declared himself—somewhat ironically, given Herder’s stated objective—unable to discern the “plan” of the work. Clearly disappointed and struggling to offer praise, he compared Herder’s endeavor favorably to that of Johann Karl Wezel, a writer who that same year had published the first volume of his own Geschichte der Menschheit, but showed himself to be a “rival of very unequal stature and style.”71 In his Essay on the Knowledge of Man, Wezel investigates the influence of the body on the mind and opens in a manner rather less congenial to Hamann: “The human being is a machine composed of a certain number of organs and powers.”72 Hamann agreed with Herder that “our philosophy” must indeed “begin in heaven … and not from the theatro anatomico and the dissection of a cadaver.” Wezel’s mistake, in Hamann’s estimation, was to treat the human being in purely naturalistic terms, as nothing more than l’homme physique. Herder’s Part One, with its lengthy excursions on the natural history of both the earth and its inhabitants, seemed, in spite of the promise of Herder’s preamble, at the very least in danger of committing the same error. Should, as in Wezel’s case, the Geschichte der Menschheit be divorced entirely from theology, it could offer only a degraded picture of man and miss his true destination. “May heaven send us the second volume by Michaelmas,” Hamann wrote, “so that the reader’s horizons may be broadened” and the “dignity of our likeness to God, lost and then regained, is revealed.”73 While sympathetic to Hamann’s view, Herder had long since come to regard it as insufficient. Anthropology could not be reduced or assimilated to theology. While the philosophy of the history of mankind should not lose sight of the divine, its focus must be bent on the human being’s earthly and therefore temporal existence. Equally, it had to go beyond the physiological and psychological endowments of the species.

But what does Herder understand by the “history of mankind,” which, as we have seen, was a term of art in the enlightened German context? The preface contains a clue. There Herder confesses that one of the failings of This, Too, a Philosophy of History is that his earlier work ought to have reflected more deeply on the definition of culture (Cultur)—what culture was, what it means for a nation to be cultivated, and so on. In the meantime, others had stepped into the breach, and Herder grumbles that they have borrowed some of his conceits and given them a scope he did not intend, attempting to write a history of culture in general. In this instance, Herder has in mind Johann Christoph Adelung’s Essay on the History of the Culture of the Human Species (1782), published in the very year that Herder began reworking the philosophy of history. Adelung, a grammarian best remembered for his Dictionary of the High-German Dialect (1774–86), was recognized by his contemporaries74 as having successfully built on the contributions of Iselin, Kames, Ferguson, Millar, Goguet, and others to establish a history of mankind (Geschichte der Menschheit). But that phrase, Adelung argued, properly referred to human nature, to the merely sensuous and therefore brutish existence of the species, which consequently could have no history strictly construed (in the sensuous state, “all culture and hence also history ceases,” he maintained).75 Only “culture”—our exit from this state of nature and passage into social life—and its progressive development, beginning with Eden, in the biblical framework to which Adelung adheres, was the true province of the historian. Only culture made universal history possible. Only culture was uniquely human. As such, according to Adelung’s definition, culture consisted of five elements: the diminution of physical strength and the refinement of the animal body; the diminution of sensuous and obscure ideas; the increase of clear, rational ideas and the ascendance of the latter over the former; the refinement of morals; and ultimately the formation of taste. Herder wrote to Adelung in 1783, introducing himself and declaring, “I should like to talk of your history of human culture and other matters.”76 That exchange of views never took place; but the Ideas, especially Parts One and Two, may profitably be read as a sustained, if tacit, critique of Adelung’s separation of the Geschichte der Menschheit and the Geschichte der Cultur. For Herder, they cannot be divorced: the first is preliminary to the second. The “history of mankind” as he envisages it must combine an investigation of human nature—our Menschheit—with a history of what Herder will label, throughout the Ideas, “humanity” (Humanität). With this term, which refers to those characteristics that are susceptible to improvement by deliberate art, he intends to overcome the erroneous philosophical distinction between nature and culture, to integrate domains of knowledge rather than erect new disciplinary boundaries. Menschheit and Humanität are each facets of the human condition and of a larger phenomenon, Bildung, which signifies both the formative processes that constitute the activity of nature, including the development of the human organization and its specific capacities, and the process by which mankind, taking over from where nature leaves off, become what they are.

What Herder calls the “philosophy of the history of mankind” is, then, the unprecedented fusion of multiple genres of Enlightenment historiography, by which he hopes to deliver the most comprehensive account of the character and career of the human species: a truly universal history, a history of mankind in the fullest sense of that word, a history of what makes them human in the first place. Part One, as we have seen, offers, in the style of Buffon, a natural history of the earth and its inhabitants, concluding with a general description of the physiological, psychological, and moral endowments of “man,” considered as an entirely hypothetical homo natura prior to any form of collective existence. Part Two is first an ethnography, a depiction of human diversity in different regions of the world; but also an histoire de l’esprit humain—an inquiry into the circumstances under which culture develops among prehistorical “savages” and the various means through which it is expressed—and a theoretical or conjectural reconstruction of the past reminiscent of the Scottish School. If the first half of the Ideas covers a span of time from Creation to the Flood, Parts Three and Four consist of narrative civil history after the manner of Voltaire and Gibbon. Here Herder seeks not only to furnish a series of historical sketches of the ancient and modern worlds, vibrant, economical, and insightful, that exceed the bloodless accounts of a Gatterer or Schlözer, but also to follow the unifying thread that makes such a narrative possible: not moeurs or culture so much as humanity.



Part One: The Natural History of Mankind

Herder’s goal in Part One is to infer the destination of man—and thus the very meaning and possibility of history—from a physical description of his species character and from his place in the economy of nature. In so doing, Herder naturalizes history and, following the lead of Buffon, historicizes nature. The natural history of mankind is preceded by a genetic history of nature in general, designed to show that its manifest harmony was not original but emergent—a theme introduced rhapsodically in the very first chapter, where Herder subtly epitomizes part 2 of Kant’s Allgemeine Naturgeschichte (1755). Like Kant, Herder speaks of the Bildungsgesetze, the formative laws of the universe that make the history of nature a narrative of progress from chaos to order, from strife and conflict to stability and equilibrium. But where Kant thought that these laws held only in the inanimate world, where inert matter is operated on by the external forces of attraction and repulsion, and hence were insufficient to explain, on mechanical grounds, the “creation of a single plant or caterpillar”77—Herder follows Buffon’s procedure in the first two volumes of Histoire naturelle, veering from the formation of the solar system to the consolidation of the earth itself, the violent revolutions through which the latter passed so that its surface eventually became habitable, the successive founding of the mineral, vegetable, animal kingdoms, which culminate in the appearance of the human being. Everywhere in nature Herder finds harmony: in the mathematically determined intervals obtaining between planetary orbits; in the symmetry of the seasons, in the distribution of the species, and the balance struck between predator and prey—a harmony reflected in the plotting of the volume itself. Everywhere he sees, in the organization of matter, the attendant growth of complexity and variety from a simple and homogeneous state. And everywhere this cosmic harmony, this stability, the unity in this multiplicity is sustained by internal forces that permeate a nature conceived as dynamic, creative, and vital. All events in the history of nature, and therefore in the civil history of humankind, are the result of force acting on force and the relations into which these forces enter, mounting through all the spires of form.

Herder’s understanding of nature is indebted to the ancient idea of the Great Chain of Being, which, though it had undergone important modifications over the centuries, still belonged to the mental furniture of the Enlightenment. The Great Chain of Being, as A. O. Lovejoy influentially argued, rested on the principles of plenitude, continuity, and gradation78—three principles to which Herder, like his contemporaries, was deeply committed. Nature exhibited abundance and diversity: whatever could exist, he never tires of pointing out, has in fact existed; every ecological niche has been filled, every possible structure brought forth. This diversity, however, was expressed in an unbroken series of forms, each differing step by step: natura non facit saltus, in the phrase of Leibniz. And this series was arranged in ascending order, a hierarchy of increasing perfection, from the most rudimentary being to the Most High, each link in the chain representing an advance. Nature was one interconnected whole.

Two eighteenth-century developments reinvigorated and expanded this ancient conception. First, the Swiss philosopher Abraham Trembley discovered hydra, microscopic zoophytes, thereby showing that the world was filled with more species than previously assumed—missing links in the Great Chain of Being—and consequently ever finer transitions between the great domains of nature. Second, Trembley’s nephew, Charles Bonnet, with whose work Herder engages throughout Part One of the Ideas, helped to bring about what Lovejoy calls the “temporalization” of the Chain of Being. The plenum formarum was no longer imagined, as it had been from the Middle Ages to Linnaeus, as a static and rigid “inventory of nature,”79 but rather as a process that unfolded, slowly and steadily, over vast periods of time. At the center of all this—literally—stands the human being. As the earth is a median planet, neither too far from nor too close to the sun; as culture flourishes in the temperate zone rather than at the poles or the equator; so humankind occupy, for Herder as for Kant, “the middlemost rung of the scale of being,” equally removed from the extremes of brutehood and divinity.80 The human being’s mediocrity is precisely his distinction. As an “intermediate creature,” he represents a microcosm, the conjunction and sublimation of all terrestrial forces; he contains within himself the entire history of creation. Accordingly, to understand human nature, we must consider not only the kinds of existence that this particular planet favors, but also the fact that the earth was already inhabited when men and women first arrived: the antecedent flora and fauna have defined the character of the disparate regions that human beings have made their home.

One of the most pressing questions for natural philosophers in the eighteenth century was the means by which inert matter was progressively organized in the Chain of Being and thus the continuity of nature preserved. How did form, especially in the domain of life, arise from formlessness? The doctrine of preexisting germs claimed to solve this difficulty and, for much of the century, superseded the older Aristotelian theory of epigenesis, which held that an embryo grows by external accretion from an undifferentiated mass. Following Leeuwenhoek’s discovery of spermatozoa in 1677, it seemed increasingly implausible that this activity could be explained by the operation of mechanical laws alone: that, in a Cartesian universe, mere motion could assemble minute particles into complex organic structures. The doctrine of preexisting germs was an allegedly more compelling model. Building on the observations of Swammerdam and Malpighi, elaborated by Malebranche and most especially Bonnet in Considérations sur les corps organisées (1762) and Contemplation de la nature (1764), it posited that the form of living things is present before the embryo’s development, residing, for Bonnet, in the ovum. Gestation was thus a process of evolution in the original sense of that word: an unrolling and expansion of this “germ.” All organisms, Bonnet argued, were created by God at the same time, with successive generations stored, one within the other (emboîtement), so that the first females of a species contained, in miniature, the whole of the rest of their kind.81 Without relinquishing the notion of a scala naturae, Herder questions Bonnet’s preformationism, not least because of his reluctance to imagine the history of nature—and thus the history of human beings—as somehow foreordained, as the mere unwinding of a predetermined script or pattern. His is also an empirical objection: no anatomist has ever discovered germs preformed. Rather, the germs of a plant or animal develop as the organism matures: these germs must therefore themselves be the products of some other agency. But Herder also repudiates epigenesis—at least that version of the theory that emphasized the action of external, mechanical forces in the agglomeration of living parts—and instead allies himself with a number of thinkers in the late Enlightenment who had begun to reconceive epigenesis in vitalist terms. These ideas, for which Herder acted as an effective intermediary, would exert a profound influence on the romantic Naturphilosophie of the next few decades.

The conception of the organism as governed by dynamic and constructive forces, challenged but never fully eliminated from medical discourse by the hegemony of the animal-machine theory of Descartes, had been continued into the eighteenth century by figures such as Ralph Cudworth, Georg Ernst Stahl, and William Cullen. These several programs were united by the conviction that the inert conception of matter assumed by Cartesian and Newtonian physics was inadequate to account for important biological processes. The organizing principle was inherent in matter itself, visible not only in embryogenesis, but in the spontaneous regrowth of amputated limbs observed in certain creatures, and proof of the (re)generative, reproductive power of nature. Friedrich Casimir Medicus would call this agency the Lebenskraft, Blumenbach the Bildungstrieb; but of particular significance to Herder was the work of Caspar Friedrich Wolff. His 1759 doctoral dissertation, Theoria Generationis, though largely ignored by contemporaries, took up arms against preformationism, especially as it was defended by Bonnet’s friend and countryman Albrecht von Haller. Wolff posited the existence of a vis essentialis that was responsible for the growth of solid organic structure from an original liquid substance. Herder, too, speaks of a vital force—nature, he frequently reminds us, works “from within to without”—that is common to all organization, from crystals to plants and animals. The multifarious powers of living beings are expressions of the same fundamental power or force in nature. This power is manifested in some of the most basic operations of life—elasticity, irritability, sensibility—as well as in higher functions, with the internal genetic force combining with and limited by the given external circumstances to produce the diversity, complexity, and particularity of all beings. In this way, life is maximized, every corner of creation filled and the principle of plenitude realized. The unity of nature rests on the unity of force. And that force is plastic, its action Bildung.

Herder thinks that, by contrast with Bonnet’s theory of germs, his vitalist postulation of organic forces is better able to maintain the unity of existence, throughout both the inanimate and animate realms; but it cannot on its own explain the distinctiveness of human beings within the scale of nature. Though the same forces operate throughout nature, they are invisible: we must therefore attend to their effects, which are produced through organs. We must make inferences as to man’s distinction from physiology and comparative anatomy rather than from powers like reason or language, which do not exist independently of their organs and are themselves an aggregate of other, more fundamental agencies. The unity of force is mirrored by the unity of structure: the same basic type or “general form” is present throughout creation. By introducing small, progressive alterations to this design, the genetic force has brought forth immense variety among the different species. When Herder says that the animals are man’s “elder brethren,” he means precisely this, that a morphological kinship exists: the human form is a modification of the form of those animals closest to him in the scale; but this does not imply that human beings descend from animals in the modern sense. In this respect, Herder succeeds more than many of his contemporaries in upholding the principle of continuity—a principle confirmed, shortly after the publication of Part One, by Goethe’s triumphant announcement of his discovery of the intermaxillary bone in the human skull. Bonnet may have offered perhaps the most exhaustively detailed version of the Great Chain of Being in the long career of that idea; but, as his critic Jean-Baptiste Robinet pointed out, he left an ellipsis at either end of the sequence. Not only does Bonnet fail to explain how life gradually arose from inanimate creation; he also cannot account for the appearance of distinctively human endowments in the transition from our simian neighbors to us.

The eighteenth century witnessed a great deal of discussion of the relationship between humankind and the ape tribe, ever since the pioneering anatomist Edward Tyson had concluded that what he called the “orang-outan” (in reality a chimpanzee or bonobo) had more in common with man than monkeys.82 At one extreme, Bonnet thought that the orangutan so closely approximated the human being that, with sufficient training, it was capable of “acquitting the duties of a skilled valet de chambre.”83 But, notwithstanding the undeniable physical similarity, Bonnet’s detractors pointed out that there remains a considerable, even unbridgeable gap between the rational and linguistic faculties of apes and Genevan domestic servants: Nature, it would seem on this account, makes leaps after all. Lord Monboddo, of whom Herder had long been an admirer, likewise sought to erase the distinctions between apes and human beings; but he did so by suggesting, to much mockery among his contemporaries, that at least some species of Simia were in fact wild, hirsute men with tails. Buffon, by contrast, claimed that physical resemblance between man and ape implied no mental or moral likeness; that man’s vaunted superiority was guaranteed by a local suspension of the principle of continuity, an inexplicable but no less necessary disruption of the systema naturae: “Between the faculties of man and those of the most perfect animal the distance is infinite; an evident proof that man is of a different nature from the brute species.… If man belonged to the class of animals, there would be a certain number of beings in nature less perfect than man, and more perfect than beast, in order to complete the gradation from a man to the monkey. But this is not the case.”84 Herder’s position in this debate is rather different: he wants to uphold the principle of continuity, like Bonnet, but at the same time to insist on the real difference between human beings and other primates. Unlike Buffon (and indeed Rousseau), he aims to show that this difference is not only one of degree rather than kind, but also corporeal rather than moral in origin.

Neither reason nor language, then, constitute for Herder the primary defining characteristic of human nature. Instead, he points to man’s upright posture and bipedal gait. These in turn derive from small but consequential differences to the anatomy of those apes that stand—or rather slouch—immediately below us in the scale of things: the widening of the pelvis, the lengthening of the femurs, and the attitude of the skull relative to the spinal column. By these means, the head becomes more mobile, enabling a panoramic view of the environment, and the hands, no longer required to support the creature’s weight, are freed for tool use. Similarly, subtle changes to the shape of the cranium yield not a larger or heavier but rather a more complex and convoluted brain, permitting the greater coordination of sense impressions and their retention in the memory. This in turn is the essential precondition of thought: the ability to discriminate among external objects by observing characteristic marks that may be communicated by linguistic symbols. Speech, too, depends on man’s upright posture: apes may have similar vocal organs, but their hunched stature inhibits them from producing the range of sounds available to human beings. Reason and language, the highest prerogatives of man, arise as a necessary consequence of his physical structure. Nature is not obliged to make leaps to arrive at reason: a few subtle alterations of the blueprint, explicable in wholly natural terms, result in a creature with radically different abilities and hence with a radically different destination. That destination—what Herder calls “humanity”—is our unique capacity not only for reason, but also for freedom, morality, and religion, a capacity that, inscribed in our very figure, comparative anatomy renders legible without resorting to any inference from metaphysical or theological postulates. But nature has so fashioned us that this humanity exists only as potentiality, as predisposition, which it then falls to us to develop as we see fit. The history of nature ends when the ascending series of organic types culminates in the most complex design that is possible on this earth, namely that of mankind (Menschheit). The history of culture begins from the moment when we first exercise those powers that belong to the character of our species, when, in Herder’s words, we begin to form our humanity (Humanität). Humanity is not, then, some ideal abstraction subsisting by itself, outside of or prior to history, which all individual human beings must approximate. It unfolds in history. Or rather, history is precisely this realization of humanity, a narrative of human self-determination.

As such, the prerequisite of history is human freedom. This means for Herder that man is emancipated from the tyranny of brute instinct and thus the “first of creation to be set free”: an estate signified by his raising himself erect and standing on his own two feet, by his face no longer being directed at the ground, in thrall to his bodily appetites, but rather at the wider world around and above him. Herder claims neither that man is exempt from the laws of nature nor that he no longer feels the goad of instinct, only that its prickles are less urgent. Though man must still satisfy the impulse of self-preservation and secure the necessaries of existence, he is at liberty to choose how to answer his needs and desires, to strive after whatever he holds to be good, to pursue his happiness—in short, to realize his humanity. This is the very stuff of history. But Herder’s distinction between Menschheit and Humanität makes possible, he surmises, the philosophical elucidation of res gestae: for it reconciles causal necessity, to which the human being as a natural entity is subject and which the philosopher requires to explain history, and contingency as the realm of choice and freedom. Because humanity is, to borrow Rousseau’s formulation, perfectible but never perfect; because we are left to find the suitable means to achieve the ends that we have set for ourselves, history is an endless succession of experiments in which we put our mental powers to trial, a chronicle of all the ways in which we have cognized the underlying order of the natural world, acted in accordance with those cognitions, and ultimately moved beyond that world to build our own: to become, in Shaftesbury’s words, a “second creator.” In this sense, history is the history of reason. Herder rejects any talk of a res cogitans or reine Vernunft. The mind, like all human endowments, is always embodied, and has no existence independently of the particular organ through which it operates. Reason is not an inborn faculty and precisely not an infallible instinct, like those by which animals are led. It is a disposition that must be cultivated over time, a skill that must be acquired through practice. Here, again, there is a connection with our upright posture: just as infants must learn to walk, and inevitably stumble while they find their feet, so they must learn to reason—a process in which they must just as frequently blunder and fall into error, before picking themselves back up again. As Locke said in a different context, “[E]veryone’s recta ratio is but the traverses of his own steps.”85

If we are free to discover for ourselves what is true and false, then the same applies to what is right and wrong, good or bad. Morality, together with reason, constitutes our humanity. It is rooted not in some special sense, as Hutcheson supposed, which would violate the principle of continuity, or in sympathy, which, though observable in animals, has too limited a scope, but in what Herder calls equity (Billigkeit). This concept, deriving from the natural law tradition that stretched from Cicero to Grotius, referred to a moderation in the exercise of one’s rights, a fairness in one’s dealings with others, an evenhandedness: a reasonableness, in other words, that complemented one’s rationality. Again, the disposition to morality follows from mankind’s upright posture: they are upright (aufrecht, aufrichtig) in both the physical and moral tenor of that term. This is more than strained wordplay, trading on a metaphorical relationship that happens to obtain in English and German: the metaphor suggests itself, Herder thinks, precisely because we are inclined to moral conduct by dint of our bipedalism: the most evident sign of our common humanity, a clear demonstration that we stand on equal footing. This simple reciprocity has been elaborated into systems of morality and regimes of positive law, finding expression in many cultures as the Golden Rule; but it operates even among the most savage tribes of cannibals, where no formal legal or moral code exists.

Finally, religion appears as the purest and highest expression of our humanity. Shorn of any mystical or supernatural trappings, it is the ultimate consequence of our acknowledgment of, and freely willed submission to, the planfulness of divine nature. The question of religion, and the self-realization of humankind, spurs Herder to reflections that at first sight would appear to be at odds with his natural history of mankind: namely, the immortality of the soul. The seemingly mystical or poetic rhapsodies with which Part One concludes—“impious absurdities” in the judgment of one British critic86—are in fact consistent with Herder’s aims and methods. Buffon may have questioned whether “metaphysical considerations on the soul” ought to have a place in his system, concluding that, owing to his own lack of expertise, he must “retrench from the Natural History of Man the history of his noblest part.”87 But, except for his most materialistically minded contemporaries, like Diderot or Holbach, the immortality of the soul was a topic of considerable philosophical importance in the second half of the eighteenth century. Even Kant ends his Allgemeine Naturgeschichte with a discussion of these themes. Herder, then, is scarcely out of bounds here and takes the opportunity not only to rejoin a contemporary debate in which he had long been engaged, but also to determine the proper place of such issues within the philosophy of the history of mankind.

In earlier arguments with Mendelssohn, Herder had denied the possibility of the personal soul persisting beyond death, independently of the body to which previously it had been conjoined.88 Here Herder takes a different view, or at least arrives at the same conclusion by a different route, precisely because he believes the hope of immortality is both natural and a necessary component of human happiness, and therefore ought to be grounded. On the one hand, these deliberations are an echo of his Three Conversations on the Transmigration of Souls (1781), a refutation of J. G. Schlosser’s attempt to argue that the moral improvement of the individual occurs over multiple lives, through a cycle of metempsychotic rebirth, in which he has the opportunity to essay different modes of conduct until striking down the path of righteousness. Moreover, Herder is responding here once again to Bonnet—and in particular to his Palingénésie philosophique (1769), a work of Christian apology in which the pious Swiss provided an explanation not only of organic progress, but of the resurrection: in fact, the two were inextricably linked. In addition to the germ from which the physical frame of each individual develops, he posited another indestructible and “ethereal” germ, the germe de restitution. This not only represented the true seat of the soul, but also contained in nuce the more perfect body that each being will receive after the next geological catastrophe, one of several revolutions to have occurred in the history of life on earth. Each such world-shattering event has brought about a palingenetic renewal of creation by which each species advanced a step in the scale of nature and arrived at their present state. Thus, Bonnet surmised, human souls will one day be reincarnated in angelic bodies, composed of some ethereal substance, while apes proceed to take the place of men, and so on, all the way down the series of forms.89 The history of life is imagined as a passion play of birth, death, and regeneration.

Herder’s own, typically naturalistic discussion of the soul in this context would seem to exhibit superficial similarities to that of Bonnet, and the notion of a “palingenesis,” both spiritual and cultural, does indeed frequently recur in Herder’s thought. He suggests that, while the material tenement is destroyed at the moment of death, the force that vivifies it, like all such forces, must be indestructible. But because no force can exist without an organ, and the progressive action of any force ensures that nature never stands still, we may conjecture that, after death, the so-called “soul,” this complex of spiritual forces, is reincorporated in a subtler frame on a higher plane of existence. Thus Herder, like Bonnet, explains immortality and resurrection in terms consistent and by analogy with the organic processes of the natural world. But unlike Bonnet, and indeed Schlosser, Herder denies that perfection is possible on this earth or for human beings as such: humanity knows no fulfillment or completion, irrespective of how many lifetimes we might be granted to approximate the Divinity. Each individual realizes humanity as best as he or she can. Nor is this process, as it is for Bonnet, something that happens to the species all at once, as part of a regularly scheduled derangement of the balance of nature. The consolation of an immortal, discorporate soul and its rebirth may permit us the distant prospect of such perfection: but that goal lies precisely beyond the earth, beyond this life, and therefore beyond history. History is no more about the salvation of the soul than it is a Hegelian odyssey of the self-realization of reason; it concerns itself with human bodies impelled by human forces; it possesses no extramundane meaning. If we are able to achieve perfection in the world to come, then we shall do so not as human beings. What Schlosser and Bonnet propose has no bearing on the history of humankind: death and resurrection lie beyond its reach. The true concern of the philosophy of history of mankind is with our earthly destination: with humanity. If we have a yet higher destination, as the immortality of the soul would seem to indicate, and though we may account for it by naturalistic means, this is the proper domain of religion.



Part Two: The Genesis of Culture

If Part One sought to define the species character of man, deliberately ignoring the circumstances, commitments, and connections that shape individual lives, Part Two, published a year later, begins the transition from natural to cultural history. This is not yet a narrative of the particular forms that culture has assumed, to which the second half of the Ideas will turn, but rather an account of what culture is and of the means of its production, tracing it back to its origins, to the earliest stages of civil history that his contemporaries termed “savage.” But in the absence of documentary evidence—itself a relic of more complex societies—Herder, like other writers of his time, must rely on modern reports, furnished by explorers and missionaries, of the indigenous peoples of the Americas, Siberia, and Polynesia, not only to reconstruct the shared human past, but also to illuminate the general principles of historical development.

This aim would seem at first sight to be thwarted by the simple fact that so fascinated eighteenth-century observers: the sheer variety in the appearance, manners, and modes of life of humankind. Accordingly, in the ethnographic sketch with which Herder begins Part Two, he adumbrates the most conspicuous signs of physical difference—stature, complexion, facial features, and so on—among the peoples of the known world, on every continent and in every zone,90 to reveal the hidden unity in this skin-deep diversity. He rejects the emerging anthropological consensus that the species consists of four or five biologically distinct races as well as the frequently associated theory of polygenesis, advanced by Kant and Kames, among others, according to which each of these supposed races had a separate origin. The concept of “race,” Herder maintains, is an abstraction: on the one hand, it implies, wrongly, that essential differences obtain between human populations; on the other, it fails to do justice to the true multiformity of the peoples of the earth, who do not fall neatly into a limited number of categories, but instead shade imperceptibly into one another (there is no singular “Black” race, for instance, only countless more or less dark-skinned tribes with more or less similar physiognomies). The principles of continuity and plenitude apply to human beings, too: every corner of the earth is inhabited, and every possible variation of figure either currently exists or has existed at some point in the past. And the principle of gradation? Herder does concede, in a remark liable to make the modern reader wince, that the physical features of some groups must necessarily approximate the apes more closely. But he consistently refuses to establish a hierarchy of human varieties based on their moral or intellectual worth.

It is scarcely surprising that Herder should seek to explain the apparently infinite plasticity of form by invoking the action of the climate—the term by which he refers not merely to regions of the earth but to the totality of a given environment. This had long since become a commonplace. But Herder resists the simple conclusion that organisms, human or otherwise, are passive objects of their immediate surroundings; rather, variation occurs as a consequence of the antagonism between the exterior world and the interior genetic force that he described in Part One. Here Herder borrows the Buffonian concept of “degeneration,” the process by which the French naturalist accounted for organic divergence without abandoning the axiom of the fixity of species. The ineffaceable character of each species—its “type”—was imprinted on individuals and reproduced from one generation to the next by an “internal mold.” If a population migrated to a different region, however, the new climatic influences might disrupt the internal mold and cause a deviation from the original type. For Herder, too, sunlight, heat, humidity, diet, along with thousands of other determining factors, establish the conditions of possibility under which the genetic force manifests itself. Stubbornly seeking to replicate the basic human form, it chafes against these limits on its operation so that, gradually, over vast spans of time, superficial alterations in pigmentation, hirsuteness, and so on become heritable. But, as with Buffon, Herder maintains that the genetic force is more powerful and its effects more immediate than the climate: these distinguishing traits, developed over many lifetimes, do not and cannot represent a permanent modification of the human type, or its destination to reason and freedom; they can be erased through intermarriage with other groups or, more slowly, by a change of climate.

That the climate affects external, secondary characteristics is therefore of less importance than the manner in which it operates on the instincts, senses, and powers of the mind: in other words, the means whereby we interact with the world. Though all human beings share the same natural endowments, these are exercised on different objects in different milieux, in service of different modes of life, roused to different degrees, and accordingly given different expression. The acuity of the senses varies from nation to nation; likewise the imagination, which draws on the reservoir of sense impressions to render intelligible the visible and invisible universe; and the practical understanding by which men and women acquire the skills to survive and meet the challenges of a particular region. But these ideas, beliefs, and techniques devised to trap animals, erect shelters, or fashion clothing, are precisely not the invention of each individual, responding to the given state of affairs as if for the first time. Rather, these practices, valuations, and attainments—what Herder terms “tradition”—are communicated from one person to another, eventually becoming habit, constitutive of the shared mentality of a people and just as distinctive as their outward aspect.

Tradition is what Herder calls the “second genesis”: the postnatal continuation of the formative process (Bildung) in which the embryo is developed, equipped with specific faculties and instincts, and stamped with national features by the climate. At birth, human beings are left unfinished by nature, their peculiar powers not fully evolved, but requiring training and improvement throughout a prolonged infancy. Nor are they able to realize their potential, to arrive at intellectual maturity, by their own efforts alone. They learn from and with others: from their parents and compatriots, but most importantly from previous generations. They inherit tradition—the accumulated knowledge, arts, customs, and beliefs, the entire texture of human life—but do not passively receive it; they modify their inheritance according to circumstances, discarding the old and inexpedient in favor of the new. Hence tradition grows and changes over time; it is a natural and organic thing. Just as individuals are connected to their ancestors and countrymen by ties of blood, so they are linked by a chain of tradition that extends both horizontally through the present and vertically through the past. It is through tradition that we, as members of groups, tribes, and nations, form ourselves to humanity.

Though we might well refer to this Bildung that operates through tradition as the “education of the human species,” in the style of Lessing, we should not, Herder warns, think of God as the preceptor and us as his obedient pupils. Rather, He has merely built the schoolhouse and assigned the student body to different classrooms; it is human beings who assume the role of teaching one another. Similarly, Herder point out, this formation or education might also be indicated figuratively by the vogueish terms “culture” or “enlightenment”: while Herder avails himself liberally of both, his use differs from that of his contemporaries. For Adelung, who had his own reservations about the word, culture was the property of mankind in general, a process by which their mental and moral powers were gradually refined, but the course of which he presented solely through a chronological account of the accomplishments of particular peoples without any explanation of how the parts relate to the whole or indeed to one another. Neither Adelung nor anyone else in the eighteenth century spoke of culture in the plural, as referring to the productions of each nation, only of culture in the singular, as an aggregate. This is Herder’s decisive innovation: when he writes that each people has its own manner and degree of culture or enlightenment, he is quite consciously stretching the then-prevailing definitions of these terms, applying them even to the savage peoples ordinarily excluded from these categories,91 viewing them not as absolutes but as variable and situation-dependent, and including not only the contributions of luminaries such as Solon or Shakespeare but the totality of those practices, inventions, and establishments by which communities distinguish and order themselves and which have no identified author except for their collective “genius.” Herder, then, effectively combines the new discourse of culture with Montesquieu’s notion of the “spirit” of a people. This is the role that “tradition” plays in Herder’s thinking: culture is the particular form of humanity expressed by a people through its traditions. But he is also able, by analogy with organic inheritance, to explain the origin, progress, and transmission of culture. Two corollaries follow from this. First, Herder does not, like Adelung, Rousseau, or Hobbes, posit a rupture between the state of nature and the later social existence of humankind. Rather, like Shaftesbury and Adam Ferguson, he believes that society, and therefore culture, is in fact the natural condition of man. Here, then, is the thread that connects what Adelung had deliberately severed, namely the Geschichte der Menschheit and Geschichte der Cultur. Second, and relatedly, it is tradition that makes history possible in the first place, giving continuity, meaning, and permanence to what would otherwise remain an endless series of discrete acts. Culture makes of history a whole, and therefore the philosophy of history, in Herder’s view, must seek to understand the modalities by which culture is imparted, augmented, and perpetuated, so that we may discern and catalogue the various operations of the human mind in its entirety.

The chief traditions by which men and women form their humanity—language, arts and sciences, government, and religion—are already present among savages, though simpler, because adjusted to more limited needs, and bearing the more conspicuous imprint of climate. Their language possesses a sensuous and concrete quality, sufficient only to express “ideas of the understanding” related to their immediate practical interests, but through which they develop the repository of knowledge necessary to master their environment. Through their religion, they intuit, even if they cannot always clearly articulate, the principle of reciprocity that undergirds all morality. Their social arrangements are based not on coercion but on the emotional attachments that arise from erotic love, parental affection, and friendship; the tribe, as an extension of the family, therefore represents the most natural means of government. That some nations remain in a state of savagery is not owing to some native incapacity, but because they inhabit the extremities of the earth, or subsist in relative isolation, and therefore lack any incentive to depart from the behaviors that have hitherto proved successful in their ecological niche. Theirs is not a wretched or impoverished existence, then, but a fully human one in which we recognize the disposition to reason, equity, pacificity, and freedom. The pleasure we take in the exercise of our powers, the satisfaction we feel in achieving our ends, the contentment we derive from belonging to this particular corner of the world, the inner enjoyment of life, health, and the company of others: this is “happiness.” Happiness must therefore be proper to all human beings, at all times and in all places, at every degree of culture. It is fruitless to ponder, as the philosophes so often did, whether one age has been or will be happier than the others. Happiness is not prospective, absolute, or cumulative. It arises spontaneously, naturally, at every moment, from those sentiments, objects, and relations necessary for our flourishing.

Accordingly, we should neither disregard nor disdain the condition in which all peoples once found themselves and many persist to this day. Or celebrate savagery as a counter-ideal to the excessive refinement of western Europe. A philosophy of the history of mankind must do justice to their experience, must embrace difference; in short: it must recognize their humanity. Adelung fails to do this. So too does Kant—and, though Herder never mentions his name directly, his argument may be read as at least partly a refutation of his former teacher’s recently published Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Purpose. By Herder’s reckoning, Kant ignores the cultural dimension of human existence, conjuring empty abstractions and subordinating history to rigid teleology. Like Adelung, he imagines past and present generations laboring for the benefit of a more fortunate posterity, their individual lives merely a stage on the way to a future goal, and elides entirely those peoples who would seem to have contributed nothing to its realization. Herder, by contrast, takes himself to have explained historical change without recourse to some internal principle or external standard. To say that history has a plan signifies only that it is lawful and evinces regularities; there exists no ulterior purpose at which the species as a whole aims, no design it must fulfill. History is made by human beings who pursue local and temporary ends within the horizons circumscribed by climate and tradition, acting on behalf of themselves, their family, their tribe, their nation; but certainly not for the general welfare of mankind. Herder, like Adam Ferguson before him, observes that these actions may have unintended consequences beyond their present utility, providing new opportunities for their as yet unborn descendants, enabling the introduction of new modes of subsistence, new departments of knowledge, and new forms of political life—and thereby pushing history in new, unexpected directions. The inventor of the plough could not have foreseen the cities that agriculture made possible; the scribe who first scratched marks into a clay tablet could not have anticipated the Library of Alexandria. The course of history can be traced only in hindsight.

If, according to Herder, the species is neither the agent nor the beneficiary of history, then he also rejects Kant’s confidence in its rational progress. There exists no such thing as “pure reason” floating free of the particular traditions—the language, the religious beliefs, the accumulated knowledge of the world, the division of labor within a society—through which it is expressed and the objects on which it is exercised. The speculative or theoretical thought with which modern metaphysicians equate this power is only one, historically rather unusual variety; in reality, the Kalahari cowherd and the Königsberg philosopher share the same capacity for reason. Only the effects of reason are different in these two cases: the complexity of the cultural and symbolic systems that sustain its activity. Nor do we as a species grow more moral. Rather, moral doctrines may become more refined and wider in scope; but the savage observing ancient laws of hospitality may well exhibit kindness more promptly and ardently than the “deluged heart of the idle cosmopolite.” Nor can the final purpose of history be the perfect political constitution of which Kant dreams: a state perfectly organized in its inner and outer relations would be a fine thing; but it can only ever stand as a means rather than as an end. The state is merely one of the several vehicles through which culture finds expression and, beyond the simplest tribal structures, unnecessary for human flourishing; indeed, it has often been inimical to this. Herder declares himself especially troubled by Kant’s “wicked” proposition that the state arises from the need for a master to restrain and sublimate the bestial passions of the Hobbesian homo lupus: a notion, Herder told Friedrich Jacobi, that he considered “slavish nonsense,”92 resting as it did on a distorted view of both human nature and history. Monarchy—the kind of primitive government that, on Herder’s reading, Kant axiomatically assumes—is neither inevitable nor universal; and it behooves the philosopher of history to inquire as to why it arose and departed from the preexisting communities founded not on force but rather on kinship and a desire for mutual protection.

In Herder’s version of events, the state emerged in a relatively late period of history and only in certain regions of the earth: where the conditions of existence and scarcity of resources combined to bestow on some peoples—highlanders—a fierce, bellicose temperament. Jealous of the peaceful and more prosperous farmers of the valleys and plains, these predators overran and subjugated their neighbors. The state, then, was born in violent conquest—not by the social contract—and from the outset rests on no other justifying principle than the right of might. Over time, the state effaces the superficial but natural differences that obtained between its constituent populations, the mingling of which dissolves the blood ties that once held the separate clans together, and creates new, artificial distinctions through the introduction of property, hereditary rule, and rank. Kant gets this wrong also: the state was never designed as means of curbing the passions; rather, it has all too often functioned as an instrument to unleash, direct, and amplify them, especially the will to power of its rulers: it warps the straight and true timber of mankind. Ever since it began its relentless advance across the theater of nations, the state has left behind an ever-lengthening trail of destruction: precisely because of its increasingly elaborate machinery has civil history so often struck philosophers as vain, depraved, and without purpose. And yet even under despotism humanity may blossom, reason and equity growing beside vice and folly. Traditions can be good or bad, oppressive or liberating: a chain, after all, may connect as well as constrain. As we contemplate the past, the point at issue for Herder is not whether we can find grounds for hope or whether we must instead bewail the senseless cruelty on display there. Rather, we must ask: why has despotism been the rule and not the exception for much of recorded history? What disparate forms has it assumed and why? How has it contributed to the development of humanity?

These are the questions that Herder addresses in the second half of the Ideas. But in the meantime, having speculated as to how culture originated and the means by which it is propagated, we must now consider where culture began. It was in Asia, the evidence suggests, that human beings first came into the world, established primitive societies, slowly spreading out to populate the earth, whereupon each branch, now separated from the main stock by the geological catastrophe remembered as the Flood, inaugurated their own traditions as their environment dictated. But it was also here, and only here, that culture advanced beyond the stage of savagery, because the climate offered a greater range of domesticable animals and favored cultural innovations pregnant with possibility—agriculture, the state, writing—that remained beyond the reach of isolated tribes struggling to survive in other, less hospitable parts of the world. In Asia we cross the threshold into recorded time: though culture has existed since the birth of humankind, it is only from this moment, the composition of the Book of Genesis, that we can speak of the history of culture, that culture has a history that may be recuperated. And so, halfway through the Ideas, Herder finally reaches the point from which so many eighteenth-century universal histories, like that of Adelung, took their departure: the first ages as recounted by Mosaic scripture. Here, then, at the end of Part Two, he not only returns to the subject matter of The Oldest Document, though without the enthusiastic appeal to hieroglyphs and revelation, but transposes the opening themes of Part One into a new key. As an attempt to understand the world in the sensuous and allegorical manner that characterizes primitive thought, the author of Genesis, like those of other Asiatic creation myths, apprehends the same basic truths as modern naturalists, but necessarily represents them differently. Not only does this supposedly prove what Herder has argued throughout the volume—namely, the uniformity of the human mind and the variety of tradition—but, because he now casts Genesis as an “ancient philosophy of human history,” it shows that his own project of a philosophy of the history of mankind has an age-old and illustrious provenance.



Part Three: The Ancient World and Divine Nemesis

Throughout the remainder of the Ideas, Herder will trace the zigzagging path of humanity through the various cultures that arose in the temperate zone, the region most conducive to its development. Having established to his satisfaction, at the end of Part Two, that Asia was the birthplace of humankind, Herder accordingly begins his philosophical history proper in China, as Voltaire and Iselin had done, before shifting his gaze westward to Tibet, India, Persia, the Middle East, Greece, and Rome. Part Three, then, is concerned with the formation of humanity in the ancient world. More particularly, Herder aims, following Montesquieu, to demonstrate the specific ways in which climate and tradition have cooperated in this goal and to infer the causal laws that have determined each political constitution. These laws that Herder adduces have struck some later commentators, who assume some deeper logic underlying the historical process, as trite and platitudinous.93 But this is to misunderstand Herder’s straightforward but, in the context of post-Kantian philosophy, no less radical claims: that, as he says in connection with the Greeks, the “whole history of mankind is a purely natural history of human forces, actions, and impulses relative to time and place,” and that these actions are therefore susceptible of explanation by some combination of geography, psychology, and other social and physical sciences that may or may not yet exist.

China occupied a peculiar place in the imagination of eighteenth-century Europe. For thinkers such as Leibniz, Wolff, Voltaire, and Quesnay, the sprawling Chinese empire, as depicted by missionaries and merchants, represented an ideal form of enlightened absolutism: a rigidly stratified society, based on obedience and civility, and governed by an intellectual class, the scholar-bureaucrats, who wielded power that their counterparts in the West, those politically impotent citizens of the republic of letters, could only dream of. Voltaire in particular had held up the Middle Kingdom as an alternative to the Judeo-Christian narrative and a model for Europe, believing that its sages had perfected moral philosophy and successfully installed a kind of deism as state religion. Herder’s unflattering account diverges sharply from prevailing opinion, though Montesquieu also emphasized the repressive character of the Chinese regime, and indeed is rather more negative than the sources on which he claims to draw—suggesting that his criticism is directed just as much at the embellished portrait of China then in circulation, and its ideological function in European thought, as at the actual country. Hence China represents for Herder not an advanced but rather an early stage of political development. The tribal structures that Herder had discussed in book 9, as the natural prototype of social organization, have been enlarged and reinforced such that they now embrace a vast and centralized empire, where the sovereign power is essentially a paternal authority exercised over hundreds of millions of infantilized subjects. Within such a despotic system, attended by empty ceremonials, mindless custom, and a “moral clockwork” unacquainted with the spontaneous impulses of the human heart, there can be no prospect of maturity. The Chinese, an industrious, but servile and covetous people, have become stuck in a permanent childhood, which Herder sees manifested in their fastidiousness, superficiality, and the unnecessary intricacy of their spoken and written language. Such cultural backwardness is due not to some genetic inferiority, Herder takes care to point out, but to the geographical situation of the Chinese. They have been isolated from the world: from the rest of Eurasia by a ring of impenetrable mountains and, to the south and east, by a lack of natural harbors that has discouraged ocean-going exploration. History—and Herder will return to this theme again and again in the second half of the Ideas—is the product not merely of the actions of individuals and nations, but of their interactions. Lacking these contacts, China has become withdrawn and inward-looking. Its domestic economy, while admittedly extensive and complex, has operated in the same manner for centuries if not millennia: the entire edifice resembles an “embalmed mummy” that has been preserved, more or less unchanged, down to the present day.

A different kind of arrested development is on display in Tibet where, instead of owing fealty to a temporal sovereign, the people have enthralled themselves to a theocratic priesthood no less oppressive, but equally appropriate to their degree of culture. Here, and in India, Herder observes for the first time what, in his telling, will turn out to be a common enough event: the emergence of a learned or sacerdotal caste that acquires power by controlling knowledge or the minds of the populace. Again, Herder is at pains to explain such an outcome and thereby avoids what, by the end of the eighteenth century, had become conventional critiques of priestcraft among Enlightenment thinkers. The Brahmins, like subsequently the Babylonian magi and Egyptian clergy—or even, much later, the Catholic hierarchy and craft-guilds of the Middle Ages—played an important role in the improvement of their nations by accumulating and safeguarding esoteric knowledge, both religious and scientific, at a time when the vulgar either were incapable of understanding such lofty ideas or had no need for them in their quotidian lives. As long as the priesthood was able to communicate certain necessary truths concretely, through fable and allegory, all was well: Herder concedes that the extravagant mythologies of Buddhism and Hinduism, so alien to modern European sensibilities, contain sublime thoughts and remain an effective vehicle for the transmission of moral precepts. The trouble starts when the learned or ecclesiastical class becomes a privileged and incestuous confraternity, detached from the rest of society and tending inevitably toward abstraction, mysticism, and tyranny.

Whereas the torpid cultures beyond the Himalayas have endured, scarcely altered for thousands of years, the more dynamic kingdoms that sprang up in the Fertile Crescent between the Nile and Nineveh have long since vanished from the face of the earth. These societies were originally established by nomadic hordes and continued to be defined by a restless energy that, while pushing them to invent all manner of arts and sciences, from the alphabet to zythum, also found expression, among the Babylonians, Assyrians, and Persians, in conquest and plunder. Hence these states expanded rapidly, absorbing defeated populations and erasing tribal identities, extinguishing memories of ancestral liberty, and uniting immense territories under a government that conferred on the traditional patriarch the godlike powers of the oriental despot. The crudeness of the political institutions, the ceaseless military campaigns, the resources wasted on constructing monuments to royal vanity, such as the Egyptian pyramids, the laxity born of opulence, and the want of anything resembling a popular culture: all this meant that the heyday of these realms was often fleeting.

The two exceptions, or partial exceptions, to this rule are the Jews and Phoenicians, who mark the transition to a more humane stage of culture. Before the settlement of Canaan, “Mosaic nomocracy” promised to leave behind the customary excesses of Asiatic despotism; but its implementation would prove abortive and the Israelite constitution soon reverted to type, namely theocratic monarchy, while its religious life degenerated into literalism and a Pharisaical observance of ritual law. The narrow confines of Palestine, beset on all sides by enemies, produced a similarly narrow frame of mind: and it was only when the Jews were displaced from their homeland after the destruction of the Second Temple of Jerusalem, and compelled to live among other peoples, even if their own communities remained closed and exclusive, that they were able to exercise their providential influence on the world by helping to spread the various sects of Jewish Christianity. The Jews were not a seafaring nation like the Phoenicians, who, as early bearers of the mercantile spirit, established the first republics. What Montesquieu had referred to as doux commerce represents for Herder “a great stride in the culture of mankind” and therefore is an important recurring motif in his philosophical history. Trade, especially international trade, both presupposes and promotes the freedom of its practitioners; it demands reciprocity, respect for others, and an openness to the world. To be sure, Herder was aware that, like all things human, even and especially religion, commerce brought its own dangers: luxury, moral corruption, and exploitation. He was conscious, and frequently critical, of the practices of the European trading companies of his day. But it remains the case, in his view, that commerce has been one of the most effective means by which humanity is realized in history: an advance beyond the isolation of the Egyptians and Chinese, which has fostered in them a willful obscurantism and shared love of impenetrable “hieroglyphs,” and a welcome departure from the violence and depredations of the Asiatic monarchies.

What the great civilizations of Asia demonstrate, in their different ways, is that, if the conditions of existence do not change, if a people is not compelled to migrate in the face of natural or manmade disaster, tradition tends over time to become suffocatingly rigid. Straddling Europe and Asia, Greece marks a new stage in the history of culture. Here neither national character nor tradition was allowed to congeal, such that the development of culture was unimpeded by either internal or external causes, but instead carried to the highest point of perfection. This assessment obviously owes a great deal to Winckelmann’s Graecophilia, but Herder, as he had done consistently since the 1760s, broadens the scope of Winckelmann’s thesis to embrace not only plastic art but the totality of Hellenic civilization. Nor, as Winckelmann had famously argued, were the accomplishments of the Greeks to be attributed to the pleasant climate alone: rather, it was their geographical situation as a whole, as well the legacy of existing cultures farther east, that enabled them to flourish. All coastal peoples tend to have a more outward-looking disposition than their inland neighbors; but the Aegean Sea, like the Mediterranean Basin more generally, was the scene of constant intermingling, the circulation of goods and ideas between the islands, the mainland, Asia Minor, and the Levant standing in blunt contrast to the seclusion of Egypt and China. Most importantly, Greece remained rooted in nature even as its culture grew more complex: not until very late did it degenerate into artifice and tyranny. Like their predecessors, the Greeks were a sensuous people, but blessed with a uniquely expressive language whereby they spontaneously transmuted their experiences into mythology, music, and poetry. These in turn provided the matrix within which their art emerged: the celebrated beauty of Hellenic sculpture derived not from some naïve imitation of their own unrivaled physical charms, as Winckelmann had argued, but rather from the idealized literary representations of their deities. In philosophy, the Greeks remained preeminently concerned with this-worldly questions. Ascending to generality without ever losing sight of the particular, they were neither given to flights of untethered fancy, like oriental mystics, nor altogether incapable of abstraction, like the Egyptians, whose hieroglyphs proved an inadequate medium for higher thought. In politics, too, the Greeks signal a break with the past: by establishing republics rather than monarchies, they preserved the primordial liberty of human beings to a greater degree than any other ancient culture. In the absence of a unitary state, they retained their older tribal loyalties alongside a larger Hellenic identity: that ancestral memory of freedom and self-activity sustained the commonwealths and inoculated them against permanent despotism. The polis in turn fostered something unprecedented: a public spirit that divorced the production of culture from the whims of an absolute ruler, inspired patriotism and solidarity; prevented a learned or priestly class from arrogating to itself an esoteric knowledge; and, by separating legislation from religion, avoided theocracy.

If Greece had carried humanity to its highest pitch hitherto, then Rome demonstrates that the course of culture never did run smooth: for the latter does not clearly represent an advance beyond the former, except in the simple chronological sense. Accordingly, Herder problematizes the centrality of Rome in conventional frameworks of historical explanation, as well as in the European cultural and political imaginary: his Rome is an austere, militaristic state built for nothing but the conquest, despoliation, and depopulation of the ecumene. Roman taste was crude, glorying in gladiatorial contests, triumphal processions, and a love of barbarian splendor; its artistic and literary accomplishments, though real enough, coincided with, indeed were made possible by, brutality and inhumanity. The seeds of Rome’s grandeur and decline were present from the very beginning. The martial spirit of its people may have been a consequence of the city’s unpromising, unarcadian situation when founded on the marshy banks of the Tiber, surrounded by rival and hostile tribes; but its incessant expansionism was also an attempt to overcome the ultimately irresoluble tensions inherent in the constitution promulgated by Romulus: a conflict between patriciate and plebs that persisted throughout Rome’s existence, from monarchy to republic to principate. These divisions—a rejection of the influential Polybian thesis that Rome’s mixed constitution was crucial to its success—indicate that Rome remained a city and not a nation: its political organization continued effectively unchanged as it grew, the contradictions becoming ever starker as the city acquired a polyglot empire. Though Roman stratocracy produced a strong and differentiated state, its establishments and customs calculated to incite perpetual warfare, a policy of Romanization working to erase difference, to impose homogenous laws, language, and religious rites on annexed territories: yet the constitution would buckle and finally collapse under the weight of foreign citizens, foreign slaves, and foreign luxury. Still, if Greece had achieved the most exquisite flowering of culture relative to the most favorable climate and geographical situation, then Rome’s significance lies for Herder in the fact that its peculiar traditions—embodied in a supremely efficient military and political apparatus—helped it to transcend the constraints of its local climate and extend its rule throughout the known world.

How should we evaluate Rome’s centuries-long career of butchery, which would seem to show the futility of searching for an ulterior purpose or moral edification in history? The answer lies not in skepticism or in stubbornly attempting to justify, even sanctify, Roman imperialism because it served as the incongruously providential instrument by which Christianity was spread or the legacy of antiquity transmitted to modernity. Rather, Rome’s fate—its agonizing, protracted downfall—shows, more clearly than any previous episode in the annals of mankind, the operation of the law of retaliation. This Herder regards as the supreme law of history to which all the others, scrupulously catalogued throughout Part Three, are subsidiary and which confirms that a “wise goodness” does indeed preside over human affairs. That Herder should invoke the lex talionis at this juncture is perhaps no surprise: the motif of Nemesis, and divine retribution more generally, recurs frequently in his later writings. Indeed, he had devoted an essay to the mythological representation of Nemesis just a year before the publication of Part Three. There he takes pains to argue that the divinity in question was not the goddess of bloodthirsty vengeance she is so often imagined to be, but rather the deity of measure and bounds, “the tamer of the appetites, an enemy of all hubris and excess.” Her function was to maintain social and cosmic equilibrium—hence why, of course, she was frequently depicted holding a balance. When Herder, in the Ideas, refers to the law of retaliation as “an eternal ordinance of Nature,” he means that it amounts to nothing more than a law of cause and effect; that retributive justice is prefigured by the harmony, proportion, and compensation evident in what Shaftesbury had called the “universal system,” the workings of which Herder so meticulously described in Part One. The congruence of the moral and physical worlds was, as we have seen, an article of faith among eighteenth-century natural philosophers and natural theologians alike. But perhaps no contemporary better exemplifies this way of thinking than Linnaeus, who had written, as a complement to his great work on taxonomy, an idiosyncratic theodicy entitled, appropriately enough, Nemesis divina. Herder had no firsthand knowledge of this text, which, unpublished until 1968, tediously documents cases of cruel masters and adulterous wives receiving their just deserts; but he professed himself “uncommonly pleased when I found in the life of the great Linné that he also venerated Nemesis and for his edification even wrote a history of the same.” 94 We might view book 15 of the Ideas as in some degree a response to Linnaeus: a similar attempt to ground a regime of providential justice in the structure of the world itself, but which rejects his predecessor’s rather stern and brimstony moralism. Nemesis was not merely to be feared and respected, but loved—and this precisely because the law of retaliation not only avenges a seemingly endless series of individual transgressions, but because, suitably generalized and applied to an understanding of the past, it shows, as Herodotus had done, the possibility of improvement and that history itself is the school of correction.

To elucidate how retribution operates in history, Herder attempts to translate it into the language of “mathematical physics.” As a body is a system of forces in a state of equilibrium, the stability of which corresponds to maxima and minima; as the perfection of any such body lies in the unity of the greatest possible diversity and in the most economical action of its forces; as when an equilibrium is disturbed, the forces strive to restore the balance or, if that proves impossible, suffer destruction: so these observations also hold true of the human realm. From this perspective, a culture is a particular configuration of human forces that, directed toward particular objects and having reached a maximum of intensity, exist in unstable equilibrium. Once a culture exceeds this maximum, decline sets in. The particular arrangement of these forces, by which each culture differentiates itself from others—what Herder has elsewhere labeled “humanity”—is the product of reason. Reason is that power that discerns the connections between things, creating order from chaos and unity from multiplicity: through the exercise of reason arise a nation’s legal, political, and religious traditions in pursuit of those ends, that mode of life imposed by its geographical and historical situation. Equity in turn may be understood as a “moral symmetry” of the forces: or, in more recognizably human terms, as relations of greater or lesser fairness between individuals or groups. Repressive monarchies exhibit order; but in such a stratified society reciprocity may obtain at most between the members of certain privileged classes.

On the one hand, this manner of seeing things helps to explain the fortunes of the various civilizations discussed in Part Three. China, for example, has persisted because of the miserly stewardship of its forces; Persia and Rome squandered these forces by recklessly exceeding the prescribed limits of their activity. Greece, uniquely, discovered a happy medium between indolent ease or overstrained exertions; its republican constitutions being the best, most harmonious arrangement and direction of the powers, impulses, and passions of human beings. But, having been carried to the point of perfection, the various modes of cultural expression, in poetry, art, and philosophy, could not be sustained; the subject matter was exhausted, and innovation became imitation. The conditions under which Greek traditions had previously flourished also changed: the Persian and Peloponnesian Wars coincided with a golden age, setting prodigious human forces in motion, but creating political and economic instability injurious to culture in the long run. On the other hand, this view also explains those historical phenomena in which Herder was most consistently interested: namely, the way in which the destruction of a distinct culture prepares the way for a novel form in which elements of the old are nevertheless preserved and transmuted—a process that Hegel would term “dialectical.” Alexander’s conquest of Asia caused his empire to implode, from the rubble of which descendant states and hybrid cultures would arise; or, as Herder will explore in Part Four, how modern Europe was cast from the fusion of Roman law, Christian religion, and Germanic barbarians. In each case, balance is repaired after a period of turmoil; but the ensuing configuration of forces no longer resembles exactly what went before. This is ultimately the meaning of Providence, both in the natural and moral realms: the tendency of all things to seek equilibrium.

Consequently, Herder thinks he is justified in making inferences as to the pattern of history. As order has steadily been established from the primeval chaos of the universe, so in human affairs the destructive forces are subordinate to the creative and preservative ones; so reason and equity have become more firmly entrenched. This is illustrated by the alleged fact that the number of destroyers and despoilers has gradually declined. True, developments in military technology allow these latter-day hunters of men to wreak even more havoc than they did before, but violence punctuates our existence with less frequency. Meanwhile, the carnage of modern warfare has provoked an equal and opposite reaction, with the vanity of bloodshed and the mutual benefits of cooperation increasingly recognized, according at least to a rational if not moral calculation. The course of culture demonstrates that there has been progress of this kind, even if the path has not unfolded in a straight line, and no cause to believe it caught in an endless cycle of repetition. When the moral equilibrium has been upset, it is only restored after the scale see-saws from one extreme to another, unleashing passions and often centuries of frenzied commotion—these abrupt swings explain the turbulence of history—until by trial and error a new equilibrium is found and peace returns. This does not happen automatically, as the result of impersonal forces operating on human beings: we are those forces. Through the use of reason, we bring order to our affairs, we establish new, more enduring equilibria: by learning from the past and being compelled to atone for the sins of our predecessors; by experiencing the ill consequences of vice and folly. This is the law of retaliation in action: every wrong is punished, even if not in the lifetime of the transgressor, but over the span of history as a whole. For any injustice results in an imbalance that the forces of nature will work eventually to right. The empire of reason will require eons to reach its full territorial extent, precisely because we human beings require such vast intervals of time to reflect on the errors of our ways.



Part Four: The European World

Herder now turns to consider the dominant theme of eighteenth-century philosophical history: the emergence of what he and his contemporaries had come to think of as the “commonwealth of Europe”—that is, an unprecedented international order built on shared political, legal, and cultural traditions. This “Enlightened narrative,” as J. G. A. Pocock has described it,95 typically began with the end of the western empire and proceeded to cover the “Christian Millennium,” the centuries that witnessed, in Gibbon’s celebrated phrase, the “triumph of barbarism and religion”—the institution of feudal tenures and ecclesiastical supremacy, inaugurated by Constantine, confirmed in the Latin provinces, and enduring until Charles V or Louis XIV, and the eventual establishment of civil government, commercial society, and a culture of refined manners. Herder’s account, even if it remains a torso, is a contribution to this narrative. Instead of following, in a planned Part Five, humanity’s progress through the Renaissance, the Protestant Reformation, and the gradual ascension of enlightened modernity, he stops short around the end of the thirteenth century, reaching not the high meridian but the first glimmering of the “culture of reason” in Europe. Herder’s friends and admirers who had eagerly awaited each installment of the Ideas would not have been unduly surprised by his inability or unwillingness to bring this project to completion. He had frequently complained of exhaustion and despaired at the magnitude of his undertaking. Part Four would not appear until 1791, four years after its predecessor, but too late for his publisher Hartknoch, who died before ever seeing the manuscript he had impatiently awaited. In the interim, of course, the French Revolution had broken out, the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen had been proclaimed, the last vestiges of feudalism abolished, and a new constitution imposed on a captive king. Perhaps the pendulum was once more approaching a point of rest, thereby reestablishing the “symmetry of reason and humanity.” But within twelve months, Louis Capet would lose first his crown and then his head, the Revolution devoured its children, and armies clashed in the opening engagements of a war that would last almost two and a half decades. These subsequent events, inevitably, threw into question the very meaning of Europe and thus of the Enlightenment narrative itself: soon Edmund Burke, in his Letters on the Regicide Peace, would fulminate against the Jacobin Republic’s “violent breach of the community of Europe” and mourn its departure from “every one of the ideas and usages, religious, legal, moral, or social, of this civilized world.”96 Setting plans for Part Five to one side, Herder instead threw himself with great urgency into Letters for the Advancement of Humanity, a bricolage of Herder’s own writings and excerpts from those of others, in which he sought, as the title suggests, no longer merely to document the development of humankind but rather to promote their noblest qualities.

In the absence of the top-stone that the concluding volume would have laid in place, it is worth briefly considering how Herder faced up to the defining crisis of his age; but for now, let us weigh his account of how the specifically European mode of humanity came into existence. Rome had sought, by strength of arms, to impose a uniform and rather insipid culture on subject peoples, but the original Roman character was ultimately unable to survive its prolonged encounter with the foreign. The history of Europe looks rather different: from a plurality of competing nations emerges what Herder calls, after Montesquieu, a “general spirit” that binds together the assorted inhabitants of this extensive territory. With the collapse of Roman imperium, Europe suffered waves of invasion and settlement, resulting in indigenous tribes being displaced and thrown into the path of newcomers, a constant churning of the ethnic composition of the population. In this sense, Europe’s trajectory is prefigured by that of ancient Greece: like the Archipelago, but on a larger scale, the westernmost peninsulas of the Eurasian landmass were the site of ceaseless movement. As the disparate Greek tribes preserved their particular individuality within a larger organic whole, Hellas, so Europe also represents a unity in diversity, but one that is richer and more heterogeneous than anything before, where the national and the universal coincide—the highest instantiation of humanity so far. But modern history differs from the ancient in the sheer complexity of its phenomena and their underlying causes, which operate slowly, over centuries, often invisibly. The eventual stirring of an esprit générale is due not simply to the unprecedented intermixture of its constituent nations, of the erasure and reinscription of their identities, or indeed any native excellence on the part of the rude Germanic peoples to whom Herder assigns the lead role in this drama, notwithstanding his admiration for the poetic accomplishments of the Celts or his sympathy for the Slavs. The Goths, Lombards, Saxons, and the rest of the encroaching hordes would have retained their barbarous customs indefinitely were it not for their capture of Roman institutions and embrace of a “foreign religion,” the latter effecting a conquest of the mind more total than Rome was ever able to achieve by military might alone.

Before it could ever exert an influence on Europe, before its universal potential could be realized, Christianity itself had to undergo historical transformation. The teachings of its founder were a pure expression of humanity: a this-worldly, demotic, and national creed promising equality and justice to the poor and persecuted. But when these principles traveled beyond their original milieu, colliding with alien intellectual traditions, the religion quickly degenerated into fanaticism, ceremonialism, and theological wrangling: to which the development of episcopal authority, the assimilation of neo-Platonic and Gnostic ideas, and the spread of unnatural ascetic practices bear witness. In Constantinople, Christianity began its long and fatal association with the state and served as the basis of an imperial theocracy, softened only by the luxury that Byzantium imported from the Orient. In the Latin west, the bishop of Rome asserted his ecclesiastical primacy, through control of dogma, ritual, and canon law, and exercised his temporal power, by sowing division among the barbarian kingdoms and encouraging them to recant and then suppress the Arianism that was more congenial to their temperament. It was precisely by their rigid orthodoxy and calculating alliance with the Holy See that the Franks rose to paramountcy and, with papal blessing, inaugurated the neo-Roman empire that in one form or another would shape European, and especially German, affairs for the next thousand years.

But if Christianity had been corrupted, the same was true of the Germanic tribes themselves. Their liberal and egalitarian constitution, perfectly adapted to a nomadic mode of life, deteriorated once they had carried all before them and settled into their new domains. A hereditary nobility emerged, appropriating the land for themselves and thereby usurping the rights of the free commoners. Dedicated, at least in theory, to the ars bellica, they proved as unable to feed themselves as the monastic orders, another unproductive and parasitic class, and were therefore compelled to introduce serfdom to cultivate their manors. The inefficiencies and inequities of the feudal system led inevitably to agricultural and manufacturing decline, while the church simultaneously presided over a long period of intellectual stagnation. Feudalism and its pontifical double—the “hierarchy,” in Herder’s term—conspired to establish a regime as despotic as anything found in Asia: a point Herder underlines when he suggests that the pope and the Dalai Lama are cousins and royal pageantry equaled that of the Mongol Khan. The difference is that Europe did not, indeed could not, persist in this condition.

The condemnation of feudalism and the papacy was a frequent refrain among philosophical historians; but Herder’s assessment is typically evenhanded. Though his criticism of the twin tyrannies of the Middle Ages is unsparing, he acknowledges—as Voltaire, for example, could never bring himself to do—that each made important, though never wholly positive contributions to the development of culture in Europe. Notwithstanding the Carolingian Renaissance, successful proselytizing among the heathens, or the perpetuation of Latin as a link with the classical past, medieval manners and traditions remained rude, a “Germano-Roman mishmash” that lacked any of the more virtuous characteristics possessed by the erstwhile invaders. The “culture of reason” in Europe arose by an arduous and uncertain path. Perhaps most consequentially, the unity and security that the spiritual and temporal powers were able to impose on a fractious continent allowed commerce to flourish. So, too, did the blessings of geography: the Baltic Sea to the north and the Mediterranean to the south, as well as a network of navigable rivers, promoted both internal and external trade, ensuring that Europe maintained a degree of freedom and engagement with other parts of the globe: never settling into the stable equilibria of Asiatic societies.

It was partly through commercial links and partly through the Moorish occupation of the Iberian Peninsula that southern and western Europe came into contact with the Arab world, which, as the progress of Europe began to slow with the entrenchment of despotism, gave it new momentum. With the rapid rise of an Islamic empire, civil and spiritual authority were combined in a single ruler, similar to the constitutions of Christendom, but the political power of the caliph was soon weakened by imperial overreach, factionalism, and luxury. This allowed the court in Baghdad to become an unparalleled center of learning, where ancient wisdom was preserved; where new discoveries were made in mathematics, chemistry, and astronomy; and where, thanks to the expressive purity of the language of the Koran, literature was raised to a degree of perfection unseen since Rome’s heyday. Arab warriors brought with them to Europe the ideals of chivalry, which, translated into a local idiom, did so much to define medieval civilization and to soften barbarian manners. Arab poets stimulated the growth of vernacular literature and especially the gaya scienza of the Provençal troubadours, which in turn introduced a legerity, grace, and romanticism previously unknown to the plodding Gothic imagination. And Arab philosophers diffused the first rays of enlightenment in Europe. At the opposite end of the continent, though, other renovative forces were at work. On the shores of the Black Sea, the embers of Gnosticism flickered into life: Bogomilism, and subsequently Catharism, rejected the corruption of the medieval church, especially its oppressive sacramental superstructure, in favor of a simple, moral existence that recalled the practices of primitive Christianity. Though its flames were ruthlessly extinguished, the coals would continue to smolder until they blazed up once more during the Reformation.

Just as important as these developments on the periphery were those that occurred in the very lap of medieval institutions. Commerce and the resulting competition among the several European kingdoms stimulated invention and enterprise: a restless activity that continues to be the defining trait of the continent and the basis of its latter-day supremacy, an economic and political dynamism without equal in the somnolent kingdoms east of Eden. Without this “emulative industry in the arts,” which necessarily compensates for the relative paucity of raw materials with any value in the global marketplace, Europe would long since have been reduced to either a “Mongolian wilderness” or a “Tibetan theocracy.” Thanks to this mercantile spirit, cities—those “permanent camps of culture”—would eventually spring up as counterweights to royal and papal power. Here corporations like craft-guilds and universities not only revived the arts and sciences, but also served as laboratories of self-governance and civic engagement. These institutions were exclusive, not yet truly popular or representing a mature public sphere; but, along with the Hanseatic League, harbingers of what might come. For if the original, pristine message of Christianity eventually returns, via the Cathar perfecti, Luther, and Zwingli, then perhaps so too will that liberty and equality embodied in the original Germanic constitution, recuperated over centuries by trial and error, but which now emerges from its chrysalis under different, more favorable conditions. The history of the commonwealth of Europe promises to be an appropriately republican narrative.

It is here that Herder’s account sputters to a premature conclusion. He left notes that suggest what Part Five would have covered: the rise of the Italian states and of centralized monarchies in Spain, France, and England; the Renaissance and Reformation; the voyages of discovery; and the expansion of European influence beyond the traditional boundaries of Christendom to Africa, the Americas, and the East Indies. While at the end of Book 20 Herder holds out hope for the “reason and humanity that in time would embrace the globe,” we know that the Europe of the eighteenth century is no more the last word in the history of mankind than is the Europe of the thirteenth. After all, as Herder had frequently observed throughout his career, and would again in those works that followed the Ideas, modern European civilization rested on oppression, exploitation, and slavery. The very qualities that once emancipated the continent from medieval rudeness had degenerated into pride, rapacity, and imperial ambition—and, like the Rome of old, now threatened to upset the balance of the political universe.

And yet, in the early 1790s at least, Herder very clearly expects the much-needed regeneration, not just of Europe, but of the species as a whole, to issue from Europe itself—and, indeed, from the most advanced and therefore most decadent of its constituent nations. According to the operation of historical Nemesis, Europe must atone for the sins it has perpetrated against the rest of the world: “Written on the tables of Nature is the great law of equity and retribution: ‘Right the wrongs you have committed, or suffer crimes against your own person.’ I hope for the former. Europe will make good the evils it has wrought in the heat of passion, under the mantle of superstition and barbarism, under the yoke of prejudice and despotism: and all mankind will rejoice in Europe’s clearer reason, its firmer sense of justice, its truer calculation.”97 The vehicle for this redemptive work was the French Revolution, which, like so many of his compatriots and to the inevitable shock of his noble patrons in Weimar, Herder initially supported, even explaining away the September Massacres as the result of the Brunswick Manifesto and refusing to say prayers for the Bourbon royal family. That he should sympathize with this rejection of absolutism and clericalism is no surprise: it seemed the consummation of the very tendencies he had traced through the medieval period.

But in Letters for the Advancement of Humanity, which began to appear in 1793, the references to events on the other side of the Rhine are deliberately oblique. By this time, Louis XVI had been executed for treason, the Jacobins had seized power, and soon terror would be declared the order of the day. The promise of a fresh chapter in the annals of humankind had been frustrated by bigotry, violence, and mobocracy. Accordingly, Herder’s fictional correspondents, turning to a discussion of the “spirit of the times,” resort to riddles. One member of the group suggests that there have been three epochs in European history. The first, covered by Part Four of the Ideas, saw the political and religious organization of the barbarian kingdoms during the Middle Ages, culminating, as Herder later puts it, in the “first Reformation” represented by the gaya scienza, the earliest expression of freedom of thought in Europe.98 The second period in which this spirit has shown itself was the revival of learning during the Renaissance and the Protestant Reformation. Luther, too, fought for freedom of thought and conscience: if the troubadours emancipated Europeans from the shackles of linguistic universalism, then Luther liberated them from the doctrinal yoke of the Latin Church. As for the next, coming reformation, Herder cryptically remarks, “The world spirit is brooding over the third, and we hope that it may hatch a happy egg in peace and quiet. But it is a prodigiously large ostrich egg: may the hot sand and the almighty sun help to incubate it!”99 A curious image; but in the original draft, the epistolarians explicitly and unapologetically debate the significance and consequences of the Revolution (though even here the communications are slyly backdated, as if they were taking place before the Constitution of 1791). When a writer skeptically asks, in good Burkean fashion, whether the “better formation of the human species” might not be achieved by education rather than the libertine destruction of “organs of humanity” and whether the belief in human perfection is a “mere dream, a flattering delusion with which we toy?”100 his friends proclaim themselves more confident in the divine economy of Providence and doubtful of the efficacy of limited monarchy. All of this Herder excises from the published version, where the same questions serve as an invitation to condense his philosophy of humanity—the entire argument of the Ideas—into thirty-seven brief epigrams. He ends on a note that resounds throughout the Ideas, but which now seems inadequate relative to the urgency of the political situation: “No evil that befalls mankind can and should be anything but beneficial to them … for even vices, errors, and frailties, being natural occurrences, conform to rules and are, or may be, reckoned with. That is my credo. Speremus atque agamus.” Or, as he puts it elsewhere, the “germinating seed of humanity in Europe desires gentle and quickening rain, not storms.”101

A year earlier, in the essay “Tithonus and Aurora” (1792), Herder explored a theme that, as we have seen, had often preoccupied him: palingenesis.102 Not only individual beings, but corporations and states may undergo a renascence: in the case of the state, by ensuring that an organic relation of parts to the whole obtains, a true body politic. For Nature never grows old, but is always renewed, whereas the machinery of state will eventually wear out and lead to those political upheavals that ought to be unknown in well-regulated institutions. Gradual change and timely repairs prevent violent disruptions: “Not revolutions, but evolutions are the silent course of the Great Mother, by which she rouses dormant forces, develops germs, rejuvenates the prematurely aged, and transforms what is seemingly dead into new life.”103 Evolution here is meant in the older sense in which he had used it in Part One, as the ontogenesis of the individual embryo. This is Herder’s incremental approach to political change: a metaphor drawn not from mechanical physics of astronomy, but, characteristically, from the life sciences. At the end of his essay, Herder turns his gaze on Europe once again. He reproduces and freely translates George Berkeley’s “Verses on the Prospect of Planting,”104 a poem that celebrates the possibility of “another golden age” in America, where “westward the course of empire takes its way” and the Muse, fleeing Europe “in her decay,” opens the fifth act of the human drama. But Herder respectfully disagrees: for Europe, the third act is barely over, and Europe, the aged Tithonus of myth, the lover of Dawn, who was granted eternal life but not eternal youth, may yet be revitalized.

By 1797, after the Terror and with most of Europe now at war, Herder appeared less sanguine. In the Tenth Collection of the Letters for the Advancement of Humanity, the European collective spirit [Gesammtgeist] is revealed as the self-serving fable of arrogant conquerors who sought to inflict their values on their new subjects. Through war, pathogens, and other atrocities, this continent “has not cultivated, but rather, wherever and however it could, destroyed the germs of distinct culture of other peoples.”105 At the same time, “European culture” is itself “an abstract notion,” having existed in no country or age, and unfit to serve as the “measure of universal human goodness and worth.”106 If the future course of history remained uncertain, there was still hope. If Europe should succeed in returning to reason and human kindness, by some means as yet undetermined, then all nations, united by fraternal bonds, would enjoy this “autumn of reflection and understanding [Besonnenheit]”; but otherwise, as Europe’s living forces weaken and its institutions wither, its unhappy inhabitants will leave their native continent to “make common cause with the oppressed.” The rational and sensuous powers of humankind will once more be set to ferment, producing as yet unsuspected combinations so that “cultivated states may arise in places we scarcely thought possible.” But it is just as likely that the present generation will soon perish: the truly revolutionary agencies in history are climate change and human invention. Once we succumb to extravagance, vice, and the abuse of our faculties, and no longer find ourselves able to meet the challenges of our circumstances, our destination on earth has been fulfilled. In the end, the philosophy of the history of mankind offers only this consolation: “The flower fades as soon as it has bloomed; but it also leaves fruit behind. If, therefore, our destination lay in the highest expression of intellectual power, then it requires of us that, for the age to come, the age unknown to us, we leave behind a good seed so that we do not strive as etiolated murderers.”107
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NOTE ON THE TRANSLATION


THIS TRANSLATION is based on the text of Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit prepared by Bernhard Suphan in vol. 13 and vol. 14 of Herders Sämmtliche Werke [SWS], 33 vols. (Berlin: Weidmann, 1877–1913), as well as on that of the first edition, which was issued between 1784 and 1791 by the Riga press of Johann Friedrich Hartknoch. It is the first new English translation of Herder’s work since 1800, when the radical London publisher Joseph Johnson brought out Thomas Churchill’s version under the title Outlines of a Philosophy of the History of Man. Churchill’s translation, which features occasional interventions by a mysterious “F.,”1 went to a second edition in 1803, then was later reprinted in the United States by Applegate in 1841 and again by Bergman in 1966.

Herder’s unrealized plan for Part Five of the Ideas, reproduced here in the Appendix, is taken from SWS 14, p. 652.

Some of the most important and frequently occurring German terms in the Ideen are set forth below, together with the English equivalents most often used in what follows. In several cases, however, some additional explanation is required.

I have generally chosen to render Mensch and Menschheit with the rather old-fashioned English expressions “man” and “mankind.” I have done so not only because this was English-language practice at the time, thereby preserving the (gendered) context within which Herder was writing, but to distinguish clearly, as Herder does, between Menschheit and Humanität: between man as a product of nature and the human being as the product of culture. Herder’s adoption of Humanität was sufficiently novel that the lexicographer Johann Heinrich Campe, a language purist, demanded that a more robustly Teutonic idiom be found—“the sooner, the better”—to make these noble sentiments more intelligible to the people.2

Bildung is a notoriously problematic word for translators, which, in the sense intended by Herder, was a relatively recent coinage. It originally expressed the idea of human beings having been made in God’s image (Bild) and striving to perfect themselves according to this model. In the eighteenth century, it came to mean self-cultivation or self-improvement; the action, state, or effect of “culture.” But “culture” is unavailable as a rendering of Bildung, not only because Herder already has recourse to the German Cultur, but also because the term describes another, more fundamental phenomenon. Hence, wherever possible, I have translated Bildung as “formation.” Although “formation” fails to carry all the shades of meaning of the German, it does communicate the two primary senses in which Herder employs it. Or rather, the single sense applied to two different objects: namely, the process of formation in the physical world and the process of moral formation that takes place through culture. To use the same word in both contexts is precisely the point; anything else would obscure Herder’s purpose in the Ideas. Sometimes, however, “formation,” or its verbal or adjectival derivatives (bilden, gebildet, ungebildet), will not fit. In those cases, I have reluctantly resorted to “civilization,” “civilized,” “uncivilized,” etc., in the full knowledge that such solutions are inadequate and drawn from a different universe of discourse.

The German equivalent of the French moeurs, Sitten (singular: Sitte), is usually translated here as “manners.” This became a term of art in eighteenth-century anthropology, denoting the structures, conditions, or customary rules of behavior prevailing in a given society or period. Both Sitten and moeurs imply a certain normativity that is largely absent from “manners” (Sittlichkeit, for example, means “morality”). On occasion, therefore, “moral” or “morals” will better serve our purpose. “Polished” commonly stands in for the adjective gesittet. In the language of the Enlightenment, this quality was not only reserved for the elegant deportment of a saloniste: even tribes of “savage” hunters could be more or less “polished”; the refinement of manners admitted of degrees.

Another common and crucial word in the Ideas is Kraft, which lies at the heart of Herder’s account of the world. It is rendered as either “force” or “power”: force when Herder is referring to natural agencies (Naturkräfte) like gravity (Schwerkraft); power when he is referring to Seelenkräfte (powers of the mind, cognitive powers) or certain other organic functions. Herder implies that the same entity—Kraft, vis—underlies phenomena in both the natural and human realms, that the power of thought is another manifestation of the Kraft that moves heavenly bodies or through the green fuse drives the flower; but it is not possible to convey this as neatly in English: to speak of “forces of the mind” is unidiomatic. Similarly, to describe gravity, for example, as a “power,” as some did in the eighteenth century, is to invite, in our own time, the very accusations of qualitates occultae that Herder wished to avoid.

Where “artful” or “artificial” are deputized for künstlich, an attribute that Herder applies liberally, especially in Parts One and Two, the import, on almost every occasion, is “produced by art or some analogous creative operation, intricately or complexly wrought” rather than “cunning” or “unnatural.”

Geschlecht is a multivocal word that signifies, according to context, “generation,” “sex,” “genus,” or “race.” In the latter instance, it is “race” in the older English acceptation: a group of people descended from a common ancestor; a family; a tribe or nation (so that one might invoke the race of Tudor or Atreus, the Roman race, etc.). Though I have tried to avoid this particular rendering, not least because Herder explicitly rejects the application of Rasse to human populations, where “race” connotes fundamental biological difference, it has sometimes proved unavoidable.

Superscript letters are used to indicate Herder’s own footnotes, which are reproduced at the bottom of the relevant page. An asterisk refers the reader to elucidatory commentary following the text of the translation. Anyone seeking a more exhaustive discussion of Herder’s aims, argument, and intellectual milieu will find over one thousand pages of analysis in the companion volume to the edition overseen by Wolfgang Pross: Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit, in Werke, vols. III/1 and III/2 (Munich: Carl Hanser, 1985–2002 [2002]).

Herder often does not provide the full title or other bibliographical details of the works cited in his footnotes and sometimes gives only the author’s family name. This makes the references rather useless to the modern reader. At the risk of overwhelming the footnotes, and anachronistically bringing Herder into conformity with the Chicago Manual of Style, I have added this information and also, in most cases, a translation of the title (unless its meaning is obvious). If an English-language version of a cited work exists, or the work was originally written in English, I have included a reference to it alongside the original citation.

Where Herder quotes from other sources, I have generally drawn from existing translations of those texts and if possible from those available during his lifetime.





	
ausbilden


	
to perfect







	
die Bestimmung


	
destination, determination





	
bilden


	
to form, fashion, mold





	
die Bildung


	
formation, form, conformation, civilization





	
die Billigkeit


	
equity





	
die Cultur


	
culture





	
cultivirt


	
cultivated





	
die Denkart


	
way or manner of thinking, mentality





	
die Einrichtung


	
establishment, institution





	
entwickeln


	
to develop, evolve, unfold





	
die Entwicklung


	
development, evolution





	
die Fähigkeit


	
ability, capacity





	
die Fertigkeit


	
aptitude, skill





	
das Gebilde


	
image, pattern, structure





	
gebildet


	
civilized





	
der Gebrauch


	
custom, practice, usage, rite





	
der Geist


	
mind, spirit





	
gesittet


	
polished





	
die Gestalt


	
shape, figure, form





	
die Humanität


	
humanity





	
die Kraft


	
force, power, strength





	
der Kunstfleiß


	
manufactures





	
künstlich


	
artful, artificial





	
der Kunsttrieb


	
instinctive art, constructive instinct





	
der Mensch


	
man, human being





	
die Menschenliebe


	
philanthropy





	
die Menschheit


	
mankind





	
menschlich


	
human





	
das menschliche Geschlecht


	
human species





	
die Seele


	
soul, mind





	
die Seelenkraft


	
power of the mind





	
sinnlich


	
sensuous





	
die Sitten


	
manners, morals





	
die Staatsverfassung


	
political constitution





	
der Trieb


	
instinct, impulse





	
die Triebfeder


	
spring of action





	
das Vermögen


	
capacity, faculty





	
die Vernunft


	
reason





	
der Verstand


	
understanding








_____________


1. There is evidence that “F.” may have been the Swiss-born painter Henry Fuseli; see Marcia Allentuck, “Henry Fuseli and J. G. Herder’s Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit in Britain: An Unremarked Connection,” Journal of the History of Ideas, 35 (1974), 113–20.


2. Johann Heinrich Campe, Nachtrag und Berichtigungen zum ausübenden Theile der Campischen Preisschrift über die Reinigung und Bereicherung der deutschen Sprache (Braunschweig: Schulbuchhandlung, 1794), p. 137.








IDEAS FOR THE PHILOSOPHY OF THE HISTORY OF MANKIND







PART ONE



… quem te Deus esse

Iussit et humana qua parte locatus es in re,

Disce … *



1784








Preface


TEN YEARS AGO, when I published the little tract This, Too, a Philosophy of History to Form Mankind, the titular Too was intended to be anything but an expression of anch’io son pittore (I, too, am a painter).* Rather, it was supposed, as indicated by the subtitle “Contribution to Many Contributions of this Century” and the subfixed motto,* to sound a note of humility; that the author, far from claiming that the work was a complete philosophy of the history of our species, was instead merely pointing, amid the many beaten tracks trodden so often before, to a small footpath, which, though neglected, was perhaps worth mentally exploring. The writings quoted here and there in the book were sufficient to show the well-worn routes that the author wished to avoid; and so his essay was meant to be nothing more than a pamphlet, a contribution to the contributions, as indeed its outward appearance proved.

The work was soon out of print, and I was encouraged to bring out a new edition; but this new edition could not possibly venture before the eyes of the public in its old guise. I had observed that a few ideas in my opuscule had been taken up in other works, without mention of my name, and given a scope that I had not intended.* The humble “Too” was omitted; and yet with the handful of figurative terms—the infancy, boyhood, virility, and old age of our species—that were applied and applicable to but a few nations on the earth, it had never occurred to me to trace a highway by which the history of culture, to say nothing of the philosophy of the whole of human history, might be surveyed with confident step. What nation on earth does not have its own culture? And how far short would the plan of Providence fall, were every individual of the human species fashioned for what we call culture and ought often to call refined frailty? Nothing is more indeterminate than this word, and nothing more deceptive than applying it to entire nations and epochs. How few are cultivated in a cultivated people? And in what does this merit consist? To what extent does it promote their happiness? The happiness, that is, of individual men: for the conceit that whole states as abstractions can be happy when all their individual members are suffering is a contradiction; or rather, a word void of sense that even at first glance reveals itself to be such.

For the book to have been in some degree deserving of its title, it ought to have begun much deeper and drawn a much wider circle of ideas. What is human happiness? To what extent does it obtain here on earth? To what extent does it obtain anywhere, given the great diversity of all terrestrial beings and especially of men, in every system of government, in every climate, in every revolutionary change of circumstances, times, and the span of an individual life? Is there a yardstick by which these different conditions might be measured, and has Providence reckoned on the well-being of its creatures in all these situations as on its ultimate and principal object? It was necessary to examine all these questions, to pursue and consider them through the helter-skelter of ages and constitutions, before bringing out a general conclusion valid for the whole of mankind. Here, then, was a wide field to traverse and profound depths to plumb. I had read pretty much everything that there was to read on the subject: and since my youth, every new book published on the history of mankind, in which I hoped to find contributions to my grand task, seemed to me like a treasure unearthed. I was gratified that in recent years this philosophy rose to greater prominence, and I took advantage of every resource that fortune sent my way.

An author who presents his book to the public, be it good or be it bad, lays bare a part of his soul; provided that it contains thoughts that, if he did not invent them (for these days how little that is truly new remains to invent?), he at least found and made his own; indeed, which for years he inhabited as though they were the property of his heart and mind. He not only reveals what matters were occupying his mind on certain occasions, what doubts troubled him in the course of his life and by what means he resolved them; he also reckons on some, perhaps but a few, congenial souls for whom these or similar ideas were important in the labyrinth of their years (for otherwise what would be the attraction of becoming a writer and sharing with an unruly multitude the secrets of his heart?). With these he converses invisibly and communicates to them his sentiments, as he, when they have advanced beyond him, expects in return their better thoughts and instructions. This invisible commerce of hearts and minds is the sole and greatest benefit of the printing press, which otherwise would have brought as much harm as good to literary nations. The author fancied himself in the circle of those who actually took an interest in what he was writing and from whom he wished to entice their sympathetic and nobler thoughts. This is the finest reward that writing can bestow, and a well-intentioned man will delight more in what he awakens in the reader than in what he himself said. Whoever remembers how opportunely this or that book, or even this or that idea in a book, has sometimes come his way; what pleasure it gave him to find another spirit, though distant yet very near in his activity, on his own or a better track; how often one such idea haunts us for years and leads us onward: he will consider an author, who speaks to him and shares his innermost being, not as a hireling but as a friend, who steps forth to confide even his unfinished thoughts, so that the experienced reader may think in concert with him and bring what is imperfect closer to perfection.

With a theme like mine—namely, the history of mankind, the philosophy of their history—such humanity on the part of the reader is, I believe, an agreeable and primary duty. He who wrote this was a human being, and you who read are also a human being. He might err and indeed perhaps has done so; you have knowledge that he does not and could not have. Use, then, what you can and recognize his good intentions; do not stop at censure, but amend and continue his work. With feeble hand he laid the foundation stones for a structure that only the centuries can and will complete; happy, when one day these stones are covered with earth and forgotten like him who carried them there, when on them, or even in some other spot entirely, a still more beautiful edifice shall be built.

But I have inadvertently wandered too far from my original intention: it was supposed to be the story of how I came to treat this subject and then later returned to it with quite different duties and preoccupations. Even in my early years, when the fields of science still glistened in their morning glory, the enjoyment of which the noonday of life denies us, the thought often occurred to me: whether, since everything in the world has its philosophy and science, should not what concerns us most closely, the history of mankind in general, have its own philosophy and science? Everything served to remind me of this question: metaphysics and morals, physics and natural history, and especially religion. God, who has ordered the whole of Nature by measure, number, and weight;* who in accordance therewith has established the essence of things, their form and connections, their course and conservation [Erhaltung], so that from the universe to the grain of dust, from the force that moves suns and planets to the gossamer of a spider’s web, there is but one wisdom, one goodness, one power that prevails; he who in man’s body and in the faculties of man’s soul contrived everything so wondrously and divinely that, when we dare to reflect from afar on the Only Wise,* we lose ourselves in an abyss of his thoughts—would this God, I asked myself, wholly abstain from his wisdom and goodness in the destination and appointment of our species and have here no plan? Or would he wish to conceal that plan from us, when in the lower creation, with which we are less immediately concerned, he has revealed so many of the laws that govern his eternal design? What is the human species as a whole but a flock without a shepherd? Or in the words of that plaintive sage: “And makest men as the fishes of the sea, as the creeping things, that have no ruler over them?”* Or had they no need to know the plan? I well believe it: for what man is able to survey even the least design of his own life? And yet he sees as far as he is meant to see and knows enough to guide his own steps. Nevertheless, is not this very ignorance made the pretext for great abuses? How many there are who, because they discern no plan, flatly reject the possibility that a plan might actually exist or at least contemplate it with a timorous shudder and a mixture of doubt and belief. They strenuously refuse to regard the human species as an ant heap, where the foot of someone stronger, who is himself a giant insect, tramples thousands, annihilates tens of thousands in their grand and petty undertakings, where the two greatest tyrants of the earth, Chance and Time, sweep away the entire heap without a trace and leave the now vacant spot for some other industrious collective, which one day will also be swept away without a trace. Proud man refuses to regard his species as such an earthly brood, as the prey of all-conquering decay. And yet do not history and experience assail him with this image? What whole is ever brought to completion on earth? And what is whole upon this earth? Is time, then, not ordered as space is ordered? Both, after all, are the twin offspring of one Fate. The former is full of wisdom, the latter full of seeming disorder: and yet man has evidently been so fashioned that he seeks order, that he beholds a speck of time [Fleck der Zeiten], that posterity builds on the past: to this end he has memory and recollection. And does not this process, in which one age builds atop another, make the whole of our species a gigantic edifice, where one takes away what the other has laid down, where what ought never to have been erected still stands and in centuries everything falls into ruin, beneath which fainthearted men live all the more confidently the greater its fragility? I do not wish to continue such a sequence of doubts and pursue man’s conflict with himself, with other men, and with the rest of creation. Suffice it, I searched for a philosophy of the history of mankind wherever I could.

And did I find it? May the work before you, but not yet its first volume, be the judge. This contains only the foundation, consisting partly in a general survey of our place of habitation, partly in an examination of the various organizations that, below us and around us, enjoy the light of our sun. I hope that no one will think this path too circuitous or too tedious: for as there is no other way that permits the destiny of mankind to be read from the Book of Creation, so it cannot be traveled with too much care or deliberation. He who would prefer metaphysical speculations, and these alone, can arrive at them by a shorter cut; but I believe that such speculations, divorced from observations and analogies of Nature, are an aerial excursion that seldom leads to any goal. The progress of God in Nature, the ideas that the Eternal One has actively displayed to us in the sequence of his works: they are the sacred tome, the letters of which I have spelled and will continue to spell—less than an apprentice, to be sure, but at least faithfully and eagerly. Were I so fortunate as to impart to one of my readers something of that sweet impression that I, with a conviction I cannot describe, have received of the inscrutable Creator’s eternal wisdom and goodness: this conviction would be the trusty thread equipped with which, in the course of this work, we might venture into the labyrinth of human history. Everywhere the great analogy of Nature has led me to truths of religion that I was obliged to suppress, though only with effort, because I would not race ahead of myself but instead proceeded step by step, remaining faithful only to the light that gleams forth from the hidden presence of the Author in his works. It will be all the more pleasing for me and for my readers when, following our path, we see this obscure glow eventually blaze like flames and shine like the sun.

Let no one be confounded because I occasionally personify the name of Nature. Nature is no self-existent being; rather, God is all in his works: yet I would not defile this most hallowed name, which no grateful creature should mention without the profoundest respect, by a use so frequent that I could not always furnish it with the proper sanctity. He for whom the word “Nature” has been debased and emptied of meaning by the various scribblings of our age ought to think instead of that almighty power, goodness, and wisdom and in his soul name that invisible being that no earthly language can name.

The same applies to those occasions when I speak of the organic forces of creation: I do not suppose that the reader will take them for qualitates occultas, since we see their effects clearly before us. I knew no plainer or more definite term by which to refer to them. I shall reserve for the future a fuller discussion of this and several other matters that I could only hint at here.

And yet I am pleased that my schoolboy composition will appear at a time when, in so many of the individual sciences and fields of knowledge on which I was obliged to draw, the hands of masters are laboring and collecting materials. I am certain that these will not disparage but rather seek to better this exoteric attempt of a stranger to their arts: for I have always observed that, the more real and exact a science, the less likely are those who cultivate and love it to waste their energies in vain wrangling. They leave the war of words to the merely word-wise. In most points, my book shows that a philosophy of human history cannot yet be written in the present age, but that perhaps it will be written at the end of our century or millennium.

And so, Great Being, you invisible, exalted genius of our species, I place at your feet the most imperfect work that ever a mortal wrote and in which he dared to follow your footsteps and your thoughts. Its pages may be scattered by the wind and its letters turn to dust: and so too will the forms in which I glimpsed your traces and the formulas with which I sought to express them for my human brethren. But your thoughts will endure: gradually you will divulge more and more of them to your progeny and exhibit them in ever more glorious figures. Happy, when these pages are swept away by the river of oblivion and more luminous ideas live in the souls of men.

Weimar, April 23, 1784

Herder






Book 1



Quid non miraculo est, cum primum in notitiam venit? Quam multa fieri non posse prius quam sunt facta iudicantur? Naturae vero rerum vis atque maiestas in omnibus momentis fide caret, si quis modo partes eius ac non totam complectatur animo.

PLINY.*





I. Our Earth Is a Star among Other Stars

If our philosophy of the history of mankind shall be in some degree deserving of the name, then it must begin in the heavens. For as our home, the earth, is nothing of itself, but receives its shape and constitution, its capacity for organizing and preserving creatures, from celestial forces that extend throughout our whole universe, so in the first instance we must consider it not singly and in isolation, but in the chorus of worlds among which it is placed. By invisible, eternal bonds it is tethered to its center, the sun, from which it derives light, heat, life, and vigor [Gedeihen]. Without the sun, we could no more conceive our planetary system than a circle without a center. With the sun, and the beneficial forces of attraction with which the Eternal Being has endowed not only it but all matter, we see, in the regions over which it holds sway, planets form according to simple, beautiful, and majestic laws; cheerfully and unceasingly turning on their axes and around a common center in spaces proportionate to their magnitude and density; yea, around some of them we see moons formed and held in orbit by these very same laws. Nothing affords us so sublime a view as when we thus picture to ourselves the great fabric of the universe: and perhaps never has the human understanding dared such flights, and with some degree of success, as when in Copernicus, Kepler, Newton, Huygens, and Kant1* it excogitated and ascertained the simple, eternal, and perfect laws governing the formation and motion of the planets.

I think it is Hemsterhuis* who complains that this exalted theory has not had the effect on the whole circle of our ideas that it might have done if it had been established with mathematical precision in the time of the Greeks. For the most part, we are content to view the earth as a grain of dust floating in that great void where the earth completes its course around the sun, this sun with a thousand more around their center, and probably many other such solar systems in far-flung spaces of the heavens, until at last both imagination and understanding are lost in this ocean of immensity and eternal grandeur, finding nowhere exit or end. But the sheer amazement that overwhelms us is, to be sure, scarcely the most noble and durable response. To Nature, in herself everywhere all-sufficient, the grain of dust is worth just as much as the boundless whole. She determined the points of space and of existence where worlds were to form, and in each of these points she is, with her indivisible plenitude of power [Macht], wisdom, and goodness, so entire as if there were no other points of creation, no other world atoms. When I open the great book of the heavens, therefore, and see before me this vast palace, which only the Deity can everywhere fill, I reason, as uninterruptedly as I can, from the whole to the parts, from the parts to the whole. It was but one force that created the lustrous sun and holds my grain of dust to it; one force that causes a cluster of stars to move around Sirius perhaps and that acts on my planet through the laws of gravity. Since I now perceive that the space occupied by this earth in our solar temple; the position indicated by its orbit; its size, its mass, along with everything that depends thereon, is determined by laws operating throughout immensity, then, unless I wish to rage against the infinite, not only shall I be satisfied with my place and glad that I have thereby joined the harmonious choir of beings without number; but also it will be my loftiest occupation to inquire what in this place I ought to be and what, presumably in it alone, I can be. If, even in what seems to me most limited and contrary, I found not only traces of that great formative force, but also the evident connection of even the smallest thing with the measureless plan of the Creator, then it will be the best quality of my God-imitating reason to pursue this plan and accommodate myself to heavenly reason. On the earth, therefore, I shall not seek angels of heaven, which my eyes have never seen. Rather, earth-dwellers, human beings, shall I find there and make shift with all that our great Mother brings forth, supports, nourishes, endures, and, finally, lovingly receives into her embrace. Other planets, the sisters of our earth, may boast and delight in other, perhaps more glorious creatures; it is enough that there lives on them what on them can live. My eye is formed for the ray of light that reaches this distance from this sun and no other, my ear for this atmosphere, my body for this earthly mass, all my senses formed from and for this terrestrial organization: in corresponding manner do the powers of my soul [Seelenkräfte] operate. The whole space and sphere of activity of my species is therefore as fixedly determined and circumscribed as the mass and orbit of the earth on which I shall live out my life: hence in many languages man derives his name from Mother Earth.* The greater the chorus of harmony, goodness, and wisdom to which my Mother belongs; the more fixed and glorious the laws on which her existence, and that of all worlds, rests; the more I observe that in them all follows from one and one serves all; then all the more firmly do I find my fate linked not to earthly dust but to the invisible laws that govern that earthly dust. The force that thinks and works within me is by its nature as eternal as that which sustains the suns and stars: its organ can be worn down, the sphere of its activity change, just as planets are worn down and stars alter their position; but the laws through which it exists and returns in other forms never alter. Its nature is as eternal as the mind of God, and the foundations of my existence (not of my physical appearance) are as unshakeable as the pillars of the universe. For all existence is identical with itself, an indivisible idea; grounded in the greatest, as well as the least, on one and the same laws. The structure of the universe therefore secures the core of my existence, my inner life, for all eternity. Wherever and whoever I become, I shall be what I now am, a force in the system of all forces, a being in the unfathomable harmony of this one world of God.



II. Our Earth Is One of the Middle Planets

The earth has two planets, Mercury and Venus, below it; and above it Mars (and perhaps another that lies hidden beyond it), Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, and whatever others there may be before the sun’s regular sphere of activity diminishes and the eccentric orbit of the last planet merges with the wild ellipses of the comets. As in its position, so in magnitude, and in the proportion and duration both of its rotation on its axis and its revolution around the sun, it is therefore a middling creature [Mittelgeschöpf]. Every extreme, the least and the greatest, the swiftest and the slowest, lies on either side of it. Although our earth is more conveniently situated than other planets for an astronomical view of the whole,2 it would be a fine thing were we more intimately acquainted with just a few of the members of this sublime configuration of stars. A voyage to Jupiter, Venus, or merely to our own moon, would give us so much insight into the formation of the earth, which after all came into being according to the same laws as they; into the relation of terrestrial species to the organizations of other heavenly bodies, whether these be of a higher or lower kind; and perhaps even into our future destination, so that from the structure [Beschaffenheit] of two or three links we might now more boldly infer the progress of the whole chain. Nature, by which we are constrained and determined, has withheld this prospect from us. We look at the moon and observe its vast chasms and mountains, or at Jupiter and note its wild revolutions and belts; we see the ring of Saturn, the red glow of Mars, the softer light of Venus; and puzzle over what, for good or ill, we think we might learn from this. In the distances between the planets, we perceive proportion;* we have also drawn likely conclusions about the density of their masses with which we have sought to establish a connection between their axial motion and orbit—all by mathematical proof rather than physical experiment, because we lack a second term of comparison beyond our earth. The relation of their magnitude, axial motion, or orbit to their sun angle, for example, has not yet been expressed in a formula that, in this instance also, might explain everything by one and the same law of cosmogony. Still less do we know how far advanced each planet is in its formation; and least of all do we have any inkling of the organization and circumstances of its inhabitants. The dreams of Kircher and Swedenborg, the jests of Fontenelle, the disparate conjectures of Huygens, Lambert, and Kant* are proof that we neither can nor shall know anything of them. They may rise or fall in our estimation; we may place the more perfect creatures nearer to or more distant from the sun: yet all remains a dream that, through the lack of progressive differentiation among the planets, is almost step by step disturbed and that finally only gives us the result that unity and diversity prevail everywhere as they do here, but that our measure of understanding, as well as our angle of vision, gives us absolutely no yardstick by which to judge their progress or retrogression. We are not in the center, but in the throng; like other worlds we are borne on the current and have no standard of comparison.

If, however, we may be permitted to infer both backward and forward from our standpoint to the sun, the source of all light and life in our creation, then our earth has been granted the ambiguous golden lot of mediocrity, which by way of consolation at least we can think of as the happy medium. If Mercury rotates on its axis, and thus completes its diurnal revolution, in about 6 hours, its year in 88 days, and is illuminated by the sun 6 times more strongly than are we; if it takes Jupiter, by contrast, 11 years and 313 days to conclude its long circuit around the sun, though its day lasts less than 10 hours; if venerable Saturn, for which the light of the sun is 100 times weaker, scarcely makes it round the sun within 30 years and yet turns on its axis in about 7 hours: then we middle planets, Earth, Mars, and Venus, are of an intermediate nature. Our days are little different from one another, but as different from those of the others as are our years. The length of a day on Venus is almost 24 hours, that of Mars not quite 25 hours. The year of the former consists of 224 days, the latter of 1 year and 322 days, even though it is 3 1/2 times smaller than the Earth and more than half as far again from the sun. As to the rest, the relations of magnitude, axial motion, and distance diverge significantly from one another. Thus, Nature has placed us on one of the middle planets, on which, as there seems to prevail a mean relation and a more balanced proportion in respect of time and space, so too perhaps in respect of the conformation of their inhabitants. With us the relation of matter to mind perhaps corresponds to the length of our days and nights. The measure of the speed of our thought is perhaps our planet’s revolution on its axis, and around the sun, compared to the swiftness or slowness of other stars, just as our senses evidently stand in relation to the refinement of organization that could and did advance on our earth. On both sides there are perhaps the greatest divergences. So long as we live here, then, let us reckon on nothing but mediocre earthly understanding and even more ambiguous human virtue. If we could behold the sun with the eyes of Mercury and fly around it on his wings; if we had been given the rapidity with which Saturn and Jupiter turn on their axes as well as their slow orbit and greater size; or if we could ride on the tails of comets, simultaneously receptive of utmost extremes of heat and cold, through the wide regions of the heavens; then we might speak of another course, perhaps broader or narrower, than the proportionate middle course of human thoughts and powers [Kräfte]. Now, though, being where and what we are, let us stay true to this gentle and proportionate course; it probably corresponds exactly to our span of life.

It is a prospect to stir the soul of even the most lethargic of men: to think of ourselves, by some means or other, one day universally enjoying those riches of formative Nature presently denied us; to imagine that, after we have reached the summit of our planet’s organization, it might perhaps be our lot and future fate to walk on other stars or, perchance, that it were even our destination to associate with all the creatures who have attained maturity on so many different sister worlds. As our thoughts and powers evidently only burgeon forth from our earthly organization, and all the while strive to change and transmute themselves until they have ripened into the purity and refinement that our creation can bestow on them, so, if analogy may be our guide, it will be no different on other stars. What rich harmony we can expect when such variously formed beings all tend toward a single goal3 and communicate their feelings and experiences to one another. Our understanding is but an earthly understanding, formed gradually from the sensuous impressions [Sinnlichkeiten] that surround us here; and so it goes for the impulses and inclinations of our heart: on another world their external aids and obstacles are likely unknown. And yet on this world will their results be known? Certainly! There, too, all radii meet in the center of the circle. Pure intellect must everywhere be intellect, regardless of the sensuous impressions from which it has been abstracted; the energy of the heart will everywhere have the same capacity [Tüchtigkeit], i.e., the same virtue, regardless of what objects it has been exercised on. There, too, then, the greatest variety likely strives toward unity, and all-embracing Nature will have one goal, according to which she unifies the noblest endeavors of such multifarious creatures and gathers, as it were, the flowers of all the world in one garden. Why should that which is physically united not be spiritually and morally united too? For spirit and morality are also physical [auch Physik sind] and obey, only in a higher order, the same laws that all ultimately depend on the solar system. If I might be permitted, therefore, to compare the general constitution of the several planets, in respect of the organization and life of their inhabitants, with the various colors of a sunbeam or with the various tones of a scale; I would say that perhaps the light of the one sun of the True and the Good strikes each planet differently; so that none might boast of enjoying it all. Yet because one sun illuminates them all and they float on one plane of formation, it is to be hoped that they all, each in its own way, approach ever closer to perfection and perhaps, after sundry peregrinations, unite themselves in one school of the Good and Beautiful. For now, let us be only men; that is, one tone, one color in the harmony of our stars. If the light that we enjoy were likened to a mild green hue, then let us not take it for the pure light of the sun; let us not take our understanding and will for the fulcrum of the universe: for we, together with our earth and everything on it, are evidently but a tiny fraction of the whole.



III. Our Earth Underwent Many Revolutions before It Became What It Is Now

The proof of this proposition is furnished by the earth itself, even in what it reveals both on and beneath its surface (for no man has ventured farther than this). Water has flooded it and formed strata, mountains, and valleys; fire has wrought havoc, burst the earth’s crust, raised volcanoes, and poured forth the molten viscera of the interior; the air, trapped within the earth, has scooped out vaulted caverns and thereby assisted in the eruption of the other two mighty elements; winds have raged on the surface, and a still mightier cause has even altered its zones. Much of this happened in times when living, organized creatures already existed. Indeed, here and there it seems to have occurred more than once, here more suddenly, there more gradually, as everywhere, and at such great heights and depths, the fossils of animals and plants show. Many of these revolutions befell an earth that was already formed and may therefore perhaps be regarded as accidental; others seem to be essential to the earth and to the original process of its formation. Of neither (between which, however, it is not easy to distinguish) do we yet have a complete theory. The former present difficulties because such revolutions are, as it were, historical in nature and may depend on many small, local causes. As for the latter: I wish to live long enough to see a theory of the primitive and essential revolutions of our earth. I hope I shall: for though the observations from various parts of the world are far from being sufficiently detailed and accurate, still the principles established and data recorded in natural philosophy in general [allgemeine Physik], as well as the experiments conducted in chemistry and mineralogy, seem to me to be approaching the point where perhaps one happy glance might unite several sciences and thus explain one by the other. To be sure, Buffon, with his bold hypotheses, is merely the Descartes of this way of thinking, whom soon a Kepler and Newton* may surpass and refute with a consistent body of facts. The new discoveries relating to heat, air, combustion, and their various effects on the constituents of the earth, on their composition and decomposition; the simple principles to which electric and (to some extent) magnetic matter has been traced; these seem to me to be if not a giant stride, then at least a first, faltering step, so that in time perhaps, with the addition of a single new middle term, some happy genius will succeed in explaining our geogony as simply as Kepler and Newton described the solar system. A fine thing it would be if many forces of Nature hitherto supposed to be qualitates occultae could be reduced to proven physical entities.

Be that as it may, it is undeniable that here, too, Nature has continued her great march and furnished the greatest variety from a simplicity that continues into infinity. Before our air, our water, our earth could be brought forth, several reciprocally dissolving, precipitating stamina* were necessary; and the manifold species of earths, stones, crystallizations, even of organization in shells, plants, animals, and finally in men—how many dissolutions and revolutions of the one into the other do they presuppose! As Nature brings forth everywhere, even now, all things from the finest, minutest elements and, not reckoning time by our measure, imparts the most copious abundance with the strictest economy; so this too seems, even according to the Mosaic tradition,* to have been her procedure when she laid the first foundations of the formation, or rather the perfection [Ausbildung] and development [Entwicklung], of creatures. The mass of active forces and elements, from which the earth came into being, probably contained, as a chaos, everything that was to be and could be on it. Periodically, out of spiritual and physical stamina there evolved air, fire, water, and earth. Various combinations of water, air, and light must have taken place before the seed of the first vegetable organization, of moss perhaps, could emerge. Many plants must have sprung forth and died before the first animal organization arose; and here insects, birds, aquatic, and nocturnal animals preceded the higher animals of the land and the day; until at last the crown of terrestrial organization, man, the microcosm, appeared. He, the son of all elements and beings, their most exquisite epitome and, as it were, the flower of all earthly creation, could not but be the last bosom child of Nature, whose formation and reception many developments and revolutions must have preceded.

Yet it was natural that he also experienced many of these; and as Nature never ceases from her work, still less neglects or postpones it for the sake of a softling, so the drying out and ongoing formation of the earth, its inner fire, its floods, and all their consequences, must have long persisted, recurring often, even after men were dwelling on its surface. Even the most ancient literary traditions tell of revolutions of this kind, and we shall later see the powerful effects that these terrible phenomena of the earliest age wrought on almost the whole of the human species. Such immense convulsions are rarer now because the earth is fully formed [ausgebildet] or rather old; but they can and will never be entirely unknown to us and our habitation. The cry raised by Voltaire at the Lisbon earthquake* was most unphilosophical, since his indictment of the Deity on that account verged on the blasphemous. Are we not indebted to the elements for ourselves and everything that is ours, even our abode, the earth? If the elements, in accordance with ever-acting laws of Nature, periodically rouse themselves and reclaim what is theirs; if fire and water, air and wind, which have made our earth habitable and fruitful, continue in their course and lay waste to it; if the sun, which for so long has enveloped us with maternal warmth, which nursed all living things and guided them round its bright visage on threads of gold, at last pulled the aging force of the earth, no longer capable of sustaining itself and carrying on, back to its burning bosom; what would happen other than what must happen in accordance with eternal laws of wisdom and order? As soon as a Nature full of mutable things is set going [Gang], there must also be a going under [Untergang]; or rather, an apparent going under, an alternation of shapes and forms. But this never affects inner Nature, which, high above all ruins, always rises like a phoenix from the ashes and blooms with youthful forces. The formation of our mansion and all the substances that it could produce must prepare us for the frailty and vicissitudes of all human history. With every closer inspection we recognize this more clearly.



IV. Our Earth Is a Sphere That Rotates on Its Axis and Moves around the Sun in an Oblique Direction

As the circle is the most perfect figure,* because of all shapes it encloses the greatest area in the lightest construction and combines the most beautiful simplicity with the richest diversity; so was our earth, so indeed were all the planets and suns projected by Nature’s hand as spherical bodies, as models of the plainest plenitude, of the most modest abundance. We cannot fail to feel astonishment at the many permutations taking place on our earth; and still more at the unity that this incomprehensible diversity serves. It is a sign of the profound northern barbarism in which we educate our children that we do not give them from youth on a deep impression of this beauty, of the unity and diversity on our earth. I hope that this book might accomplish a few brushstrokes in the depiction of this grand prospect, which has gripped me since my earliest attempts at self-improvement [Selbstbildung] and first launched me on the wide sea of free ideas. It will be sacred to me for as long as I see the all-encompassing vault of heaven above my head and the all-embracing, self-revolving earth beneath my feet.

It beggars belief that for so long men could see the shadow of the earth in the moon without at the same time feeling deeply that everything on the former was spinning, wheeling, and changing. Who, having taken this figure to heart, would ever have gone forth to convert the whole world to one credo in philosophy and religion or to commit murder in its name with a blind but holy zeal? Everything on our earth is the variation of a sphere: no point, no hemisphere is like the other; east and west are as diametrically opposed as north and south. It betrays a limited understanding to reckon this variation merely according to latitude, perhaps because longitude is less obvious, and even to divide up the history of mankind according to an ancient Ptolemaic system of climates.* The earth was less known to the ancients; now we can know it better, and thereby come to a general view and appraisal of it, than through northern and southern parallels alone.

Everything on the earth is change: no section, no arbitrary division of a globe or map has validity. As the sphere turns, so on it turn minds as well as climates; manners and religions as well as hearts and fashions. There resides an ineffable wisdom in this, not that everything is so manifold; but rather that on this round earth everything is tuned pretty much to the same pitch. In this law—to do many things with one, to join the greatest diversity with a oneness and sameness free from compulsion [zwangloses Einerlei]—lies indeed the apple of beauty.

To give us this unity and constancy, Nature attached a gentle weight to our feet: in the physical world it is called gravity, in the spiritual world lethargy [Trägheit]. As everything tends toward the center and nothing can escape the earth, without it ever depending on our will whether we wish to live or die there, so Nature encumbers our spirit from infancy with strong fetters that tie each to his own; that is, his earth (for what else were our own than this?). Every man loves his country, his manners, his language, his wife, his children, not because they are the best in the world, but because, as time has proven, they are his and in them he loves himself and his labors. Thus every man grows accustomed even to the worst food, the harshest way of life, the crudest manners of the rawest climate, and ultimately finds in these comfort and repose. Even birds of passage nest where they were born, and the bleakest country often has the most attractive ties for those peoples who are acclimatized.

Were we therefore to ask: “Where is man’s homeland [Vaterland]?* Where is the center of the world?” then everywhere, whether near the ice-bound North Pole or directly beneath the burning noonday sun, we would receive the same answer: “Here, where you are standing!” Wherever men can live, and they can live almost anywhere, there men do in fact live. Since the great Mother could not produce an eternal uniformity on our earth, she had no other remedy than bringing forth the greatest multiformity and making men of such stuff as would endure it. Later we shall discover a beautiful scale, according to which as a creature’s organization becomes more complex, so its ability to persevere in different conditions and to adapt to them also increases. Of all these mutable, pliable, responsive creatures, man is the most responsive: the whole earth was fashioned for him and he for the whole earth.

If we would philosophize about the history of our species, let us therefore reject as far as possible all narrow forms of thought originating in the constitution of one region of the earth or the doctrines of a single school. Let us consider as the intention of Nature not what man is among us, or even what he ought to be according to the fancies of some dreamer, but what he is in general, everywhere on earth, and at the same time what he is in particular, in each region—that is, how he was shaped by the rich variety of contingencies in Nature’s hands. We shall not seek, or find, for him any favored figure, any favored region. Wherever he is, he is the master and servant of Nature, her dearest child and perhaps at the same time her most severely treated slave. Advantages and disadvantages, evils and diseases, as well as new kinds of enjoyment, of abundance, of blessing await him everywhere: as the dice of these conditions and circumstances fall, so shall he be.

By a simple, but for us still unexplained cause, Nature has not only promoted but also limited and fixed the diversity of creatures on earth: it is the angle of the earth’s axis to the solar equator. This is not given by the laws of planetary motion: Jupiter, whose axis is perpendicular to its orbit, lacks it. Mars has it a little, Venus to an acute degree, and even Saturn, with its ring and moons, heels to one side. What an infinite variety of seasons and solar effects is thereby occasioned in our astral system! In this respect, too, our earth is a coddled child, a middling fellow: the angle at which it inclines is not quite 24 degrees. Whether it has always been so is a question that is not yet for us to ask; suffice it to say, it is so now. The angle, unnatural, or at least inexplicable to us, has become proper to it and remained unchanged for thousands of years; it also seems to be necessary for what the earth, and mankind on it, shall now be. This obliquity to the ecliptic creates alternating zones that make the whole earth habitable, from pole to equator, from equator to pole. The earth must tilt in a regular manner so that regions that would otherwise lie in Cimmerian cold and darkness see the rays of the sun and are made fit for organized life. Since the long history of the earth shows us that great influence has been exerted on all the revolutions of human understanding and its operations by the relation of the zones (for neither the frigid nor the torrid belts have had the effect on the whole that the temperate zone has had), we see once again with what delicate traits the Almighty’s finger circumscribed and delineated all the convulsions and shadings on the earth. With just a minor adjustment of its inclination toward the sun, everything on it would be different.

Diversity within limits is therefore here, too, the law that governs the Creator’s formative art. It was not enough for him that the earth be divided into light and shadow, and human life into night and day; even the year of our species should change, and only a few days did he grant to us for autumn and winter. Hence was determined the span of human life, its longevity or brevity, and consequently the measure of our powers [Kräfte], the revolutions that age brings, the vicissitudes of our occupations, phenomena, and thoughts, the nullity or duration of our resolutions and actions: for all of this, we shall see, is ultimately bound to this simple law of the hours of the day and the seasons of the year. If man lived longer; if the force [Kraft], the purpose, the enjoyment of his life were less changeable and diffuse; if Nature did not urge him on periodically, as she urges him with all the phenomena of the seasons; then man’s empire on earth would not be as extensive and still less would we have the confusion of scenes that history now presents to us. In a narrower circle of habitation, however, our vital force would probably be more fervent, stronger, firmer. Now the words of the Preacher* are the symbol of our earth: there is a time for all things, winter and summer, autumn and spring, youth and old age, work and repose. Under our slanting sun all human activity has its season.



V. Our Earth Is Enveloped in an Atmosphere and in Contention with Several Celestial Bodies

We are incapable of breathing pure air because we are so compound [zusammengesetzt] an organization, the epitome of nearly all terrestrial organizations, whose primitive parts were perhaps all precipitated from the air and passed by transitions from the invisible to the visible. Probably, when our earth came into being, the air was the repository of the forces and substances from which it was formed. And is it not still? For many once unknown things have been discovered in recent years, all of which operate in the aerial medium. Electric matter and magnetic current, phlogiston and carbon dioxide, freezing salts and possibly corpuscles of light emitted by the sun: what mighty principles of the effects of Nature on the earth; and how many others have yet to be discovered! The air impregnates and dissolves, it absorbs, causes fermentation, and precipitates. It seems, therefore, to be the mother of earthly creatures, as well as of the earth itself; the universal vehicle of all things, which it pulls toward and drives from its bosom.

That the atmosphere influences and acts on even the finest and most spiritual destinations of all earth’s creatures requires no demonstration; with and under the sun it is, as it were, the coregent of the earth, just as it was once its framer. How different would everything be if our air had a different elasticity and gravity, a different purity and density, if it had precipitated a different water, a different earth, and operated by different means of influence on the organization of bodies! Assuredly this is the case on other planets, formed in other ethereal regions; hence why every inference to their properties from the substances and phenomena of our earth is so dubious. Here was Prometheus creator: he shaped soft clay from what had been precipitated and fetched from on high as many bright sparks and spiritual forces as were available to him at this particular distance from the sun and in a mass of this specific gravity.

The diversity of human beings, too, like all the productions of the terrestrial globe, must therefore be determined by the specific diversity of the medium in which we live as in the organ of the Deity. This does not merely concern the division of zones according to heat and cold, not merely the lightness or heaviness of the incumbent atmosphere, but infinitely more the various active spiritual forces that operate in it, indeed whose sum perhaps comprises all its properties and phenomena. How the electric and magnetic current flows around our earth, which vapors and mists rise in this place or that, where they drift, into what they are transformed, what kind of organizations they beget, how long they preserve them, how they dissolve them—all this supplies visible evidences from which to draw conclusions as to the constitution and history of every strain of man. For, like all other things, man is a nursling of the air, and, in the whole circle of his existence, brother to all organizations of the earth.

I believe that a new world of knowledge lies in the offing, if we could but collect into a single system of Nature the observations that Boyle, Boerhaave, Hales, s’ Gravesande, Franklin, Priestley, Black, Crawford, Wilson, Achard,* and others have made in respect of heat and cold, electricity and kinds of air, together with other chemical substances and their influences on the mineral and vegetable kingdoms, on animals and men. If in time these observations were to become as varied and general as the increasing knowledge of multiple regions and products of the earth allows, until the growing study of Nature should establish, as it were, a universal and free academy, which with divided attention, but in one spirit of the True, the Certain, the Useful, and the Beautiful noticed the actions of these entities here and there, on this body and that; then at last we shall obtain a geographic aerology and see this great hothouse of Nature operate in a thousand changes according to the same fundamental laws. From it will also come an explanation of how men are formed in mind and body, thereby completing the picture of which we have presently only individual, though in part very distinct, outlines.

But the earth is not alone in the universe. Other celestial objects operate even on its atmosphere, that great receptacle of active forces. That ball of eternal fire, the sun, agitates the earth with its rays; the moon, this heavy, gravitating body, which might even be suspended within the earth’s atmosphere, presses down, now with its face cold and dark, now warmed by the sun. Now the moon is before, now behind the earth; now closer to the sun, now more remote. Other heavenly bodies approach the earth, perturb its orbit, and modify its forces. The entire celestial system is a strife of similar or dissimilar globes, each impelled with great force against the other; and it is only the one grand idea of omnipotence that brought balance to this fray and stands by them in their struggle. Even here, in the widest labyrinth of contending forces, human understanding has found a guiding thread and very nearly worked wonders, with the aid principally of the irregular moon, which is impelled by two contrary pressures and fortunately so close to us. If all these observations and their results were one day applied to the changes of our aerial sphere, as they are already applied to the ebb and flood of the tides; if the many years of hard work were to continue, at various locations on the earth and with the help of precise instruments, some of which have already been invented, to order and arrange into a whole the revolutions of this celestial sea according to time and position; then I am convinced that astrology will appear anew among our sciences in the most commendable and useful form; and what Toaldo began, and which Deluc, Lambert, Tobias Mayer, Böckmann, and others furnished with principles and support, a Gatterer* will perhaps complete (and certainly with a commanding view of geography and the history of man).

Suffice to say, we grow and thrive, we roam and strive beneath or in an ocean of celestial forces, some of which are known and some merely suspected. If the air and the weather can have so much influence over both us and the entire earth, then perhaps it was here a single electrical spark striking this human creature more cleanly, there a portion of inflammable tinder more tightly packed in him, here a mass of greater cold and serenity, there a gentle, alleviating fluid substance, which has conditioned and changed the greatest epochs and revolutions of mankind. It is only the all-seeing gaze, beneath which even this clay is fashioned according to eternal laws, that in this world of physical forces prescribes the place, time, and sphere of activity of every point of the element, of every leaping spark and ethereal ray, in order to mix and mitigate it with other opposing forces.



VI. The Planet That We Inhabit Is a Mountain of Rock That Rises Up over the Surface of the Waters

A cursory glance at a map of the world confirms this statement. Chains of mountains not only intersect the mainland but also clearly stand forth as the skeleton on which the land was formed.* In America, the mountains run along the west coast and up through the isthmus. They proceed obliquely, as does the land: where they push more into the interior, the land opens out until they are lost in unknown territories beyond New Mexico. It is likely that here too they not only keep going farther north to the Saint Elias Mountains but are also laterally connected with others, especially the Blue Mountains, just as in South America, where the land grows broader, mountains also extend to the north and east. America is thus, even according to its shape, a strip of earth, suspended between its mountains and at their feet, as it were, formed flatter or more steeply.

The other three continents present a more complicated picture because their great periphery comprises in fact but a single continent. Yet we perceive without difficulty that the Asiatic ridge is the stem of the mountains that spread over that continent, over Europe, and perhaps even over Africa, at least its upper part. The Atlas are a continuation of the mountains of Asia, attaining a greater height in the middle of the country and linked by the ranges on the Nile to the Mountains of the Moon.* Whether these Mountains of the Moon are, in elevation and extent, a true spine of the earth is a question that future generations must settle. The breadth of the land, and a few fragmentary reports, might warrant a conjecture to that effect; but the relative scarcity and smallness of those rivers of this region that are known to us do not exactly seem to compel us to the conclusion that in elevation it is a true girdle of the earth, like the Urals of Asia or the Cordilleras of America. It is sufficient to our purpose that on these continents also the land is evidently formed by the mountains. Its expanses run parallel to these; where the mountains spread and ramify there also the land spreads. This holds true of promontories, islands, and peninsulas: as the skeleton of the mountains stretches out, so also does the land stretch out its arms and limbs. It is therefore only a variegated mass, formed on those bones in many layers and strata, which eventually became habitable.

Thus the continuation of the first mountains determined how the earth should be as firm land; they seemed, as it were, the ancient core and buttresses of the earth, on which water and air discharged their burdens until at last a nursery of organization was given roof and floor. The most venerable mountain chains do not admit of explanation by the rotation of the globe; they are not found in the region of the equator, where the centrifugal force is greatest; they do not even run parallel to it: the American chain, on the contrary, passes through the equator at a right angle. From these mathematical demarcations, therefore, we can expect no illumination, since even the loftiest mountains and ranges are as nothing compared to the mass of the globe in motion. Nor, then, do I think it wise to substitute, in the names of mountain chains, a correspondence with the equator and meridians,* since between them no true connection obtains and false notions would instead be thereby introduced. It is from their original shape, generation, and prolongation, from their height and breadth; in short, from a physical law of nature that their formation, and hence also the formation of firm land, is to be explained. Whether such a physical law of nature be discoverable; whether they be as rays from a point or as branches from a stem or as angular horseshoes; and what rule of formation held sway when they rose up as bare mountains, as a skeleton of the earth: these are the important, hitherto unresolved questions for which I wish a satisfying answer might be found. Let it be well understood, though, that I am speaking here not of alluvial mountains, but of original, basal rock; the primitive mountains of the earth.

Suffice it to say, as the mountains stretched out, so did the land. Asia became habitable first,* because it possessed the highest and broadest mountain chains and on its ridge a plain that the sea has never reached. Here, then, in some happy valley at the foot and in the bosom of the mountains, was in all likelihood the first chosen dwelling place of men. From there they dispersed southward along the streams into the pleasant and fertile plains; to the north hardier tribes grew up, roaming between rivers and mountains and in time pushing westward as far as Europe. One wave of migration followed another; one people pressed another until, at last, they came to the Baltic Sea; some crossed it, others broke off and occupied southern Europe. Here groups and colonies had already settled, having come from Asia by the southerly route, and thus this corner of the earth became as densely populated by different, sometimes opposing throngs of men as it is today. More than one displaced people withdrew at length into the mountains and left the plains and open fields to their conquerors; hence why almost everywhere on this earth we encounter the oldest remnants of nations and languages either in mountains or in the nooks and crannies of the land. There is scarcely an island, scarcely a tract of earth, where a foreign people, more recently arrived, does not inhabit the plains while the more ancient and untutored nations have hidden themselves in the hills. Then, descending from these slopes, where they persisted in their ruder mode of life, they have often in later times effected revolutions that more or less turned the plains upside down. India, Persia, China, even the countries of western Asia, even indeed Europe, well protected by nature and art, were laid waste more than once by rampaging armies of mountain folk; and the events that unfolded on the great stage of nations were no less common in smaller districts. The Marathas* in south Asia, fierce mountaineers, and in Europe pockets of brave, ancient highlanders, made inroads; and if they could not be conquerors, they became robbers. In short, it seems that the great mountainous regions of the earth are not only the first dwelling place of the human species, but also the workshops in which are fashioned both its revolutions and the means of its preservation. As they give water to the earth, so they gave to it people; as springs rise in them, so does the spirit of bravery and freedom; while the gentler plains sink beneath the yoke of law, art, and vice. Even now the ridge of Asia is the battleground of mostly savage peoples; and who can say what future ages it will be their lot to overwhelm and renew?

Of Africa we know too little to judge the wanderings and movements of its peoples. The upper regions, as the branch of mankind [Menschenstamm] living there indicates, were surely settled from Asia; and Egypt probably received its culture from there* and not from the highlands to the south. But subsequently it was overrun by Ethiopians, and on many a coast (beyond which we are not more closely acquainted with the country) we hear of savage peoples sweeping down from the heights of that continent. The Jagas are famous as true cannibals; and the Kaffirs and peoples beyond Monomotapa* are said to match them in savagery. In short, here too, like everywhere else, the original rudeness of this earthly race [Erdgeschlecht] makes its home in the Mountains of the Moon, which take up great stretches of the interior.

However old or recent the population of America might be, the most civilized [gebildeteste] state of this continent, Peru, was situated at the very feet of the highest Cordilleras; but only at the foot of the mountain in the mild and pleasant valley of Quito. The savage peoples are scattered along the mountain range from Chile to Patagonia. We know too little of the other chains and indeed of the interior more generally; but we know enough to find everywhere confirmation of the proposition that ancient customs, primitive savagery, and original freedom dwell in and between the mountains. Most of these peoples have yet to be brought under the control of the Spanish, who were obliged to name them los bravos. The frigid regions of North America, like those of Asia, ought to be considered, in respect of both climate and the mode of life of their inhabitants, as a great expanse of craggy peaks.

As with the mountain ranges that she raised, as with the torrents that run down them, so Nature, as it were, sketched the rough but firm outline of all human history and its revolutions. How here and there peoples broke forth and discovered lands farther afield; how they followed the course of rivers and built houses, villages, and cities in fertile areas; how they ensconced themselves between mountains and deserts, a stream perhaps flowing through their midst, and now called this spot, its borders drawn by Nature and habit, their own; how, according to the character of the region, there arose different modes of life, and ultimately empires, until at length mankind reached the coast and, from the mostly unfruitful shore, went to sea and learned to procure food from it—this is all as much a part of the natural progression of the history of mankind as it is of the natural history of the earth. It was one elevation that reared the nations of hunters, that therefore supported savagery and made it necessary; it was another, more extensive and mild, that gave the nomadic tribes pastureland and docile animals with which to associate; another that made agriculture easy and necessary; still another that prodded its inhabitants to fishing, seafaring, and finally to trade—all these periods and states of mankind were rendered necessary by the structure of our earth in its natural variety and vicissitude. In some parts of the world, therefore, manners and mode of life have been preserved for thousands of years; in others they have undergone change, mostly due to external causes, but always proportionate to the land from which the change came, as well as to that in which it occurred and to that on which it operated. Seas, mountain chains, and rivers are the most natural borders of countries as of peoples, modes of life, languages, and kingdoms; indeed, even amid the greatest revolutions of human affairs they have been the guidelines or limits of world history. Had the mountains risen, the rivers flowed, or the sea met the shore otherwise, how endlessly differently would we have been tossed about in this tumbling-ground of nations!

I shall say only a few words about the coast of the sea: its stage is as wide as the prospect of the firm land is great and varied. What has made Asia so consistent in manners and prejudices; what indeed has made it the original cradle and nursery of the earth’s peoples? First and foremost, that it is such a great expanse of land, in which peoples not only spread out with ease, but also remained long and indeed always connected with one another, whether they wanted to or not. Vast mountains separate north and south Asia, but otherwise these wide-open spaces are not divided by any sea; only the Caspian was left as a residue of the primitive Ocean at the base of the Caucasus. Here, then, tradition easily found its way and could be reinforced by new traditions from the same or another region. Here everything struck so deep a root: religion, patriarchy, despotism! The closer we are to Asia, the more these things are at home as ancient, imperishable custom and, notwithstanding the differences between individual states, they are diffused throughout all of south Asia. The north, walled off by mountains from the south, formed its many nations variously, but in spite of the diversity among its peoples, on an equally consistent footing. Tartary, the Great Steppe, teems with nations of various descent, but almost all of these stand on the same level of culture [Cultur]: for no sea separates them, and they bustle on a great north-sloping high plain.

What distinctions, by contrast, does the narrow Red Sea make! The Abyssinians are an Arab tribe, the Egyptians an Asiatic people; and what disparate manners and modes of life became established among them! The same can be seen in the southernmost corners of Asia. How the narrow Persian Gulf divides Arabia and Persia! How the little Gulf of Siam distinguishes Malayan from Cambodian! As to Africa, it is evident that the manners of its peoples are less varied, because they are separated not by seas or gulfs but only by deserts. Hence it has also resisted the influence of foreign nations: and to us, who have wormed our way into every hole, this immense continent is as good as unknown, for the simple and solitary reason that it has no deep bays and, like an inaccessible El Dorado, presents a single smooth and unindented coastline. Perhaps America is full of so many small nations because both to the north and south it is cut and cleft by rivers, lakes, and mountains. According to its situation, it is the most accessible land, for it consists of two peninsulas connected only by a narrow isthmus, where the deep recess forms an archipelago of islands. It is, as it were, all shore: and hence the possession of almost every European maritime power and always the apple of discord in times of war. This situation may be favorable for us European brigands; but the internal dividedness of the country was unfavorable for the civilization [Bildung] of its original inhabitants. They lived too separately from another, divorced by lakes and streams, by abrupt elevations and depressions, for the culture [Cultur] of a single district or the ancient tradition of their forefathers to have spread and consolidated itself as in the wide-open spaces of Asia.

Why does Europe render itself conspicuous by the diversity of its nations, by the versatility of its manners and arts, but most of all by the effect that it has had on the rest of the world? I know perfectly well that the explanation resides in a confluence of causes that we cannot resolve here; physically, though, it is indisputable that, among these, its broken, varied terrain has been an occasional and promotive cause [veranlassende und fördernde Ursache]. When the peoples of Asia migrated here, arriving by different routes and at different times, what bights and bays; what numerous rivers following different courses; what a succession of small mountain ranges did they find! They could be together and apart, interact and again live in peace; the little, many-membered continent therefore became in miniature the mart and meeting place of all earth’s peoples. How much has the one Mediterranean Sea been the determiner of all Europe! So that we might almost say that this sea alone has been responsible for the transmission and continuation of all ancient and medieval culture. The Baltic Sea is a distant second, because it lies in the north, between more rugged nations and more barren lands, as it were on a side-street of the world’s market; yet it is the eye of all of northern Europe. Without it, most of the adjacent countries would be barbaric, cold, and uninhabitable. It is the same with the bay separating France and Spain, with the channel between France and England, with the very shape of Britain, Italy, and ancient Greece. Could we alter the outline of these countries, remove a strait here or fill in a waterway there; then the formation and devastation of the world, the fate of whole peoples and continents would for centuries take a divergent path.

Secondly, if we therefore ask why, beyond our four continents, there is no fifth in that vast ocean, where for so long one was thought to be a certainty, then the answer has now been pretty well decided by facts: because in the profundities of this sea there were no primitive mountains tall enough from which a great landmass might form. The Asiatic mountains terminate in Ceylon with Adam’s Peak, on Sumatra and Borneo with the chains running down from Malacca and Siam, just as the mountains in Africa end at the Cape of Good Hope and in America at Tierra del Fuego. Here granite, the basis of the firm land,* descends into the depths and never more rises above the surface in high ridges. New Holland has no mountain chain of the first order; the Philippines, the Moluccas, and the other islands scattered here and there are only of volcanic origin, and many of them still have active volcanoes. Here, then, sulfur and pyrites could go about their work and help to build up the spice garden of the world, which they, with their subterranean fire, probably maintain as a hothouse of Nature. The coral animalcules, too, do what they can4 and bring forth, perhaps over the course of millennia, the islets that lie like dots in the ocean; but the forces of this southern region extended no farther. Nature has appointed these vast spaces for a great watery abyss, as this too was indispensable for the populated land. If the physical law governing the formation of the primitive mountains of earth, and hence also of the shape of the firm land, should one day disclose itself, then so too will be revealed the reason why the South Pole could have no such mountains, and consequently no fifth continent. If it existed, would it not, according to the present constitution of the earth’s atmosphere, have to be uninhabited and, like the icebergs and the Sandwich Islands, serve as the hereditary domain of sea-lions and penguins?

Thirdly, since we are here considering the earth as a stage on which the history of mankind unfolds, it evidently follows from what we have said that it was better that the Creator did not allow the formation of mountains to depend on the rotation of the globe but instead established another, as yet undiscovered law to govern this. If the equator, and the greater velocity of the earth’s rotation beneath it, were a cause of the origin of mountains, then the firm land, too, ought to reach its broadest expanse beneath the equator and occupy the torrid belt, which for the most part the sea now cools. Here, then, would have been the center of mankind, in the very region where physical and mental powers grow most sluggish—assuming that otherwise the rest of terrestrial nature remained as presently constituted. Here, under the heat of the sun; under the most violent explosions of electrical matter, of the winds, and of all the contrasting varieties of weather would our species have had its place of birth and early development, before spreading out into the frigid southern zone, which closely borders the tropics, as well as into the northern latitudes. But the Father of the World chose for our origin a better nursery. He put the main stem of the mountains of the Old World, at whose foot the best-formed peoples live, in the temperate zone. Here he gave them a milder clime, and with it a gentler Nature, a more multifarious school of instruction, and from there let them, fully formed and appropriately fortified, wander by and by into the hotter and colder regions. There the primitive races [die ersten Geschlechter] could initially live in peace, then gradually follow the path of mountains and rivers, and grow used to ruder climes. Each cultivated its own little circle and enjoyed it as if it were the universe. Neither fortune nor misfortune spread so irresistibly as they might have done had a single, presumably higher mountain chain on the equator dominated the whole northern and southern hemispheres. Thus the Creator of the world has always ordained things better than we might have decreed; even the irregular shape of our earth has achieved ends that a greater regularity would never have accomplished.



VII. The Mountain Chains Made Our Two Hemispheres the Scene of the Most Remarkable Variety and Change

Here too I am guided by a glance at the general map of the world. In Asia, the mountains stretch out where the land is at its broadest, and their nodal point is roughly in the middle. Who would think that in the lower hemisphere they would extend precisely in the opposite direction, where the land is longest? And yet so it is. This alone makes the two halves of the world quite dissimilar from one another. The highlands of Siberia, which are not only exposed to the cold northerly and northeasterly winds, but also cut off from the warming southerly breezes by the primitive mountains covered in perpetual snow, had therefore to become, particularly when their frequently saline soil is taken into consideration, and even in some southern parts, as freezing cold as they are reported to be; until here and there other ranges of these mountains could shield them from the keener winds and form milder valleys. Directly beneath these mountains, however, in the middle of Asia, what beautiful regions were laid out! They were sheltered by those walls from the gelid winds of the north and received from them only cooling airs. To the south, too, Nature thus altered the course of the mountains so that they ran lengthwise down both peninsulas of Hindustan, Malacca, Ceylon, and so on. She thereby gave the two sides of these lands opposing and regularly alternating seasons, and made them in this way too the most fortunate districts of the earth. In Africa we are too little acquainted with the interior mountain ranges; yet we do know that they intersect this continent longitudinally and latitudinally, which, presumably, is therefore likewise very cool in the center. How different again is America! In the north the cold northerly and northeasterly winds sweep down without a mountain to block their path. They come from the great ice fields, which have hitherto resisted all attempts at passage, and which we might call the proper, as yet unknown Arctic corner of the world. Then they travel over large tracts of frozen land, so that it is not until the Blue Mountains that the climate grows milder. And still such abrupt fluctuations of heat and cold as in no other country: probably because the whole of this northern peninsula lacks a solid, continuous wall of mountains to direct wind and weather and to impose on them its firmer rule. In lower South America, by contrast, the winds blow from the ice of the South Pole and find, instead of a screen that would break their force, a mountain chain that funnels them northward. The inhabitants of the central regions, as pleasant as that country naturally is, must often therefore languish between these two opposing forces in a hot and humid lethargy, if lighter breezes from the mountains or the sea did not refresh and cool their land.

If we add now to our consideration the steep elevation of the land and its uniform ridge of mountains, the difference between the two parts of the world becomes yet more conspicuous and clear. The Cordilleras are the tallest mountains in the world;* the Alps of Switzerland are but nearly half as tall. At their base the Sierras descend in long rows and, relative to the sea level and deep abysmal valleys, are themselves high mountains;5 merely to traverse them occasions symptoms of nausea and sudden debilitation in men and beasts, an unknown phenomenon in the loftiest peaks of the Old World. Only at the foot of the Sierras does the land properly begin; and how flat it is in most places, how abruptly forsaken by the mountains! At the eastern base of the Cordilleras lies the great plain of the Amazon River, singular in kind, just as the Peruvian mountain ranges remain the only instances of their kind. That river, which at last widens into a sea, has a gradient of not quite 2/5 of an inch over one thousand feet, and one may cross an area the length of Germany without rising one foot above sea level.6 The hills of Maldonado on the River Plate are insignificant compared to the Cordilleras; and thus the whole of eastern South America ought to be seen as a great plain that over thousands of years must have been, and in part still is, prone to flooding, morasses, and all the inconveniences of the lowest-lying land on earth. Here, therefore, the giant and the dwarf stand side by side, the wildest elevation next to the profoundest depths of which terrestrial land is capable. In southern North America it is no different. Louisiana is as low as the seabed that leads to it, and this low country reaches far inland. The great lakes, the precipitous waterfalls, the biting cold of Canada, and so on indicate that the northern regions must also be high and that here, too, extremes coexist, though to a lesser degree. What effect all this has on plants, animals, and men the sequel will show.

Nature went otherwise to work in the upper hemisphere, in which she would give men and animals their first abode. She spread out the mountains both lengthwise and breadthwise, and extended them in several branches so that all three continents might be connected and, notwithstanding the difference between regions and countries, the transition from one to another might be gentle. Here no region was allowed to remain flooded for eons; nor could be formed that host of insects, amphibians, reptiles, and other spawn of the sea that has populated America. With the solitary exception of the wastes of Gobi (for the Mountains of the Moon we do not yet know), no such wide expanses of desert heights rise up to meet the clouds, to bring forth and nourish monsters in their clefts. Here, in a drier, more gently diversified region, the electric sun could foster finer spices, milder foods, and a more mature organization both in man and in all other animals.

It would be a fine thing had we a chart, or rather an atlas, of the mountains, in which these pillars of the earth were recorded and described [bemerkt] in the several aspects that the history of mankind demands. In many regions the arrangement and altitude of the mountains have been pretty accurately determined; in others the elevation of the land above the sea level, the constitution of the soil, the gradient of the rivers, the directions of the winds, the deviations of the magnetic needle, the degrees of heat and cold have been observed, and some of this has already been indicated on special charts. If several of those observations that presently lie scattered in treatises and books of travels were carefully compiled and transferred to maps: what a beautiful and instructive physical geography of the earth would also the naturalist and historian of mankind have at one view! These would represent the richest supplement to the excellent works of Varenius, Lulofs, and Bergmann. But here too we are only at the beginning: Ferber, Pallas, Saussure, Soulavie,* and others are gathering, from particular regions, a bountiful harvest of information to which one day the Peruvian mountains (perhaps the most interesting part of the world for wider natural history) will probably bring unity and certainty.
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Book 2



I. Our Terrestrial Globe Is an Immense Workshop for the Organization of Exceedingly Diverse Beings

However much everything in the bowels of the earth seems to us still chaotic and fragmentary, because we are unable to survey the original construction of the whole, we perceive, even in what we take to be the smallest and crudest thing, a very definite existence, a shaping [Gestaltung] and formation [Bildung] according to eternal laws that no will of man can alter. We observe these laws and forms [Formen], but we do not know their inner forces: and what we express with a few general terms—connection, extension, affinity, gravity, for example—is meant only to acquaint us with external relations without leading us the least bit closer to inner being.

But what is granted to every species of earth and stone surely obtains as a universal law among all the creatures of our world: namely, form, determinate figure, particular existence. No being can be deprived of these: for on them all its properties and operations depend. The immeasurable chain reaches down from the Creator to the nucleus of a grain of sand, since even this has its determinate figure, in which it often approaches the most beautiful crystallization. Even the most composite beings [die vermischtesten Wesen] obey the same law in their parts; but because so many different forces operate in them, and ultimately a whole was to be assembled, whose most various elements would yet be subservient to a general unity, there arose transitions, mixtures [Vermischungen], and sundry divergent forms [Formen]. As soon as granite, the core of our earth, had come into existence, there was also light, which in the thick vapors of our terrestrial chaos perhaps still acted as fire; there was a coarser, more potent air than that which we presently enjoy, a more compounded and impregnated water to operate on it. The intrusion of acid dissolved it and transmuted it into other kinds of stone; the immense sands of our earth are perhaps only the ash of this eroded body. Perhaps the inflammable substance in air* converted flint to calcareous earth, in which the first marine life, shellfish, was organized, since throughout Nature matter appears earlier than organized, animate form. A yet mightier and purer effect of fire and cold was required for crystallization, which no longer tends to the conchoids into which flint fractures but already to acute geometrical angles. These, too, vary according to the components of each individual creature, until in semimetals and metals they finally approach the germination of plants. Chemistry, so zealously pursued in recent times, discloses to the connoisseur, here in the subterranean realm of Nature, a multifarious second creation: and perhaps this contains not only matter but also the fundamental laws and the key to everything that has formed on the earth. Always and everywhere we see that Nature must destroy as she rebuilds, that she must separate as she recombines. From simple laws, as from rude shapes [Gestalten], she advances toward the more complex, artful, refined: and had we a sense with which to apprehend the primitive shapes [Urgestalten] and first germs of things, then perhaps in the smallest point we would become conscious of the progress of the whole of creation.

Since reflections of this sort are not to our purpose, however, let us consider solely the deliberate combination by which our earth became capable of organizing not only our plants, but also animals and men. Had other metals been as widely distributed over it as iron is now, which we encounter everywhere, even in water, earth, plants, animals, and men; had bitumen, had sulfur occurred on its surface in the same quantities in which we presently find sand, clay, and at last the good, fertile soil: how different must the creatures living on it have been! Creatures in which an acrider temperament prevailed. Instead, the Father of the World made the constituents of our nutritive plants from milder salts and oils. Loose sand, firm clay, mossy turf gradually adjust themselves to this end; so too, indeed, must wild iron ore and hard rock. The latter crumbles with time and makes room for scraggy trees, or at least for barren moss; the former was among the metals not only the wholesomest but also the most adaptable for vegetation and nutrition. Air and dew, rain and snow, water and wind naturally manure the earth; the alkaline chalks mingled with it artificially enhance its fertility, which the death of plants and animals does most of all to increase. Salutary Mother, how economical and restorative was your cycle! All death becomes new life: even foul putrefaction brings health and fresh powers [Kräfte].

It is an old complaint* that, instead of cultivating the soil of the earth, man has penetrated into its bowels and, to the detriment of his health and tranquility, there seeks out, amid noxious vapors, the metals that serve his pomp and vanity, his greed and imperiousness. That this complaint may have a great deal of truth is borne out by the effects that these things have wrought above the surface; but even more so by the pale visages of those who, like imprisoned mummies, burrow in these Plutonic realms. Why is the air in them so different; which, while nourishing metals, is deadly to men and animals? Why did the Creator not cover our earth with gold and diamonds instead of legislating that all its beings, living or dead, should enrich themselves with fertile soil? Doubtless because we could not eat gold, because the smallest edible plant is not only more useful to us but also more organic and nobler in its kind than the most precious stone, whether it be diamond, emerald, amethyst, or sapphire. But here, too, we must be careful to avoid exaggeration. The different periods of mankind that the Creator foresaw, and which even from the fabric of the earth he seems to promote, also included that condition in which man would learn to dig the ground beneath his feet and to fly in the skies above. The Creator placed various metals in their pure state almost before his eyes: the rivers stripped the soil from the earth and revealed its treasures. Even the rudest nations have recognized the utility of copper; and the use of iron, which with its magnetic forces appears to govern the terrestrial globe, has, almost by itself, raised our species from one stage of existence to the next. If man was to profit from his place of abode, then he had to become better acquainted with it; and our mistress has prescribed sufficiently narrow limits within which we can investigate, imitate, form, and modify it.

But it is true that, by and large, we are destined to creep like worms on the surface of our earth, to improve ourselves, and on it to live out our brief lives. Quite how small is the great man in the domain of Nature we see from the thin layer of fecund earth that is properly his domain. A few feet deeper, and he digs up things on which nothing grows and which require years and ages merely to make meager grass thrive. Deeper still, and he often finds again, where he did not seek it, his fertile soil, once the surface of the world, but which ever-changing Nature did not spare as one period gave way to another. Shells and snails are scattered in the mountains; fish and terrestrial animals lie petrified in shale; fossilized wood and impressions of plants often nearly one and a half thousand feet deep. Not on earth’s floor do you wander, wretched man, but on the roof of your home, which only after many inundations could become what it is to you now. There a little grass, there a few trees grow for you, the parent of which was washed up as it were by chance and from which you live like a mayfly.



II. The Vegetable Kingdom of Our Earth in Relation to Human History

The vegetable kingdom is a higher type of organization than any mineral structure and so wide in extent that it not only shades into the latter but also, in many of its offshoots and resemblances, approaches the animal kingdom. Plants have a sort of life as well as stages in that life; they have sexes and impregnation, birth and death. The surface of the earth was ready for them sooner than it was for the brutes and men; everywhere they throng before these and attach themselves, in the form of grasses, molds, and mosses, even to those bare rocks where no foot ever found purchase. Where a mere speck of loose dirt receives a seed, warmed by a brief glimpse of the sun, a plant springs up before dying a prolific death: for its dust will serve other plants as a better matrix. Thus are rocks covered in grass and flowers; thus in time morasses become verdant and florid wastes. The putrefaction of the wild vegetable creation is Nature’s ceaselessly operating greenhouse for the organization of creatures and for the further culture [Cultur] of the earth.

________

It is immediately obvious that human life, so far as it is vegetative, shares the fate of plants. Like them, man and brute are born of a seed, which, as the germ of a future tree, also requires a matrix. The earliest structures develop plantlike in the womb; indeed, does not our fibrous system in its first buds and powers [Kräfte] nearly resemble the sensitives?* The periods of our life are those of a plant: we sprout, grow, bloom, wither, and die. We are summoned into the world without our consent, and no one is asked what sex he will be, from which parents he will issue, whether he will live on poor or rich soil, by what accident, internal or external, he will at last meet his end. In all this man must follow higher laws, about which he is no more informed than the plant; indeed, which he obeys, guided by his strongest instincts, almost against his will. As long as man grows and the sap rises in him, how wide and happy the world seems to him! He stretches out his limbs, his branches, and fancies he will grow tall enough to touch the sky. Thus does Nature entice him to life, until with quick powers [Kräfte], with unwearied activity he has acquired all the aptitudes [Fertigkeiten] that she wished on this occasion to cultivate in him, in the field or garden where she has placed him. After he has attained her ends, she gradually abandons him. In the bloom of spring and of our youth, with what riches is Nature everywhere laden! We believe that with this floral world she means to sow a new creation! A few months later, and how changed is the scene! The blossoms have mostly dropped; a scantling of lean fruit succeeds. With the tree’s labor and toil, they ripen; and at once the leaves begin to turn. The tree sheds its withered locks once the beloved children have left it; leafless it stands there; the storm takes its brittle branches, until at length it falls to the ground and gives up the little phlogiston it contains to the soul of Nature. Is it any different with man, considered as a plant? What immeasurable hopes, prospects, motivations fill, obscurely or vividly, his youthful soul! He trusts himself to do everything, and precisely because of that self-trust he succeeds: for felicity is the bride of youth. A few years later, all around him is changed, merely because he is changed. He has accomplished the least of what he wanted to accomplish, and happy is he if he no longer desires to accomplish it—for now is not the right time—but rather to live his life in peace. In the eyes of a superior being, our activities on the earth may seem as significant, certainly at least as fixed and circumscribed, as the doings and undertakings of a tree. The tree develops what it can develop, and makes itself master of all that it may possess. It puts forth buds and germs, bears fruit and sows young trees; but it never budges from the spot where Nature has placed it, and it cannot acquire a single power [Kraft] with which it was not endowed.

It is, I think, especially humbling to man that with the sweet impulses that he calls love, and in which he thinks he exercises so much free will, he obeys the laws of Nature almost as blindly as a plant. Even the thistle, we hear said, is beautiful when in bloom; and the blooming season, as we know, is for plants the time of love. The calyx is the bed, the corolla its curtain, the other parts of the flower are the organs of generation, which in these innocent creatures Nature exposes to view and ornaments with every splendor. She has made the flower-cup* of love into the nuptial bed of Solomon, a cup of pleasure even for other creatures. Why did she do all this, why did she tie even to the bonds of human love the fairest charms to be found in her girdle of beauty? So that her great end might be achieved, and not merely the lesser end of the sensual creature that she decorated so alluringly: this end is propagation, the preservation of the species. Nature makes use of germs; she makes use of an infinite number of germs because in her great course she promotes a thousand ends at once. She therefore has to reckon with loss, because everything is thronged together and nothing can find room to develop fully. But so that, in spite of this seeming profligacy, the essential was never lacking, nor the first freshness of vital force, with which she had to forestall every mishap and mischance among such crowded beings, she made the season of love the season of youth and lit her torch with the most subtle and active fire twixt heaven and earth. Unknown impulses awaken, of which childhood had no inkling. The youth’s eye quickens, his voice deepens; the maiden’s cheek blushes: two creatures desire each other without knowing what they desire; they yearn for union, which dividing Nature has denied them, and swim in a sea of illusion. Enjoy your time, sweetly deceived creatures; but know that you are furthering not your own petty dreams but, pleasantly compelled, the grandest aim of Nature. In the first pair of a species she would plant them all, generation on generation; she therefore chose the sprouting germs from the most vivid moments of life, those of mutual delight; and, while stealing from a living being something of its existence, she would at least steal it in the gentlest manner possible. As soon as she has secured the species, she lets the individual gradually decline. Scarcely is the mating season over when the stag loses his magnificent antlers, the birds their song and much of their beauty, the fish their agreeable flavor, and the plants their most vibrant color. The butterfly casts off its wings, and its breath departs its body; yet unenfeebled and alone it can live for six months. So long as the young plant bears no flowers it can withstand the cold of winter; those that bear flowers too soon are the first to perish. The Musa* often lives for a century; but once it has blossomed, no experience, no art can prevent the stout stem from becoming moribund the following year. The fan palm grows over thirty-five years to a height of seventy feet, then shoots up another thirty in the space of four months; whereupon it blooms, brings forth fruit, and dies before the year is out. This is the course of Nature in the evolution [Entwicklung] of beings one from another: the stream continues, but one wave is lost in the next.

________

In the distribution and degeneration of plants we discern a similarity that is equally applicable to the creatures superior to them and prepares us for certain prospects and laws of Nature. Every plant requires its proper climate, to which pertain not only the composition of the earth and soil, but also the elevation of the land, the quality of the air and water, and the temperature. Beneath the earth, everything still lay muddled together; and though here too every kind of stone, crystal, and metal derived its contexture [Beschaffenheit] from the land in which it grew, thereby yielding the most peculiar varieties, we still have a long way to go before we arrive at a general geographic view, and the ordering principles, of the kingdom of Pluto, such as we have already obtained of the beautiful kingdom of Flora. The botanical philosophy,1 which classifies plants according to the elevation and quality of the soil, of the air, water, and temperature, is therefore an obvious guide to a similar philosophy that orders animals and men.

All plants grow wild in some part or other of the world: even our hothouse flowers sprang from the womb of free Nature, where under their native skies they reach the greatest perfection. With animals and men it is no different: for every variety of man, in its given region, is organized in the manner most natural to it. Each soil, each kind of mountain, each tract of air [Luftstrich], each degree of heat and cold nurtures its own plants. In the Alps, the Pyrenees, and the fells of Lapland, notwithstanding the distances that separate them, the same or similar herbs grow; North America and the high-lying districts of Tartary produce identical offspring. In altitudes such as these, where the wind blusters and the summer is shorter, the plants may remain small, yet they are filled with innumerable seeds; and, when they are transplanted to gardens, they grow taller and put forth larger leaves but bear less fruit. The resemblance to animals and men will be apparent to everyone. All plants love the open air: in greenhouses they incline toward the light, even if they must push their way through a hole to the outside. In enclosed warmth they become leaner and ranker, but at the same time paler, less fruitful, and, if they are too suddenly exposed to the sun, their leaves droop. Would it be otherwise with the men and animals of an indulgent or forced culture? Diversity of soil and air creates sports of plants, as well as of animals and men: and the more plants gain in ornaments—in form of the leaves, in number of peduncles—the more they lose their power of self-propagation [Kraft der Selbstfortpflanzung]. Would it be otherwise with animals and men (ignoring the greater strength of their more multifarious nature)? Plants that in hot countries grow as tall as trees remain stunted cripples in cold regions. This plant is made for the sea, that one for the swamp, a third for springs and lakes; one loves the snow, the other the torrential rains of the torrid zone; and all these characterize their figure [Gestalt] and form [Bildung]. Does all this not prepare us to expect the same varieties in the organic structure of mankind, too, in so far as we are plants?

It is particularly agreeable to observe the peculiar manner in which plants adjust themselves to the season of the year, even to the hour of the day, and only gradually become acclimatized. Nearer the pole their growth is delayed, but they ripen all the more quickly, because the summer arrives later and has a more drastic effect. When plants from the southern regions of the globe are brought to Europe, they mature later in the first year, because they are awaiting the sun of their own clime, then the following summer somewhat sooner, because they have already become habituated to these new skies. In the artificial warmth of the greenhouse, each still observes the seasons of its native country, even if it has been fifty years in Europe. Plants from the Cape blossom in the winter, when it is summer in their homeland. The Marvel of Peru blossoms at night, presumably (says Linnaeus) because it is then day in America. Thus each sticks to the time, even to the hour of the day, when it opens and closes. “These things,” says the botanical philosopher, “seem to indicate that something more is requisite to their growth than heat and water”;2 and to be sure, we likewise have to consider, in respect of the organic diversity of mankind and their adaptation to foreign climates something more, something other than heat and cold, particularly when we are speaking of another hemisphere.

________

Finally, how plants keep company with the world of man—what a range of curiosities this would present to us, could we pursue it! Already the pleasing observation has been made3 that vegetables can no more live in pure air than we, but rather they absorb the very phlogiston that is deadly to beasts and promotes putrefaction in all animal bodies. It has been remarked that they perform this useful office of purifying the air by means not of heat but of light: for they draw in even the cold moonbeams. Healing children of the earth! What is harmful to us, what we contaminate by our respiration, you inhale: the subtlest medium must unite itself with you, and you render it pure. You preserve the health of the creatures that destroy you; and even in death you are beneficial: you make the earth more salubrious and fertile for new beings of your kind.

If vegetables answered this purpose alone, then how wonderfully would their silent existence be intertwined with the domain of beasts and men! Since, however, they also afford the most abundant nourishment for animal creation; and, in the history of the modes of life of mankind in particular, so much has depended on what plants and animals, which might serve as food, each people found available in their region; then we see how multiply interconnected once more is the history of the natural kingdoms. The most tranquil and, if I may be allowed the expression, the most humane animals subsist on plants; in nations that enjoy the same diet, at least once in a while, we notice the same wholesome tranquility and serene freedom from care. All carnivorous beasts are more savage by nature; man, who stands between them, is not, at least according to the structure of his teeth, obliged to be a carnivore. Some nations of the world still live mainly on milk and vegetables; in earlier ages, there were yet more that did so. And what riches did Nature bestow on them in the pulp, juice, fruits, indeed even in the bark and twigs of her terrestrial plants, so that often a single tree is sufficient to feed an entire family! It is marvelous how each region of the earth is appointed its own, not only in what it yields, but in what it absorbs and removes. For since plants live on the combustible principle in air [das Brennbare der Luft], and therefore in part on those vapors that are most injurious to us, their alexipharmic properties are thus organized according to the peculiarities of each country, and everywhere they provide for the animal body, ever prone to corruption, the medicines that treat the diseases indigenous to that region. Man will have just as little reason to complain that there also exist poisonous plants in Nature, since these are in fact merely channels by which poison is diverted and therefore the most conducive to the health of the entire district; and in his hands, and to a degree already in the hands of Nature, they become the most effective antidotes. Seldom has a species of plant or animal been eradicated from a country without immediate and obvious detriment to the habitability of the whole; and, finally, has not Nature endowed all animals, and for his part man too, with senses and organs sufficient to pick the plants that are salutary and to reject those that are harmful?

What a pleasant stroll among trees and plants we should enjoy, were we to pursue these great laws of Nature governing their utility and influence in the animal and human kingdoms across the various tracts of our earth! We must henceforth content ourselves with occasionally stooping to pick a few flowers on this wide, unsurveyed field and recommending to a proper connoisseur and expert our wish for a universal botanical geography for the history of man.



III. The Animal Kingdom in Relation to Human History

Animals are the elder brethren of man. They were here before him; and in each country also he, the stranger, found the area, at least in some of the elements, already occupied. For otherwise on what but vegetables could the newcomer have fed? Therefore, every history of man that considers him outside this relation must be partial and defective. The earth, it is true, was given to man; but not to him alone and not to him first. In every element there were animals to contest his absolute rule. One species he had to tame and with another struggle for a long time. Some escaped his dominion; with others he lives in a state of perpetual hostility. In short, every species took possession of as much of the earth as was proportionate to its agility, intelligence, courage, and might.

Hence this is not yet the place to ask whether man has reason and animals have none. If animals lack reason, then they possess some other advantage: for Nature has assuredly not neglected any of her children. If she abandoned a creature, who would adopt it when the whole of creation is at war and the most contrary forces are so closely juxtaposed? Godlike man is pursued here by serpents, there by vermin; devoured here by the tiger, there by the shark. Everything is engaged in mutual conflict, because everything is hard-pressed; it must fight with tooth and nail and provide for its own sustenance.

Why did Nature do this? Why did she crowd her creatures on top of one another? Because she wanted to create the greatest number and variety of living beings in the least space, so that one subdues the other and only thanks to the balance of forces does peace reign in creation. Every species fends for itself as if it were the only one in existence; but beside it stands another to keep it in bounds: and only in this relation of opposing species did our creatrix, Nature, find the means of preserving the whole. She weighed the forces, she numbered the limbs, she determined the instincts of the species toward one another, and withal left the earth to bear what it was capable of bearing.

It concerns me not, therefore, whether entire species of animals have perished from the world. If the mammoth went extinct, then so too did the giants; in those days a different relation prevailed between the species. As things now are, we see an evident equilibrium not only throughout the whole of the earth but also in particular continents and countries. Culture can displace animals, but hardly eradicate them: at least it has not accomplished this work in any extensive region. And must it not support tamer animals in greater measure than the wild beasts it has dislodged? Nor has a species vanished during the present constitution of our earth: though I doubt not that when it was different other species of animal may have existed; and if one day, by Art or by Nature, it should be utterly changed again, then the relation between the surviving species will also be altered.

In short, man entered an inhabited world: all the elements, the marshes and the rivers, the deserts and the air, were filled or being filled with creatures; and he had to obtain a place for his dominion by the divine arts of guile and might. How he did so is the history of his culture, in which even the rudest peoples have a share; the most interesting part of the history of mankind. Here I shall merely confine myself to the observation that, as they gradually gained mastery over the animals, men learned the most from the beasts themselves. These were the vital sparks of divine understanding, the rays of which, as regards food, habits of life, clothing, application, art, and instinct, man focused on himself in a narrower or wider circle. The more he did this, and the more clearly, the more intelligent the beasts he found around him, the more he accustomed them to his company and lived among them in peace and war: then the more he acquired civilization [Bildung]; so that in large part the history of his culture [Cultur] is zoological and geographical.

________

Second. As great as is the variety of climates and soils, of stones and plants on our earth, how much greater is the variety of its properly living inhabitants! Let us not, however, restrict these to the earth: for the air, the water, even the internal parts of plants and animals, also teem with life. A numberless host for which, as it was for man, the world was created! A bustling surface of the earth on which, for as wide and deep as the sunlight reaches, all is enjoyment, vitality, and motion!

I do not mean to enter here into the general proposition that every animal has its element, climate, its peculiar residence, that some species are little diffused, others more so, and some almost as widely distributed as man himself. On this point we have a very thoughtful book, one assembled with scholarly industry: Zimmermann’s* Geographical History of Man and the Universally Dispersed Quadrupeds.4 Here I shall advertise a few particular remarks that we shall find confirmed by the history of man.

1. Even the species encountered in almost every part of the globe assume a different appearance in nearly every climate. In Lapland, the dog is squat and ugly; in Siberia, it is shapelier, but still has stiff ears and attains no considerable size; in those regions where the most handsome men live, says Buffon, we also find the handsomest and largest dogs.* Between the Tropics of Cancer and Capricorn, the dog loses its voice and in a wild state resembles the jackal. The ox in Madagascar has a hump on its back weighing fifty pounds, which gradually diminishes in more distant lands; and so this species varies in color, size, strength, and courage, in almost every region of the earth. A European sheep at the Cape of Good Hope acquired a tail weighing nineteen pounds; in Iceland, it can sprout as many as five horns; in Oxfordshire in England, it grows to the size of an ass, and in Turkey, it is striped like a tiger. Thus do all animals vary; and should not man, who in his muscular and nervous structure is an animal, also change with the climate? According to the analogy of Nature it would be a wonder if he remained unchanged.

2. All domesticated animals were once wild;* and most of the wild primitive forms [Urbilder] are still to be found, particularly in the mountains of Asia, in the very spot that, at least in the northern hemisphere, was likely the native country of man and his culture. The greater the distance from this region, especially where communication with it was more difficult, the fewer the species of domesticated animals, until at length the swine, dog, and cat represent the sum total of the animal wealth of New Guinea, New Zealand, and the South Sea Islands.

3. America possessed in large part its own peculiar animals, perfectly in keeping with, and demanded by, the character of the country, which is formed of long, inundated valleys and immense heights. It had few large terrestrial animals and still fewer that were tame or tamable; but all the more species of bats, armadillos, rats, mice, the unau, the ai, swarms of insects, amphibians, toads, lizards, and so on. No one will fail to grasp what influence this would have on the history of man.

4. In regions where the forces of Nature are most active, where the heat of the sun is combined with regular winds, furious floods, violent explosions of electrical matter; in short, with everything in Nature that produces life and is called vivifying: there are also the strongest, largest, most courageous and perfect animals, as well as the most aromatic plants. Africa has its herds of elephants, zebras, deer, apes, and buffalo; there the lion, tiger, crocodile, and hippopotamus appear in their panoply; the tallest trees rise to meet the skies and boast the most succulent and useful fruits. That Asia abounds in plants and animals is common knowledge; those riches are most often found in the regions where the electric force of the sun, air, and earth flows most copiously. Where, by contrast, this force operates either more feebly or irregularly, as in cold countries, or is repelled or captured in water, in lixivial* salts, in damp resins, there those creatures whose formation depends on the free play of electricity seem never to develop [entwickeln]. Lethargic heat mixed with humidity brings forth swarms of insects and amphibians; none of those wondrous forms of the Old World that glow with livid fire. The muscular force of a lion; the spring and eye of a tiger; the refined sagacity of the elephant; the gentle disposition of the gazelle; the mischievous cunning of the African or Asian ape are not characteristic of any animal of the New World. The latter have, as it were, only with effort wriggled free of the warm mud; this one lacks teeth, that one feet and claws, a third a tail; and most of them are deficient in size, courage, and swiftness. The inhabitants of the mountains are more animated; but even they do not come up to the animals of the Old World, and their leathery and scaly frames show that most are wanting in the electric current.

5. Finally, animals exhibit behavior perhaps even more singular than that which we have remarked in plants, namely their often contrary character and their slow adaptation to a foreign and particularly an antipodal climate. The American bear described by Linnaeus5* kept the day and night of America even in Sweden. From midnight till noon he slept, and from noon till midnight he ambled about as if it were his American day; with his other instincts [Instinkten], too, he adhered to his native measure of time. Is this observation not matched by many others from different regions of the earth, from the eastern and southern hemispheres? And if this variation holds good of animals, shall the human species, notwithstanding its peculiar character, be wholly exempt therefrom?



IV. Man Is an Intermediate Creature among the Animals of the Earth

1. When Linnaeus counted 230 species of mammals, among which he included those that are aquatic, he reckoned 946 of birds, 292 of amphibians, 404 of fish, 3,060 of insects, and 1,205 of worms;* clearly, then, the terrestrial animals* were fewest in number, and the amphibians, which most resemble them, were the next scarcest. In the air, in the water, in the morasses, in the deserts, the genera and species increased; and I am convinced that, as further discoveries are made, they will always increase in roughly the same ratio. After the death of Linnaeus, the mammalian species had risen to 450; Buffon computed 2,000 birds, and Forster alone discovered 109 new avian species during a short stay on several of the South Sea Islands, where there was not a single new terrestrial animal to be found. If this ratio remains constant, and in the future more new insects, birds, and worms become known than do perfectly new species of terrestrial animals (however many there might exist in the still untraversed interior of Africa), then we can in all probability assume that the classes of creatures are larger the remoter they are from man; the closer they are to him, the fewer are the species of the so-called more perfect animals.

2. Now, it is undeniable that, in spite of all the differences among earthly creatures, there seems to prevail everywhere a certain uniformity of structure and, so to speak, one general form* [Hauptform], which is modified in all sorts of ways. The similarities in the skeleton of terrestrial animals are striking: in all of them, head, trunk, hands, and feet are the main parts; even their most distinctive limbs are fashioned after a single prototype [Prototyp] that admits of infinite variation. The internal structure of animals renders the matter even more obvious, and many outwardly crude figures bear inwardly a strong resemblance to man in their main parts. The amphibians diverge more from this general pattern [Hauptbild]; and birds, fish, insects, and aquatic creatures, which shade into the vegetable and mineral kingdoms, still more. Further our eyes cannot see; but these transitions make it not improbable that in sea creatures, in plants, perhaps even in those beings called inanimate, one and the same disposition of organization may prevail, only infinitely more crude and confused. In the eye of the Eternal Being, who perceives all things as one interconnected whole, perhaps even the shape of the ice particle at the moment of its generation and of the snowflake that develops around it has an analogous relation to the formation of the embryo in the womb. We may therefore posit the second principal law: that all creatures bear more or less resemblance to man in their general form according as to how near they approach him, and that Nature, amid the endless variety she loves, seems to have cast all terrestrial life from one general mold [Hauptplasma] of organization.

3. It is thus self-evident that, as this general form had to be varied according to sex, species, destination, and element, one instance elucidates the other. What Nature threw on one creature as incidental, she rendered essential in another; she brought it to the fore, magnified it, and made the other parts, though still in the most consummate harmony, now subservient to it. Elsewhere again these subservient parts predominate, so that all beings of organic creation appear as disjecta membra poetae.* He who would study them must study the one in the other: where a part appears neglected or veiled, he recurs to another creature where Nature displays it openly and fully formed. This proposition, too, is confirmed by all the phenomena of divergent beings.

4. Finally, man appears among the animals of the earth as that excellent intermediate creature, in whom the most numerous and subtle rays of similar forms converge, to the degree permitted by the uniqueness of his destination. In himself he could not encompass all in equal measure; so to one creature he had to be inferior in the acuteness of a particular sense, to another in muscular force, to a third in elasticity of fibers: but as much as could be united in him was united. With all land animals he has limbs, instincts, senses, faculties, arts in common—if not hereditary, then acquired; if not fully formed, then in rudiment. Were we to compare with him those species of animal that approach him the nearest, we might almost make so bold as to say that they are scattered rays of his image refracted through catoptric mirrors. And thus we may advance the fourth proposition: that man is an intermediate creature among animals; that is, the exquisite form in which the traits of all the species around him are most finely epitomized.

I hope that the similarity between men and animals to which I have adverted will not be mistaken for those sports of the fancy that have glimpsed reminiscences of human limbs in plants, even in rocks, and built systems on this foundation.* Everyone possessed of good sense laughs at such jests: for it is precisely with external form that plastic Nature cloaks and conceals internal similarities of structure. How many animals, which outwardly appear so unlike us, are yet inwardly, in their osseous system, in their noblest vital and sensitive parts, indeed even in the vital functions themselves, strikingly like us! This will be obvious to anyone who consults the dissections of Daubenton, Perrault, Pallas,* and other academicians. For children and the young natural history must content itself with individual distinctions of outer form, so as better to train the eye and memory; but natural history as practiced by men and philosophers investigates the internal and external structure of the animal, to compare them with its mode of life, and deduce its character and habitat. With respect to plants, this has been called the natural method;* and in animals, too, comparative anatomy must lead the way there step by step. It naturally furnishes man with a clue to himself that will guide him through the great labyrinth of animate creation; and if we can say of any method that our intellect thereby ventures to follow the thoughts of the pervasive, comprehensive mind of God, then it is this one. With every deviation from the rule, which the Supreme Artificer has presented to us in man as a canon of Polykleitos,* we are referred to a cause as to why he deviated here, to what end he formed differently there. And so earth, air, water, indeed even the profoundest depths of animate creation, become for us a repository of his ideas, his inventions fashioned after and working toward a general model of art and wisdom.

What a grand and rich prospect are we granted by this view of the history of the beings similar and dissimilar to us! It divides the kingdoms of Nature and the classes of creatures according to their elements and connects them with one another; even in the most remote, the wide-extended radius visibly proceeds from one and the same center. From air and water, from heights and depths I see the animals as it were come to man, as they came to the progenitor of our species,* and step by step approximate his figure. The bird flies in the air: every deviation of its form from the structure of terrestrial animals may be explained by its element. As soon as the bird is brought into contact with the earth, however, even if in some hideous intermediate genus, its skeleton (as with the bat and the vampire*) begins to resemble that of man. The fish swims in water; its feet and hands are still fused together in fins and tail; its limbs still have but few articulations. As soon as the fish comes into contact with the earth, it unfolds at least its forefeet, like the manatee, and the female acquires mammilla. In the sea-bear* and the sea-lion, all four feet are already distinct, though they cannot yet use the hinder and drag their five toes behind them in clouts of fin; they crawl about, however, as best they can, gently, to bask in the rays of the sun, and are raised at least one small step above the stupor of the shapeless sea-dog.* Thus there is a gradual progression from the mire of the worms, from the calcareous homes of the shellfish, from the webs of the insects to more jointed, higher organizations. Through the amphibians we ascend to the terrestrial animals, and among these, even in the repulsive unau, with its three fingers and two breasts, the closer analogue to our own figure is visible. Now Nature disports and exercises herself all around man, in the greatest variety of designs [Anlagen] and organizations. She apportioned modes of life and instincts, formed species hostile to one another; yet all these apparent contradictions conduce to one end. It is therefore anatomically and physiologically true that the analogue of a single organization predominates throughout all the animate creation of our earth; only the further from man, the more the creature’s vital element differs from his, and Nature, ever the same, had to depart from the general pattern [Hauptbild] even in her organizations. The closer to him, the more she has drawn classes and radii together, to unite what she can in him, the sacred center of earthly creation. Rejoice in your estate, o man; and study yourself, noble middle creature, in all that lives around you!

_____________


1. The Philosophia botanica of Linnaeus is a classical pattern for several sciences. Had we a philosophia anthropologica of this kind, written with the same brevity and versatile precision, then we would have a guide that every additional observation could follow. In his Histoire naturelle de la France méridionale [Natural History of Southern France] (Paris, 1780–84), the Abbé Soulavie has delivered an outline for the general physical geography of the plant kingdom and promises one also for animals and man.


2. “Rön om wäxters plantering, grundat på nature” [Findings on the Cultivation of Plants, Based on Nature], Kongl. Swenska Wetenskaps Academiens Handlingar [Transactions of the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences], 1 (1739), 5–24 (23).


3. Jan Ingenhousz, Versuch mit den Pflanzen (Leipzig, 1780), p. 49 [Experiments upon Vegetables (London, 1779), p. 42].


4. Geographische Geschichte des Menschen und der allgemeinen verbreiteten vierfüßigen Thiere, 3 vols. (Leipzig, 1778–83); this work is accompanied by an elegant and accurate zoological map.


5. “Beskrifning på et Americanskt Diur” [Description of an American Bear], Transactions of the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences, 8 (1747), 277–89.









Book 3



I. Comparison of the Structure of Plants and Animals in Relation to the Organization of Man

The first feature by which an animal distinguishes itself to our eyes is the mouth.* The plant is still, if I may put it this way, all mouth: it sucks with roots, leaves, and tubes; it lies like an undeveloped infant in the lap of its mother and at her breasts. As soon as a creature organizes itself as an animal, a mouth becomes discernible, even before any head can be distinguished. The tentacles of the polyp are mouths; in worms, where few internal parts are differentiated, an alimentary canal may yet be observed; in many shellfish, the orifice of this canal is situated on the animal’s underside, as if it were still a root. Thus Nature first formed this canal in her simplest living beings and retains it in the most organized. Insects in their larval state are almost nothing but mouth, stomach, and intestine; the figure of fish and amphibians, indeed even of birds and terrestrial animals, is, in its horizontal attitude, also adapted to this purpose. But the higher we ascend, the more diversified is the arrangement of the parts. The opening narrows, stomach and intestine lie deeper; until at last, with the upright posture of man, externally the mouth, which on the head of the animal is still the most prominent part, recedes under the superior organization of the face: nobler parts fill the chest; and the organs of nutrition are arranged in the nether regions of the body. This nobler creature shall no longer be slave to his belly, whose dominion was, even in respect of bodily parts and vital functions, so broad and extensive in all the classes of his inferior brethren.

The first fundamental law that the instinct of a living being obeys is therefore nutrition. Animals have this instinct in common with plants: for the parts of their structure by which food is absorbed and elaborated also prepare juices and are plantlike in texture. Only the more exquisite organization in which Nature has set such parts and the greater combination, depuration, and elaboration of the vital fluids—these alone gradually promote, according to the class and species, the finer stream that irrigates the nobler parts, in proportion as Nature circumscribed the grosser ones. Proud man, gaze back on the first, impoverished design [Anlage] of your fellow creatures; you still carry it with you; you are an alimentary canal like your baser brethren.

Nature, however, has exalted us infinitely above them. The teeth that in insects and other animals must act as hands, to grasp and rend their spoils; the jaws that in fish and beasts of prey operate with such marvelous force—how nobly are they set back in man, how nobly the strength still inherent in them is restrained!1 In him, and some terrestrial animals whose figure approximates his, the multiple stomachs found in lower creatures are reduced to one; and his mouth, finally, is hallowed by that purest of God’s gifts, speech. The mouths of worms, insects, fish, and most amphibians are mute: even the bird sings only with its throat. Every terrestrial animal has a few predominant sounds, as many as are required for the maintenance of the species. Man alone possesses true organs of speech together with those of taste and nutrition: the noblest that also bear the mark of humblest necessity. With the same organ with which he prepares nourishment for his gross body he also prepares, in words, the food for his thoughts.

The second vocation of all creatures is propagation: this destination is evident in the very structure of plants. To what are the roots and stem, branches and leaves subservient? To what has Nature granted the highest place—or at any rate the most select? To the flower, to the corolla. And, as we have already seen, these are the plant’s generative organs. They have therefore been made the principal and most beautiful part of this creature: to their consummation [Ausbildung] are adapted the plant’s life, functions, pleasure, and even the one instance of apparent spontaneous motion that it exhibits; namely, the so-called sleep of plants.* Vegetables whose seed pods are adequately secure do not sleep; nor does a plant after fructification. Therefore it closes its leaves only from maternal solicitude, so as to protect the internal parts of the flower against severe weather; hence everything is fitted for propagation and fecundation as for nutrition and growth: the plant’s activity has no other end.

Not so with animals. The organs of generation were not made their crown (only in some of the lowest creatures are these parts situated near the head); they are instead, consistent with the creature’s destination, subordinate to nobler members. The heart and lungs occupy the breast; the head is dedicated to the finer senses; and, throughout the whole frame, the fibrous tissue, with its succulent floral power [Blumenkraft], is generally subject to the irritable mechanism of the muscles and the sensitive nervous system. The vital economy of these creatures clearly follows the genius [Geist] of their structure. Spontaneous movement, efficient activity, sensations, and instincts constitute the animal’s chief occupations in proportion as its organization is exalted. In most species, sexual desire is confined only to a brief period; the rest of the time they live freer of this instinct than many abject men who would gladly return to the vegetable state. Such men naturally experience the fate of vegetables too: all nobler instincts, as well as the power of the muscles, sensation, mind, and will [die Muskeln-, Empfindungs-, Geistes- und Willenskraft], are exhausted; they live a vegetable life and die a premature vegetable death.

Those animals that most approximate plants remain true to the formative principle that we have adduced, in the economy of their structure as well as in the purpose of their destination: these are zoophytes and insects. Structurally the polyp is nothing but an animate, organic tube of young polyps; coral growth nothing but an organic housing of particular marine animals; finally, the insect, though standing far above these, because it already inhabits a subtler medium, nevertheless demonstrates, both in its organization and life, how closely it borders the destination of plants. Its head is small and devoid of brain: lacking the room even for a few meager senses, it carries them before it on antennae. Its thorax is also small: hence it has no lungs and often nothing bearing even the slightest analogy to a heart. But how large and extensive is the abdomen with its plantlike rings! This part predominates,2 the animal’s principal destination being nutrition and abundant propagation.

In animals of a nobler kind, as I have said, Nature placed the organs of generation lower down the body, as if she had begun to be ashamed of them: she gave to one part multiple, even quite disparate functions, thereby making room for nobler parts in the more extensive breast region. Even the nerves that must lead to those parts she caused to spring from inferior branches, far from the head, and generally removed them, together with their muscles and fibers, from the control of the mind. Here, plantlike, the seminal fluid is produced and the unripe fruit nourished. As in a plant, the power [Kraft] of these parts and these instincts is the first to fade, while the heart still beats, perhaps more quickly, and the head thinks more clearly. The growth of the human body in its parts occurs, as Martinet has perceptively remarked,3 less in the upper than in the nether regions of the body: just as if man were a tree rising from his trunk. In short: for all the intricacy of our body’s structure, it is evident that the parts serving merely nutrition and propagation, even in view of their organization, in no wise could become, or were intended to become, the predominant parts of an animal’s destination, much less that of man.

And which parts, then, has Nature chosen for these? Let us examine her construction both internally and externally.

________

The following arrangement is found throughout all the ranks of living, earthly beings, that


	animals with one auricle and one ventricle of the heart, like amphibians and fish, are cold-blooded; that

	those with one ventricle and no auricle, like insects and worms, have only a white fluid instead of blood; but that

	animals with a four-chambered heart, like birds and mammals, are warm-blooded creatures.



It is likewise remarked that


	the first two classes of animals lack lungs for respiration and the circulation of the blood; whereas

	animals with a four-chambered heart possess lungs.*



It is incredible what great variations in the nobility [Veredelung] of beings result from these simple distinctions.

First. The formation of the heart, even in its most imperfect state, requires an organic structure of several internal parts, to which no plant can aspire. Where in insects and worms we already observe arteries and other organs of secretion, to some degree even muscles and nerves, in plants we find tubes and in zoophytes a structure similar to these. In the more perfect creature, therefore, there can occur a finer elaboration of the juices from which it lives and consequently of the heat by which it lives; and so the tree of life ascends from the sap of plants to the white fluid of the exsanguinous animals, from redder blood ultimately to the more perfect heat of organic beings. In proportion as this heat increases, the internal organization is diversified and rendered more complex, while the circulation, the motion of which is probably sufficient to generate internal heat, becomes more perfect. Only one principle of life seems to prevail in Nature: this is the etherical or electrical current, which in the tubes of the plant, in the arteries and muscles of the animal, and finally even in the nervous system, is wrought ever more finely, until at length it gives rise to all those marvelous instincts and powers of the soul [Seelenkräfte] that in beasts and men are the object of our amazement. The growth of plants is promoted by electricity, though their vital fluid is much more organic and refined than the electrical force that manifests itself in inanimate Nature. This current still has an effect on animals and men: and not only on the grosser parts of their machinery, but even where the latter touches on the soul. The nerves, quickened by a being whose laws almost transcend matter, since it operates with a kind of ubiquity, are yet susceptible to the electrical force in the body. In short: Nature gave her living offspring the best that she could bestow on them, an organic likeness of her own creative force, vivifying heat. From insensate vegetality the creature produces, by means of such and such organs, living stimuli: and from the sum of these stimuli, purified by finer ducts, the medium of sensation. The result of the stimuli is instinct [Trieb]; the result of sensations, thought: an eternal continuation of organic creation that was imparted to every living creature. As the organic heat of the latter increases (though these advances are not such as can be measured externally by our crude scientific instruments), so too does the perfection of the species and hence presumably also its capacity for a more refined feeling of well-being: in the pervading stream of which the all-warming, all-quickening, all-enjoying Mother is sensible of herself.

Second. The more complex is a creature’s internal organization, for the purpose of sustaining a subtler vital heat, the more we see that creature capable of conceiving and bearing live young. This is another branch of that same great tree of life that extends through every species.4

It is well-known that most plants fecundate themselves and also that, where the sex organs are separate, many androgynes and polygamians* may be found. Likewise, it has been observed in the lower orders of the animal kingdom—among the zoophytes, snails, and insects—that either the animal organs of generation are still lacking and the creature seems to propagate itself by buds, like a plant, or that they comprise hermaphrodites, androgynes, and other anomalies, which need not be enumerated here. The more complex the organization of the animal, the more definite is the distinction of the sexes. Here Nature could no longer content herself with organic germs: the forming of a being so complex and multifarious in its parts would have been put in jeopardy had Chance been appointed to sport with organic forms. Our wise Mother therefore divided and separated the sexes. But she knew to introduce an organization by which two creatures united as one, and a third, the imprint of both, was formed from their union at the very moment of the most intimate organic vital heat.

In this conceived, by this alone is the new being progressively formed. Maternal warmth surrounds and perfects it. Its lungs do not yet respire, and its larger thymus is absorbent; even in the human fetus the right ventricle appears still to be missing, and instead of blood a white fluid flows through its vessels. But the more this maternal warmth stimulates the internal heat of the fetus, the more the heart develops; the blood reddens and circulates energetically, even if it cannot yet come into contact with the lungs. The pulse beats louder; the creature stirs and at last enters the world fully formed, endowed with all the instincts of self-motion and sensation to which only a living creature of this kind could be organized. Air, milk, food, even pain and every want, at once provide the occasion to absorb heat in a thousand different ways and, by fibers, muscles, and nerves, to elaborate it into that substance that no inferior organization can manufacture. It grows until it reaches those years when, in an abundance of its vital heat, it strives to propagate, to multiply itself: and the organic circle of life begins anew.

Thus did Nature go about her work with those creatures that she could allow to be viviparous; but not all could be such. Not cold-blooded animals—the sun must come to their aid and function as a surrogate mother. It incubates the unborn embryo: a clear proof that all organic heat in creation is one, only rarefied ever more finely by countless canals. Even birds, which have warmer blood than reptiles, cannot produce living offspring, perhaps partly because of their colder element and partly because of their mode of existence and destination as a whole. Nature exempted these light and volatile creatures from having to bring forth their young alive, just as she spared them the labor of nursing. But as soon as the bird, even if it belongs to some hideous intermediate species, sets foot on the earth, it gives suck. As soon as the marine animal possesses the organization and warmth of blood to produce viviparously, it is charged with suckling its young.

How much did Nature thereby contribute to the perfection of the species! The volant bird can but brood; yet this scanty domestic economy engenders such beautiful instincts in both sexes! The nest is built by conjugal love and warmed by maternal love; food, as well as supplemental warmth, is supplied by paternal love. And how a mother bird defends her chicks! How chaste is the conjugal love in those species that are made for matrimony. In terrestrial animals, this bond was intended, where possible, to wax ever stronger: hence the mother took her viviparous progeny to her breast, so as to nurse them with her most delicate parts. It is only a crudely organized swine that eats its own young; only frigid amphibians that abandon their eggs to the sand or swamp. All species that give suck care for their offspring with tender affection; the ape’s love has become proverbial and perhaps is second to none. Even sea creatures participate in this sentiment, and the manatee is an almost fabulous emblem of conjugal and maternal love. Gentle stewardess of the world: to such simple organic bonds did you tie the most necessary relations and the most beautiful instincts of your children. A cavity of the heart, a pair of respiring lungs determined that the creature should live with a more intense and subtle heat, that it should bear viviparous young and suckle them, that it should become fitted for finer instincts than that of propagation: namely, the instincts of domesticity, parental affection, and in some species even conjugal love. In the greater heat of the blood, this stream through which the universal world-soul courses, you lit the torch with which you also warm the finest stirrings of the human heart.

At length I shall speak of the head, as the highest region of the animal frame; but at this juncture other reflections are requisite, besides those pertaining to its external forms and parts.



II. Comparison of the Several Organic Forces Operative in the Animal

The immortal Haller* has distinguished the various forces that find physiological expression in the animal fabric—namely, the elasticity of the fibers, the irritability of the muscles, and the sensibility of the nervous system—with a precision that ought not only to remain altogether irrefragable, but also to promise the fullest application to the physiological study of mind, even in bodies other than the human.

I do not propose to enter into the question of whether these three phenomena, disparate as they appear, might at bottom be one and the same force manifesting itself in different ways in the fibers, muscles, and nerves. But as everything in Nature is connected, and these three effects are so intimately and multifariously combined in the living body, scarcely any doubt can exist on this score. Elasticity and irritability adjoin each other, much as fiber and muscle are closely related. Just as the latter is merely an intricately woven tissue of the former, so irritability is probably nothing but an elasticity that, inwardly directed and infinitely amplified, has been raised by this organic interlacement of numerous parts from the passive feeling of fibers to the first step of animal self-excitation. The sensibility of the nervous system would therefore be the third and still higher species of the same force, a result of all those organic forces: for the circulation of the blood, and all the vessels subordinated to that purpose, seems designed to irrigate the brain, as the root of the nerves, with that subtle fluid that, considered as the medium of sensation, is exalted so far above the muscular and fibrous forces.

Be that as it may: with infinite wisdom the Creator combined these forces in the different organizations of the animal body and intended that the lower was gradually subordinated to the higher. Fibers are the basic tissue of everything, even our own frame: man is their blossom. The lymphatic and chyliferous vessels prepare juice for the whole machine, which is moved by the force of the muscles, but not to external operations alone: rather, one muscle, the heart, becomes the primary engine of the blood, a juice composed of many other juices, which not only heats the entire body but also ascends to the head and from there animates the nerves through new concoctions. Like a heavenly plant, the nerves spread downward from their upper root. How do they spread? How fine are they? To what parts are they allied? With what degree of irritability is this or that muscle endowed? What juices do the plantlike vessels prepare? What temperature prevails throughout this whole arrangement of parts? To what senses does it pertain? What mode of life does it enable? In what structure or form is it organized? If the rigorous investigation of these matters as they bear on particular creatures, particularly those nearest to man, does not yield information as to their instincts and characters, the relation of the species to one another, and above all the reasons for man’s preeminence over the beasts, then I am at a loss as to where we might ever acquire such information. And happily Camper, Wrisberg, Wolf, Soemmering,* and so many other inquisitive anatomists have now taken this mental-physiological path in order to compare several species in respect of the forces of their vital organs.

I shall now lay out, in accordance with my purpose, a few leading principles that may serve to introduce the subsequent reflections concerning the inherent organic forces of various beings and ultimately of man: for without them a thorough survey of human nature, both in its defects and perfections, is impossible.

1. Where an action exists in Nature, there must be an active force; where a stimulus manifests itself either in exertion or even in spasm, a stimulus must also be felt internally. Should these propositions be invalid, all connection would vanish from our observations and all analogy from Nature.

2. No one can draw a sharp line delimiting where an apparent action might be proof of an inherent force and where it is not. We impute thought and feeling to those animals that live alongside us because we see their daily habits before our very eyes; but others cannot be excluded therefrom, because either we are not intimately enough acquainted with them or their works strike us as too artful: for our ignorance or want of art is not the absolute standard of all artificial ideas or sensibilities in animate creation.

3. Thus, where art is exercised, there is a faculty of art [Kunstsinn] that exercises it;* and where a creature shows by its actions that it can anticipate natural events, inasmuch as it strives to escape them, it must possess an internal sense, an organ, a medium of this foresight; whether or not it is intelligible to us. The forces of Nature are not altered on this account.

4. There may be many media in creation of which we have not the slightest knowledge, because we have no organ adapted to them; indeed, there must be many: for in almost every creature we see operations that we are unable to explain by reference to our own organization.

5. Creation—in which millions of creatures, each endowed with its peculiar senses and instincts, enjoy their own world and apply themselves to their own work—is infinitely greater than some wilderness in which man, oblivious and alone, must grope his way with his five dull senses.

6. He who has some feeling for the might and majesty of Nature, which abounds in sense organs, art, and life, will gratefully receive what his organization can comprehend; but he will not flatly deny the spirit of all her other works. The whole of creation was to be enjoyed, experienced, and acted on: at every new point, therefore, there must be creatures to enjoy it, organs to perceive it, and forces to animate it in a manner appropriate to that spot. What do the caiman and the humming-bird, the condor and the pipa have in common? Each is organized for its element, each lives and moves in its element. No point in creation is without enjoyment, without organ, without inhabitant: every creature therefore has its own world, a new world.

Infinity embraces me, o Nature, when, surrounded by a thousand proofs of this kind and overtaken by their feelings, I enter your holy temple. Not one creature have you neglected; to each you communicated as much of yourself as its organization could admit. Each of your works you made unique, perfect, like only itself. You fashioned it from within to without; and where you were compelled to deny, you have compensated as only the Mother of all things could compensate. Let us consider some of the finely balanced relations in which the various forces operate in different organizations; we shall thereby open the way to the physiological place of man.

________

1. The plant is there to vegetate and bring forth fruit: a subordinate purpose, it might seem to us, but in creation as a whole the foundation of every other. This purpose the plant fully accomplishes, working all the more assiduously, the less it is given over to other ends. Where it can, it exists in the whole germ and puts forth new shoots and buds: a single branch represents the whole tree. Straightaway, then, we must appeal here to one of our preceding propositions and are entitled to say, according to all analogy of Nature: Where there is action, there must be force; where there is new life, there must be a principle of that new life. And in every plantlike creature this principle must be found in the greatest efficacy. The theory of germs,* which has gained acceptance as an explanation of vegetation, in fact explains nothing: for the germ is already a structure [Gebilde]; and where there is a structure, there must also be an organic force that forms it. No dissector has ever discovered, in the first seed of creation, the germs of all future life. They do not become visible to us until the plant has attained to its full power [Kraft], and, based on our experience, we have no right to ascribe them to anything but the organic force of the plant itself, which operates on them with quiet intensity. On this creature Nature bestowed all that she could, compensating for the many things she was obliged to withhold by the vigor of the single force that operates inside it. What use are the forces of animal locomotion to the plant, when it cannot stir from its spot? Why should it be able to know other plants around it, when this knowledge would be a torment? But the air, the light, and the juices that nourish it—these it absorbs and enjoys after the manner of plants; the instinct to grow, to bloom, to propagate the species it exercises more faithfully and constantly than any other creature.

2. An even clearer exhibition of this point is provided by the transition from plants to the many kinds of zoophytes that have hitherto been discovered. In them the organs of nutrition are already separated: they possess an analogue of animal sense and spontaneous movement; yet their most prominent organic force is still nutrition and reproduction. The polyp is not a magazine of germs that lie preformed within it, awaiting perhaps the cruel knife of the natural philosopher: rather, like the plant before it, the polyp is itself organic life. Like the plant, the polyp puts forth shoots, and the anatomist’s scalpel can only arouse, can only excite these forces. As a muscle that has been stimulated or dissected exerts more force, so a mutilated polyp exerts all it can to compensate its losses and make itself whole again. It regrows limbs so long as it has the force to do so, and the instrument of human art has not completely destroyed its nature. On some parts, in some directions—when the parts become too small, when its forces have faded—it is unable to operate anymore: none of which would hold true if the preformed germ lay ready at every point. We see mighty organic forces at work in the polyp, in the mechanism of plants, and indeed, deeper still in ever fainter, ever murkier beginnings.

3. Shellfish are organic creatures imbued with as much life as could gather and organize itself in this particular element and in this testaceous housing. We must call it feeling because we have no other word; but it is a snailish feeling, an oceanic feeling, a chaos of the obscurest vital forces, undeveloped save for a few limbs. Behold the fine antennae, the muscle that stands in for the optic nerve, the open mouth, the rudiments of a beating heart and—what wonders!—the singular forces of regeneration! This animal is capable of regrowing its head, horns, jaw, and eyes: it not only fashions its artful shell and wears it down, but also produces living beings with similarly artful shells, while some species are at once male and female. In it, therefore, lies a world of organic forces, by means of which this creature is able, on its own level, to accomplish what others with more perfectly developed limbs could not: and in which the tenacious mass of slime operates all the more intensively and persistently.

4. The insect, a creature so abundantly artful in its activities, is equally artful in its frame: to which, both in the whole and even in the individual parts, its organic forces are proportionate. In it there was yet too little brain and room only for extremely fine nerves; its muscles are still so delicate that they must be encased in armor, and there was no place in its organization for the circulatory system of the larger terrestrial animals. But behold its head, its eyes, its antennae, its feet, its plates, its wings; observe the enormous loads carried by a beetle, a fly, or an ant; the strength displayed by an angry wasp; regard the five thousand muscles that Lyonnet* has counted in the larva of the willow moth, when the mighty human being scarcely possesses five hundred; consider, finally, the works of art that they undertake with their limbs and senses: and you will be led to infer an organic abundance of forces operating inherently in each of their parts. Who can see the severed, trembling leg of a spider or fly without perceiving how much vital irritability resides within it, even when separated from the body? The head of this animal was yet too small to encompass within it all the stimuli of life; bounteous Nature has therefore diffused them throughout even the flimsiest of its limbs. Its antennae are sense organs, its slender legs muscles and arms, every nerve bundle a tiny brain, every irritable fiber virtually a beating heart: and thus are accomplished the fine works of art for which many of these species are wholly made and to which their organization and needs impel them. What gossamery elasticity the thread of a spider or silk worm possesses! And this thread the insectile artist unwound from herself as clear proof that she is herself all elasticity and irritability, a true artist even in her instincts and works of art, a miniature world-soul operating in this organization.

5. In cold-blooded animals the same predominance of irritability is visible. The tortoise twitches violently long after it has been deprived of its head; the bite of a decapitated adder is still lethal after three, eight, even twelve days. The jaws of a dead crocodile, snapping shut, could sever a careless finger, just as among the insects the stinger of a bee, even when torn off, endeavors to sting. Observe the copulating frog: it can be dislimbed before it abandons the task at hand. Observe the tormented salamander: it can lose fingers, feet, and shanks, only to repair them. So great and, if I may be permitted the expression, so all-sufficient are the organic vital forces in these cold-blooded animals: and in short, the ruder a creature is—that is, the less the organic force of its irritability and muscles have been rarefied into finer nervous forces and subordinated to a larger brain—the more they are manifested in a pervasive organic omnipotence that sustains or renews life.

6. Even in warm-blooded animals it has been remarked that their flesh moves more sluggishly in connection with the nerves, while their bowels respond more vehemently to stimulation when the animal is dead. In death, the convulsions grow stronger in proportion as sensation decreases, and a muscle that has already lost its irritability regains it when cut into pieces. The more richly a creature is endowed with nerves, therefore, the more it seems to lose that tenacious vital force* that is extinguished only with difficulty. The faculty of regenerating individual limbs, to say nothing of such complex parts as head, hands, and feet, disappears in those so-called more perfect creatures; so that when they reach a certain age they can barely replace a tooth or heal a wound and broken bone. But then again, the sensations and ideas increase so markedly in these classes until in man, by the finest and sublimest means of which an earthly organization is capable, they are ultimately concentrated into reason.

________

If from these inductions, which otherwise we might carry into far greater detail, we allowed ourselves to gather a few results, they would be as follows.

1. In every living creature, the circle of organic forces seems whole and perfect; only differently modified and distributed in each. In some, these forces still approximate vegetation and are therefore so potently manifested in reproduction and regeneration; in others, they decrease as they are dispersed among more elaborate members and finer organs and senses.

2. Beyond vegetation begins the vital irritability of the muscles. It is closely allied with those forces manifested in the growing, burgeoning, self-renewing fibrous structure of the animal; only it appears in an elaborately intricate form and to a more limited and determinate end of the operations of life. Each muscle already stands in reciprocal relation to many others; it will therefore exhibit not the forces of fiber alone, but its own: vital irritability in functional motion. The crampfish does not renew its limbs like the lizard, frog, or polyp; even self-regenerating animals do not renew the parts in which the muscular forces are concentrated, like those that simply bud forth, as it were: the lobster can sprout new legs but not a tail. The domain of the vegetative organism gradually comes to an end in these elaborately involved motive forces; or rather, it is retained in a still more elaborate form and employed toward the ends of the more complex organization in its totality.

3. The more the muscular forces enter the realm of the nerves, the more they are ensnared in this organization and subjected to the purposes of sensation. The more numerous and delicate the nerves of an animal; the more multifarious their connections; the more elaborate their reinforcement of one another; the more they are adapted to noble organs and senses; finally, the larger and more refined the seat of all sensation, the brain: the more intelligent and exquisite is this species of organization. By contrast, in animals in which irritability overcomes sensation and muscular force the nervous system; where the latter is entirely devoted to inferior functions and appetites, particularly where the first and most urgent of all appetites, hunger, still predominates: the species is, according to our standard, partly cruder in its structure and partly grosser in its habits of life.

Who would not rejoice if a philosophical anatomist5* undertook to publish a comparative physiology of several animals, especially of those that approach nearest to man, by examining these forces, distinguished and established by observation, in relation to the whole organization of the creature? Nature displays to us her work: from without a veiled figure, a covered repository of internal forces. We see its mode of life: and, from the physiognomy of its countenance and from the arrangement of its parts, we perhaps form some conjecture as to what is going on within. But here within the organs and masses of organic forces are themselves laid before us: and the closer to man, the better our means of comparison. Though I am no anatomist, I shall venture to follow, through a few examples, the observations of certain anatomists of great renown; this will prepare us for the structure and physiological nature of man.



III. Examples of the Physiological Structure of Several Animals

The elephant,6 as misshapen as he seems, furnishes physiological grounds enough for his preeminence, so like that of man, over all living beasts.* While the brain is not exceptionally large for the animal’s size, its ventricles and whole structure are very similar to man’s. “I was astonished,” says Camper, “to discover such a resemblance between the pineal gland, the nates, and testes of this animal to those in our brain; if a sensorium commune exists somewhere, then we must look for it here.” The cranium is small in proportion to the head, because the nasal cavity extends far above the brain and fills the frontal sinus as well as other cavities with air:7 for, to move the heavy jawbone, strong muscles and extensive surface areas were required, which therefore our formative Mother made pneumatic to spare the creature an insupportable burden. The cerebrum does not lie above the cerebellum and oppress the latter with its weight; the dividing membrane is positioned vertically. The numerous nerves of the animal lead for the most part to the finer senses, and in the trunk alone are distributed so many as to be equal to all those in the rest of the enormous body. The muscles that operate the trunk spring from the brow; entirely lacking in cartilage, it is the organ of delicate feeling, exquisite smelling, and the nimblest movement. In it, therefore, several senses are united and rectify one another. The elephant’s lively eyes (which, again like man and no other animal, have lashes on the lower lid and an expressive mobility) thus neighbor the finer senses; and these are separated from taste, which otherwise enthralls the brutes. That which in other animals, especially the carnivores, tends to be the predominant part of the face, the mouth, is here set deep below the prominent brow, and below the raised trunk, so that it is almost hidden. The tongue is yet smaller: the defensive weapons that the elephant carries in its mouth are distinct from the organs of nutrition; it is therefore not formed for savage voracity. As big as the intestines must necessarily be, the stomach is small and simple; so, unlike the beast of prey, the elephant presumably cannot be tormented by raging hunger. Sedately and cleanly he grazes on the herbage, requiring more time and caution for this because the sense of smell is distant from the mouth. In drinking, too, and in connection with the whole of its ponderous frame, Nature has taught the elephant to exercise the same caution, which accompanies even his copulation. The elephant is not inflamed by the sexual instinct: for, like woman, the female gestates nine months and suckles her young at her breast. The stages of his life—in which he grows, blooms, and dies—are like that of man. How nobly has Nature transformed the incisors into tusks and how fine must be his organ of hearing, for he can understand human speech and subtly distinguish the tones of command and of the passions! His ears are larger than those of any other animal, but at the same time thinner and extending on all sides; the apertures are situated high up, and the whole back of the head, though small, is an Echo’s cave filled with air. Thus Nature lightened the creature’s load, pairing the greatest muscular force with the finest nervous economy; a king among beasts in sage repose and intelligent purity of sense.

How different a regal beast is the lion!8* With the lion Nature laid emphasis on muscularity, rather than placidity or refined understanding. She made his brain small and his nerves weaker, proportionally speaking, even than those of the common cat; the muscles, by contrast, she made thick and strong and so disposed them on the skeleton that, though incapable of great variety or delicacy of movement, yet they generate all the more force. A large, specially adapted muscle that lifts the neck; a muscle in the forepaw for grasping: a joint in the toes close to the claws; the latter large and hooked, so that their tips are never blunted because they never touch the ground: these were the lion’s gifts. The stomach is elongated and sharply curved; its churning, and thus the lion’s hunger, must be terrible. The heart is small, but the cavities delicate and wide; much longer and wider than those of man. The walls of the heart, too, are twice as thin, and the arteries twice as narrow, so that the blood of the lion, as soon as it leaves the heart, is already coursing four times as fast, and in the arterial branches of the fifteenth division a hundred times faster, than in man. The elephant’s heart, by contrast, beats slowly, almost as slowly as in cold-blooded animals. The gall bladder of the lion, too, is large and the bile blackish. His broad tongue is rounded at the apex and covered with barbs one and a half inches long, which lie in the center of the anterior part with their tips pointing backward. Hence the danger presented by his licking one’s skin, which immediately draws blood; whereupon he is overcome by a raging sanguinary thirst even for the blood of his friend and benefactor. A lion that has once savored human blood does not easily let go of this prey, because his furrowed palate craves this refreshment. Withal the lioness gives birth to a litter of cubs, which grow slowly; she must therefore nurture them for some time, and her maternal instinct, in conjunction with her own hunger, excites her rapacity. As the lion’s tongue is sharp and his hot hunger a kind of thirst, it is natural that rotting carrion does not whet his appetite. To take his own prey and lap up the fresh blood is more to his regal taste, and his disconcerting stare often the whole of his royal magnanimity. His sleep is light, because his blood is quick and warm. When satiated he is cowardly, because he cannot use spoilt provision, nor would he think to do so, and only the hunger of the moment rouses him to valor. Benevolent Nature has blunted his senses; his eyes fear fire and cannot endure the glare of the sun; his smell is not acute, because, according to the arrangement of his muscles, he is made not for running but only for mighty bounds, and nothing putrid tempts him. The covered, wrinkled brow is small compared with the lower part of the face, the rapacious maw, and masseter muscles. His snout is broad and long, his neck and forelegs are fashioned from iron, his mane and tail muscles imposing; the hindquarters, however, are weaker and finer. Nature had exhausted her supply of dreadful powers [Kräfte] and rendered him, in the performance of the generative act, and when he is not otherwise tormented by bloodthirst, a gentle and noble beast. As the creature is physiologically, so also is his soul and character.

A third example is the unau,* or two-toed sloth, in appearance the last and most unshapen [ungebildetste] of quadrupeds; a clump of mud risen to animal organization. Small and round is his head, every feature of which is also round, thick, imperfect, and swollen. The head and the stiff neck are, as it were, of a piece. Where the hair on the latter, which grows one way, meets the hair on the back, which grows contrariwise, it is as if Nature formed the animal in two directions, uncertain which she should choose. At the last she selected the belly and the hindquarters for the principal part, to which even in posture, figure, and mode of life the wretched head is subservient. The young clings to the mother’s rump; the interior of the sloth is filled with stomach and intestines; heart, lungs, and liver are ill-fashioned, and he appears to be lacking the gall bladder entirely. His blood is so cold as to border on that of reptiles: hence his heart and bowels continue to palpitate long after they have been excised and, though the animal’s heart is removed, the limbs twitch as if he were asleep. Here too we observe the compensations of Nature: where she was obliged to withhold sensitive nerves, and even vigorous muscular forces, she diffused and imparted that tenacious irritability with all the more intensity. This peculiar animal may therefore seem more miserable than he is. He is fond of warmth and languid torpor, feeling in both a muddy contentment. When he is wanting warmth, he sleeps; indeed, as if even recumbency were painful, he hangs from the tree with one claw, eating with the other, and like the dangling leaf-case of a caterpillar enjoys in the warm sunshine his grub-like existence. The unshapeliness of his feet is also a blessing. Because of his singular structure this flabby creature is unable to support himself on the soles, but only on the convexity of his claws, as on the wheels of a wagon, and in this manner shuffles forward at a slow and leisurely pace. His forty-six ribs, which no other quadruped possesses in such number, are a long vault for his storehouse of food and, if I may be allowed the expression, the ossified rings of a gluttonous leaf-worm, of a grub.

Enough examples. They shed light on how, by following physiology and experience, we should frame the concepts of animal soul and animal instinct. The former, for example, is the sum and result of all operative vital forces in an organization. The latter is the direction that Nature gave to those sundry forces by adjusting them in this particular temperament and no other: by organizing them for this structure and no other.



IV. On the Instincts of Animals

We have an excellent book on the instincts of animals by the late Reimarus,9* which, like his other work on natural religion, will be a lasting monument to his inquisitive spirit and thoroughgoing love of truth. After learned and cogent reflections on the several kinds of animal instincts, he endeavors to explain these from excellences of their mechanism, of their senses, and of their internal perceptions; but he is also of the belief, particularly in respect of the instinctive arts [Kunsttriebe], that we must assume special determinate forces of Nature and innate aptitudes [Fertigkeiten] that are not susceptible of further explanation. Here I cannot agree with him: for the composition [Zusammensetzung] of the whole machine with precisely these, and no other, forces, senses, ideas [Vorstellungen], perceptions—in short, the organization of the creature itself—was the surest direction, the most perfect determination that Nature could impress on her work.

When the Creator made the plant and endowed it with such parts, with such powers of absorbing and assimilating light, air, and other subtle substances conveyed to it from the atmosphere and from water; when, finally, he placed it in its element, where every part naturally displays the forces essential to it, he was not obliged, in my view, to furnish the plant with a new and blind vegetative instinct. Each part with its vital force performs its function: so that the result of these forces, which could reveal itself in this combination and no other, becomes visible in the appearance of the whole. The active forces of Nature are all living, each in its own way: in their interior there must be something that corresponds to their external effects, just as Leibniz supposed* and all analogy seems to teach us. That we have no name for this internal state of the plant, or for the forces operating still further below it, is a deficiency of our language: for we employ the word sensation [Empfindung] only for the internal state communicated to us by the nervous system. An obscure analogy may nevertheless exist; but if it did it not, then a new instinct, a vegetative force attributed to the whole, would tell us nothing.

Two natural instincts are therefore already discernible in plants: the instincts of nutrition and reproduction. Their result is works of art scarcely matched by the efforts of any insect: namely, the germ and the flower. As soon as Nature transfers the plant or stone to the animal kingdom, she shows us more clearly how things stand with the instincts of organic forces. The polyp seems to blossom like a plant and yet is an animal; it seeks out and enjoys its food like an animal; it puts forth shoots, and these shoots are living animals; it regenerates itself where it can—the greatest work of art that ever a creature executed. Is there anything that surpasses the artifice of a snail’s shell? The cell of the bee must concede its superiority; the cocoon of the caterpillar and silk worm must yield before this artificial flower. And by what means did Nature elaborate this shell? By internal organic forces that, as yet little dispersed into limbs, lay in a clump and the convolutions of which formed this regular structure, often following the course of the sun. The basis was fashioned from within to without, like the spider unwinding thread from its abdomen, and the air only required to supply harder or coarser parts. It seems to me that these transitions give ample demonstration of what all the instincts are grounded on, even the instinctive arts of the most artful animal: namely, organic forces that operate in this mass and no other, according to these limbs and no others. Whether they do so with more or less sensation will depend on a creature’s nerves. But besides these, there are still vigorous muscular forces and fibers filled with burgeoning and self-renewing vegetal life; these two kinds of force, independent of the nerves, adequately compensate the creature for what it lacks in brain and nerves.

And thus Nature herself leads us to the instinctive arts that we are apt to grant chiefly to certain insects; for no other reason than that their works of art are more conspicuous and we already compare them with our own productions. The more differentiated a creature’s organs, the livelier and finer its stimuli, the less we are surprised to observe it perform operations to which animals of grosser structure and duller irritability in their individual parts are no longer fitted, whatever excellences they may otherwise possess. The very smallness and fineness of the creature conduce to art, since this can be nothing but the result of all its sensations, activities, and stimuli.

Here, too, a few examples will be telling; and such examples have been provided to us, with beautiful descriptions, by the devoted industry of Swammerdam, Réaumur, Lyonnet, Rösel,* and others. Is the cocooning of the caterpillar anything else than what so many other creatures do, though with less art, when they exuviate? The snake casts its skin, the bird molts its feathers, many quadrupeds change their fur: they thereby rejuvenate themselves and renew their forces. The caterpillar also rejuvenates itself, but in a harder, finer, more artful manner: it sheds its bristly integument, to which some of its legs remain attached, and by transitions both slow and more rapid passes into an entirely new state. The power [Kräfte] to do this was conferred during the first period of its life, when as a grub the only end it pursued was nutrition; but now it shall also serve the function of preserving the species: its rings, and the limbs it produces, yield the form appropriate to this purpose. In the organization of this creature, therefore, Nature has merely introduced a greater separation between its periods of life and instincts and allows the latter to develop organically in distinct stages; a process as involuntary as the serpent sloughing its skin.

What else is the spider’s web but the extended self of the spider by which to catch its prey? As the polyp stretches out tentacles to grasp its prey and as the spider received claws to hold it fast: so the latter was also given spinnerets from which it extrudes the silk to ensnare its victim. It was supplied with roughly enough of this fluid to last a lifetime, and if it should have the misfortune to run out, then it must either have recourse to violent means or perish. That which organized its whole body, and all the forces residing in that same body, therefore formed the spider organically for the weaving of its web.

The republic of bees shows us the very same thing. The various castes are each formed for their particular purpose and associate together because none of these could live without the others. Worker bees are organized for gathering honey and constructing the cells. They gather honey as every animal seeks its food, especially if that animal’s mode of life requires that its nourishment be stored and ordered. They construct their cells as so many other animals build their habitations, each after its own manner. Since they are sexless, they feed the young of the hive as others feed their own young, and kill the drones as every animal kills another that steals its provisions and becomes a burden to its community. As none of this can take place without sense and feeling, so it is but apian sense, apian feeling: and not the mere mechanism that Buffon imputed to bees or the complex mathematico-political reason that others have attributed to them.* Their soul is enclosed in this organization and intimately entwined with it. It therefore operates accordingly: finely and artfully, but within a narrow and very small circle. The hive is their world, and the Creator has divided the functions of the hive into three and distributed them among a threefold organization.

Nor should we allow the word aptitude [Fertigkeit] to mislead us when we observe this organic art exhibited by various creatures immediately after their birth. Our aptitude results from practice; theirs does not. If an organization is fully formed, then its forces are also in full play. What in the world has the greatest aptitude? The falling stone, the blossoming flower: the former falls, the latter blossoms according to its nature. The crystal grows more readily and with more regularity than the bee constructs its cell and the spider spins its web. In the crystal, it is merely a blind and unfailing organic instinct; in the bee and spider, this instinct has already been more highly organized for the employment of several organs and limbs: and these can fail. The healthy and vigorous concert among these in service of a single end is what constitutes aptitude, as soon as the creature is fully formed.

Hence we also perceive why it is that the higher creatures ascend, the more their irresistible instinct and unerring aptitude [Fertigkeit] diminish. The more the one organic principle of Nature, which we now call formative, now impulsive, now sensitive, now artfully constructive, and which at bottom is one and the same organic force, merely diffused in greater numbers of organs and distinct limbs; and the more it encounters in each of these a peculiar world, and thus is also subject to peculiar obstacles and errors: the weaker instinct becomes, the more it falls under the dominion of the will and thus also of error. The different sensations have first to be weighed against and only then combined with one another; so farewell, then, overpowering instinct, infallible guide! The obscure stimulus that in a given sphere, isolated from everything else, embraced a kind of omniscience and omnipotence is now divided into boughs and branches. The creature that is capable of learning must learn because it knows less by nature: and it must practice because it can do less by nature. But by its progress, by the refinement and distribution of its forces, it has acquired new modes of activity, more and subtler organs by which to discriminate among sensations and to choose the better one. What it lacks in intensity of instinct is made up for by extensity and intricate harmony; it has become capable of a finer self-enjoyment, a freer and more versatile use of its forces and limbs: and all this because, if I may so express myself, its organic soul has been dispersed more subtly and multifariously throughout its organs. Let us consider some of the marvelously beautiful and wise laws that govern this gradual progression of creatures, by which the Creator habituated them, step by step, to an association of several ideas or feelings, as well as to a peculiar and freer employment of their several senses and limbs.



V. The Advancement of Creatures to the Association of Several Ideas and to a Peculiar and Freer Employment of Their Senses and Limbs

1. In inanimate nature everything is still enveloped by one obscure yet mighty instinct. The parts agglomerate together with internal forces; every creature seeks to acquire shape and forms itself. Everything is still enclosed within this instinct; but it also permeates the whole being indestructibly. The smallest components of crystals and salts are crystals and salts: the formative force operates in the minutest particle as in the whole, outwardly indivisible, inwardly indestructible.

2. The plant is split into tubes and other parts; its instinct begins to modify these parts after their own manner, though it still operates uniformly throughout the whole. Root, stem, and branches absorb; but they absorb different substances, in different ways, and by different conduits. The instinct of the whole is thus modified with them, yet remains in the whole one and the same: for reproduction is only the efflorescence of growth, and both instincts are indivisible from the essence of the creature.

3. In the zoophyte, Nature begins, imperceptibly, to separate individual organs and thus also their inherent forces: the organs of nutrition become visible, the fruit already detaches itself in the womb, though continues to be nourished in it as a plant. Many polyps sprout from one stem: Nature has fixed them in place and spared them from a peculiar mode of locomotion; even the snail possesses but one broad foot with which it fastens itself to its house. Still the senses of these creatures are fused together, undifferentiated and obscure; their instinct operates slowly and intensely; the copulation of snails lasts for many days. Thus Nature has done all she could to exempt these rudiments of vital organization from multiplicity [Vielfache], while at the same time concealing this multiplicity more deeply in, and binding it more firmly to, an obscure and simple stirring. The tenacious life of the snail is almost indestructible.

4. As Nature ascended higher, she observed the wise precaution of accustoming the creature only gradually to a multiplicity of more diversified senses and instincts. The insect cannot do at once all that it is meant to do; it must therefore alter its form and its being, in order as caterpillar to satisfy the instinct of nutrition, as butterfly that of reproduction: it was incapable of both in a single form. One kind of bee could not effect everything requisite to the enjoyment and propagation of this species; Nature therefore divided them up and made some workers, others drones, and one the queen—all by a slight change in the organization whereby the forces of the whole creature were given a different direction. What she could not accomplish in one model she executed in three, which belong together as fragments of a whole. Thus she taught the bees to carry out their apian functions in three castes, as she taught the butterfly and other insects to pursue their occupations in two distinct forms.

5. As she ascended ever higher, allowing the greater use of several senses and hence greater spontaneity, she eliminated unnecessary limbs and simplified the construction from within and without. Together with its skin, the caterpillar throws off its feet, for which the butterfly no longer has any need: the many legs of insects, their more numerous and compound eyes, their antennae, and various other small organs of defense disappear in higher creatures. In insects, the head contains little brain: this lies lower down the spinal marrow, and every ganglion is a new center of sensation. The soul of this small and artful creature was therefore diffused over its whole being. The more a creature increases in spontaneity and rational-seeming actions, the larger the head and brain: the three principal parts of the body are more proportionate, whereas they were still lacking symmetry in insects, worms, and so forth. With what great and mighty tails do amphibians drag themselves on to land, while their legs are misshapen and splayed. Nature raises up the quadrupeds: the legs are longer and positioned closer together. The tail, as a continuation of the vertebrae, grows narrower and shorter; it relinquishes the crude muscular force of the crocodile, becoming more flexible and finer, until in nobler animals it changes into little more than a hairy switch, and eventually Nature, as she approaches the upright form, discards it completely. She diverted its marrow higher up the body and used it for nobler parts instead.

6. As the formative artist found that proportion of the quadruped to be best in which these creatures learned to exercise certain senses and powers [Kräfte] in combination and to unite them in a single form of thought and sensation: so she altered the conformation of each species according to its destination and mode of life, creating from these same parts and limbs a peculiar harmony of the whole and thus also a peculiar soul that is organically distinct from that of other species. She retained, however, a certain similarity among them all and seemed to pursue a single chief end. This chief end is evidently to approach the organic form that would enable the greatest combination of clear ideas, the freest and most multifarious employment of different senses and limbs; and it is precisely this that constitutes an animal’s greater or lesser resemblance to man. This resemblance is no sport of caprice, but a result of the various forms that could be combined no otherwise than to that end to which Nature intended to combine them; namely to the exercise of ideas, senses, forces, and appetites in this relation, to such an end and no other. The parts of every animal stand in the most exact proportion to one another for its level; and I believe that all the forms in which a living creature might thrive on our earth have been exhausted. This animal walks on all fours: for it could not yet use its forefeet as human hands; but by walking on all fours it can stand, run, leap, and use its every animal sense with the greatest facility. Its head still inclines toward the ground: for it is on the ground that it seeks its food. In most animals, the sense of smell predominates, as it must arouse or guide their instinct [Instinkt]. In one the hearing is acute, in another sight is keen; and thus Nature has chosen not only in the quadrupedal form in general, but also in the form of each species in particular, that proportion of the forces and senses that, in this organization, could best be exercised in conjunction with one another. Accordingly, she lengthened or shortened the limbs, strengthened or weakened the forces: every creature is numerator to the great denominator that is Nature herself. For man, too, is only a fraction of the whole, a proportion of forces that should form themselves in one whole, in this organization and no other, by the mutual cooperation of many limbs.

7. Of necessity, therefore, no force, no instinct must disturb another in so deliberate a terrestrial organization: and infinitely beautiful is the care that Nature took in this regard. Most animals have a particular climate where they are most easily fed and reared. Had Nature formed them less determinately, so that they were able to endure different regions of the earth, then to what extremities and wildness would many species have run before they met their deaths! We see this even now in the tractable species that have followed man into every country: in each district they have acquired a different form, and the wild dog has become the most terrible beast of prey precisely because it has grown wild. Had the creature been left undetermined, the instinct of reproduction would perforce have driven it to still greater confusion; but this too our formative Mother has put in shackles. It stirs only at certain times, when the animal’s organic heat has risen to its height: and since this is effected by physical revolutions of growth, of the seasons, of the most abundant food; and the benevolent Provideress fixed the term of gestation accordingly; she catered for both young and old. The young is born into the world at a time when it can prosper, or it may survive the rigors of winter as an egg until awakened by a friendlier sun; the old feels the urge only when this does not disrupt other activities. Even the relation of the two sexes in the strength and duration of this instinct is adapted to this.

Beyond all expression is the beneficent motherly love with which Nature in this way educates, as it were, and actively habituates every living creature to behavior, thoughts, and virtues consistent with the tenor of its organization. She exercised forethought by placing these forces in such an organization and no other, obliging the creature to see, desire, and act in this organization just as she had anticipated, and giving it needs, forces, and space within the limits of this organization.

There is no virtue, no instinct in the human heart without an analogue somewhere in the animal kingdom, to which our formative Mother therefore organically habituates the beast. It must fend for itself, learn to love its offspring: necessity and the changing of the seasons induce it to seek out society, even if only companions in travel. Instinct compels one creature to love; need prompts another to marriage, to a kind of republic, to a social order. However obscurely all of this takes place, however briefly much of it endures, it still leaves a mark on the nature of the animal, and we see how powerful this mark is, we see it return: indeed, it is irresistible, indelible. The more obscurely everything operates, the more intensely it does so; the fewer ideas an animal combines, and the less frequently the instincts are employed, the stronger are these same instincts and more perfect in their effects. Accordingly, prototypes of human modes of conduct in which animals become practiced may be found everywhere: and to persist in regarding them as machines, when we see before us their nervous system, their similar structure to ours, their needs and modes of life so like our own, is a sin against Nature as great as any other.

Hence there can be no wonder that the more a species resembles man, the more its mechanical art diminishes: for evidently such a species already stands at the threshold of human thoughts. The beaver, which is still a water rat, builds with art. The fox, the hamster, and related animals have their elaborate subterranean burrows; the dog, the horse, the camel, and the elephant no longer have need of these petty arts: they have thoughts like those of man and, urged on by formative Nature, they exercise instincts like his.



VI. Organic Difference between Human Beings and Animals

Some have said in praise of our species, though with great impropriety, that all the forces and faculties of the others may be found in it raised to the highest degree. Such praise is baseless and self-contradictory: for evidently one force would then negate the other, and the creature would have absolutely no enjoyment of its being. How could man, all at once, blossom like the flower, touch [tasten] like the spider, build like the bee, suck like the butterfly, while at the same time possessing the muscularity of the lion, the trunk of the elephant, and the art of the beaver? And does he possess, indeed does he comprehend, even one of these forces with the intensity with which the creature enjoys and exercises it?

Alternatively, some have sought, I will not say to debase man to the level of the beast, but to deny his species a character and make him a degenerate animal that, by striving after more exalted perfections, has quite lost the particularity of his kind. This is manifestly at odds with the truth and the evidence of his natural history. Plainly, he has qualities that no animal shares and has performed acts that, for good or ill, remain peculiar to him. No animal feeds on its own kind from gluttony; no animal murders one of its tribe in cold blood at the behest of a third. No animal has speech, as man does, still less writing, tradition, religion, or arbitrary rights and laws. No animal has the form, clothing, habitation, arts, indeterminate mode of life, unrestrained instincts, or fickle opinions by which almost every human individual is distinguished. We are not yet asking whether all this be to our advantage or detriment; it suffices to say that it is the character of our species. As every animal generally stays true to the character of its species, and we alone have chosen free will and not necessity for our deity, so this difference must be examined as a fact: for that is what it undeniably is. The other questions—namely, how man came to this pass, whether this difference is original to him or acquired and affected—are of another, merely historical sort; and so perfectibility or corruptibility, wherein no animal has hitherto imitated him, must also have belonged to the distinguishing character of his species. Let us therefore set aside all metaphysics and stick to physiology and experience.

1. Man’s figure is erect; in this he is unique on the earth. For while the bear likewise has a broad foot and rears up to fight; while the ape and pygmy walk or run upright on occasion, in man alone is this gait constant and natural. His foot is firmer and broader; he has a longer big toe, whereas the ape has but a thumb; his heel, too, is aligned with the sole. All the muscles at work here are fitted for this posture. The calf is enlarged, the pelvis pushed back, the hips are flared; the spine exhibits less curvature, the chest is flattened; man has collarbones and shoulders, hands with exquisitely sensitive fingers, and to crown the structure the tilting head is raised on the muscles of the neck; man is άνθρωπος, a creature looking above and far about him.*

Granted, this gait is not so essential to man that any other were just as impossible for him as flight is. Not only do infants demonstrate the contrary; but men brought up among brutes have proven it by experience. Eleven or twelve instances of this kind10 are known to us; and though not all have been adequately studied and described, some of these examples clearly indicate that even the most incongruous gait is not entirely beyond the plastic nature of man. Both his head and abdomen incline somewhat forward: the body can therefore also fall forward, as the head sinks in sleep. No inanimate body is capable of standing upright, and only by the effort of countless actions are our artificial gait and stance made possible.

So it is likewise understandable that, in adopting the gait of animals, many limbs of the human body must alter their form and relation to one another, as the example of wild men once again shows. The Irish boy described by Tulp* had a depressed forehead, a prominent occiput, a wide, bleating throat, a thick tongue grown into the palate, a midriff drawn sharply inward, just as a quadrupedal gait would produce. The Dutch girl* who still walked upright and retained so much of her feminine nature that she covered herself with a straw apron, had brown, rough, thick skin and long, bushy hair. The girl who was found in the village of Songy in Champagne* had a black face, powerful fingers, long nails; and the thumbs in particular were so strong and elongated that she used them to swing from tree to tree like a squirrel. Her swift running was not accomplished by setting one foot before the other in succession; it was rather a flying gallop, or gliding, in which one could scarcely discern the movement of her feet. The tone of her voice was thin and feeble, her cry shrill and frightful. She had uncommon strength and agility, and was so difficult to wean from her usual victuals of raw and bloody flesh, fish, leaves, and roots, that she tried not only to escape but also lapsed into a dangerous illness from which she recovered only by sucking warm blood, which penetrated every part of her body like a balsam. Her teeth and nails fell out when she tried to accustom herself to our food; unbearable pains contracted her stomach, bowels, and especially her throat, which was parched and inflamed. All these are proof of how much the plastic nature of human beings, even when they are born of men and for a time brought up among them, can become habituated in a few short years to the lowly manner of beasts, among which some unhappy accident has placed them.

Now I might paint the dreadful vision of what would have become of mankind had they been condemned to the fate of being formed an animal fetus in the womb of a quadruped. What forces would have been strengthened or weakened? What must be the gait, the education, the mode of life, the limb structure of these human beasts? But away, damnable and loathsome image! Hideous unnaturalness of natural man! You exist not in Nature and you shall not be conjured by a stroke of my pen. For:

2. The upright gait of man is natural to him alone; indeed, it is the organization by which the entire destination of his species is realized and his distinguishing character.

No nation on earth has ever been found to crawl on all fours: even the most savage, as much as some approach the brutes in their form and mode of life, have an upright gait. Even the Insensibles described by Diodorus,* as well as the other fabulous creatures of ancient and medieval writers, walk on two legs; and it is beyond my comprehension how the human species, had such a humble deportment ever been its nature, could have exalted itself to another, one requiring such compulsion and art. What effort it has cost to habituate those wild men who have been discovered to our food and mode of life! And they had merely run wild, having spent only a few years among the brutes. The Eskimo girl even retained some notions of her previous state, vestiges of the language and instincts of her native land; and yet her reason was captive to animality: she had no recollection of her travels or of her savage condition as a whole. The others were not only destitute of language, but to some extent forever lost to human speech. And had the human animal spent eons in this humble estate; indeed, had he, with his quadrupedal posture, already been formed for it in the womb according to quite different proportions, would he have freely abandoned it and raised himself upright? Employing the power [Kraft] of an animal, which forever dragged him downward, how should he have made himself a man and, before he was a man, invented human language? Had man been a four-legged animal for thousands of years, he surely would be one still; and nothing but a miracle of new creation could have refashioned him into what he is now and what, on the basis of all history and experience, we have only ever known him to be.

So why would we accept unproven, indeed completely inconsistent paradoxes, when man’s frame, the history of his species, and finally, as it seems to me, the entire analogy of terrestrial organization leads us to something else? No creature with which we are familiar has departed from its original organization and assumed another antithetical to it: for it operates only with the forces residing in that organization, and Nature knows more than enough ways to fix every living being in the place to which she assigned it. In man, everything is adapted to the figure he now has: everything in his history can be explained with it, nothing without it. And since all the variations of the animal form seem to converge on it, as the sublime image of divinity, as the chief and most consummate beauty of the earth; in the absence of which, as without the dominion of man, the earth would be deprived of its ornament and sovereign crown: why should we cast into the dust this diadem that signifies our election and refuse to see the center of the circle in which all radii seem to intersect? When our formative Mother had completed her labors and exhausted all the forms that were possible on this earth, she paused and surveyed her works; and when she saw that the earth was still lacking its noblest jewel, its regent and second creator: behold, she consulted with herself, kneaded the forms together and out of them all molded her masterpiece, human beauty. With maternal solicitude, she extended her hand to her ultimate, exquisite creature and said: “Rise up from the earth! Left to yourself, you would be a beast like other beasts; but by my love and special favor you shall walk upright and be of beasts the god!”* Let us dwell, with grateful gaze, on this hallowed work of art and this beneficence by which our species became a human species. With astonishment we shall see the new organization of forces that begins in the erect figure of mankind and how by it alone man became man.

_____________


1. On the force of these parts, see Albrecht von Haller, Elementa physiologiae corporis humani [Elements of the Physiology of the Human Body], vol. 6 (Bern, 1764), pp. 14–16.


2. Many of these creatures breathe through their abdomen; an artery runs through it instead of a heart; it is used for self-defense, etc.


3. Jean-Florent Martinet, Katechismus der Natur [Catechism of Nature], vol. 1 (Leipzig, 1779), p. 316, where an engraving shows yearly growth.


4. Let no one object that polyps, some snails, and even leaf-lice give birth to living young; in this sense plants also produce live offspring by gemmating. I speak here of viviparous mammals.


5. In addition to other well-known pieces, I find included in the Works of Alexander Monro (Edinburgh, 1781) an Essay on Comparative Anatomy. This deserves to be translated, much as the handsome animal skeletons in Cheselden’s Osteography (London, 1783) ought to be copied, though the accuracy and beauty of the original could hardly be matched in Germany.


6. See Buffon, Daubenton, Camper, and to some extent Zimmermann’s description of an unborn elephant.


7. The tympanic cavity and cavities of the mammillary process.


8. Especially if we go by Caspar Friedrich Wolf’s excellent descriptions in the Nova acta academiae Petropolitane [New Proceedings of the Saint Petersburg Academy]: De leone observations anatomicae [Anatomical Observations on the Lion], vol. 15 (1771), pp. 517–52, and De corde leonis [Of the Lion’s Heart], vol. 16 (1772), pp. 471–510.


9. Hermann Samuel Reimarus, Allgemeine Betrachtungen über die Triebe der Thiere, hauptsächlich über ihre Kunsttriebe [General Reflections on the Instincts of Animals, Principally Their Instinctive Arts], 2nd ed. (Hamburg, 1773). See also Angefangene Betrachtungen über die besonderen Arten der thierischen Kunsttriebe [Unfinished Reflections on the Particular Kinds of Instinctive Arts in Animals] (Hamburg, 1773), to which is appended the splendid essay by Johann Albert Hinrich Reimarus on the characteristics of the zoophytes.


10. They are discussed in Linnaeus’s System of Nature, in Martini’s supplements to Buffon, and elsewhere.









Book 4



I. Man Is Organized for the Faculty of Reason

The orangutan resembles man inwardly and outwardly. His brain has the same form as ours; he has a broad chest, flat shoulders, a similar face, a similarly shaped skull; the heart, lungs, liver, spleen, stomach, intestines are comparable to those of man. Tyson1* adduced 48 features in which the orangutan looks more like our species than the rest of ape-kind; and his reported behavior, including his follies, vices, and perhaps even the menstruation of the female, also suggest a similarity to human beings.

To be sure, then, there must also be something manlike in his interior, in the operations of his soul: and in my view, those philosophers who would degrade the orangutan, and place him among the lesser constructive animals, neglect the means of comparison. The beaver builds, but does so instinctively; his entire machinery is adapted to this activity, but he can do nothing else: he is incapable of associating with man, of participating in our thoughts and passions. The ape, by contrast, no longer possesses determinate instinct; his cognitive power [Denkungskraft] stands on the verge of reason, on the poor side that inclines him to imitation. He imitates everything, and his brain must therefore be fit to combine sensuous ideas in a thousand different ways, an ability wanting in every other animal: for neither the wise elephant nor the docile dog does what he can do; he desires to perfect himself. Yet he cannot; the door is shut. It lies beyond the scope of his brain to link foreign ideas with his own and, as it were, to appropriate what he imitates. The female ape described by Bontius* possessed a sense of modesty and covered herself with her hand when a stranger appeared; she sighed, sobbed, and performed seemingly human actions. The apes described by Battel* go forth in companies, arm themselves with clubs, and chase the elephant from their territory; they attack Negroes and sit around their fire, but have not the wit to keep it alive. The ape of de la Brosse* sat at the table, made use of knife and fork, was susceptible to anger, sorrow, and all the human passions. The mother’s love for her children, their education and initiation into the tricks and wiles of simian life, the order maintained in their republic and on their migrations, the punishments meted out to their offenders, even their clownish cunning and mischief-making, alongside a host of other undeniable traits, are proof enough that inwardly, too, they are creatures as similar to man as their outward appearance indicates. Buffon’s stream of eloquence* is wasted when, seizing the opportunity presented by these animals, he disputes the internal and external uniformity of the organism of Nature; the facts that he has himself assembled suffice to refute him, and the internal and external uniform organism of Nature remains, if rightly defined, unmistakable in all forms of life.

What, then, did this manlike creature lack that it did not become a man? Perhaps speech alone? But efforts have been made to educate several apes: and if they, who imitate everything, were capable of speech, then surely they would have imitated this first of all and not waited for instruction. Or is it solely a matter of their organs? Again, no: for though they grasp the tenor of human speech at once, and are forever gesticulating, no ape has yet acquired the faculty of communicating pantomimically with his master and discoursing by gestures after the human fashion. Something else must have shut the door to human reason on this melancholy figure, leaving him perhaps with the dim sense of being so close and yet barred from crossing the threshold.

What was this something else? It is curious that, following the results of dissection, the whole difference would seem to lie in the parts associated with walking. The ape is so formed that he can walk more or less upright and thereby resembles man more than he does his brethren; but he is not wholly formed for that purpose, and this distinction seems to deprive him of everything. Let us pursue this view further, and Nature herself will lead us to the path on which we must seek the first disposition of human dignity.

The orangutan2 has long arms, large hands, short thighs, large feet with long toes; but the thumb and big toe are small: for that reason, Buffon, and Tyson before him, call the ape tribe quadrumanous. These puny limbs evidently fail to provide the basis for the erect stature of man. The hindquarters are scraggy, the knee broader than in man and not so low; the muscles that move the knee are situated farther down the thighbone, which is why the orangutan can never stand perfectly upright, but, bandy-legged, always appears to be tottering and only learning to stand. The head of the thighbone hangs in its socket without a ligament, the pelvis is angled as in quadrupeds, the last five cervical vertebrae have long, pointed processes that prevent the head from being tilted backward: the creature is therefore definitely unsuited to an upright posture, and the ensuing consequences are terrible. The neck is short and the clavicle long, so that the head seems to be lodged between the shoulders.3 This head is then endowed with a muzzle, a prominent mandible, a flat nose; the eyes are set close together, the globe of which is so small that no white is visible around the pupil. The mouth, by contrast, is large, the belly thick, the breasts drooping, the back almost feeble; the ears stand out like those of a brute, the orbits are close together, the articular surfaces of the skull are no longer located inferiorly, as in man, but posteriorly, as in beasts; the upper jaw projects forward, and the insertion of the intermediary bone peculiar to the ape, the os intermaxillare,* marks the final break with the human visage.4 Owing to this formation of the head, with the lower part protruding and the rear extending backward; owing to its position on the neck; owing to the structure of the vertebrae of the back commensurate with head and neck, the ape remained but an animal, however great its resemblance to man might otherwise be.

To prepare ourselves for this conclusion, let us consider human faces that seem, even if only distantly, to border on those of brutes. What makes them brutish? What gives them this coarse, disgraceful appearance? The prognathous jaw, the sloping forehead: in brief, the faintest similitude to quadrupedal organization. As soon as the center of gravity, on which rests the exalted dome of the human skull, is shifted, the head seems fixed to the spine, the teeth jut out, and the nose becomes flat and wide like that of a brute. Above, the eye sockets draw nearer together, the brow recedes and acquires on both sides the fatal depression of the simian skull. The top and back of the head taper to a point, the cranial cavity narrows—and all this because the disposition of the figure, the beautiful and free form of the head for the upright gait of man, is altered.

Should this center of gravity be adjusted in a different direction, then the whole configuration becomes fine and noble. The brow bulges forward, pregnant with thought, and the skull arches with a sublime and tranquil dignity. The broad, brutish nose contracts and assumes a superior and more delicate shape; the withdrawn mouth can now receive a more handsome covering, and so there form the lips of man, which even the cleverest ape is without. The chin descends, to round off a charming, vertical oval; the cheek gently rises, the eye gazes out from under the protruding brow as from a sacred temple of thought. And by what means is all this effected? By the forming of the head for the erect attitude, by its internal and external organization to a perpendicular center of gravity.5 Let him who doubts this examine the skulls of man and ape, and every shadow of doubt will be removed.

All outer form in Nature is the index of her inner workings; and so, great Mother, we step before your most hallowed earthly creation, the laboratory of the human understanding.

________

Much effort has been devoted to comparing the size of man’s brain with the brain mass of other animal species and therefore to measuring the correspondent weight of animals and their brains.* There are three reasons why such weighing and quantifying has produced no clear results.

1. Because one term of comparison, the mass of the body, is too indeterminate and yields no simple relation of proportion to the other, more nicely determined term, the brain itself. How heterogeneous are the things that have weight in a body! And how different can be the relation that Nature established among them! She lightened the elephant’s massive frame, and even his heavy head, by means of air; and, though his brain is not excessively large, he is the wisest of animals. What weighs most in an animal’s body? The bones; but with them the brain stands in no direct relation.

2. There is no question that much turns on the ends served by the brain in the body, on where it sends out its nerves and in support of which vital functions. If, therefore, the brain and nervous system were weighed against each other, we would arrive at a more exact relation, though still not an absolute one: for the weight of each never indicates either the fineness of the nerves or the purpose of their pathways.

3. Thus everything ultimately depends on the finer elaboration, on the proportionate situation of the parts in respect to one another, and most of all, it seems, on the free and extensive meeting place where the impressions and sensations of every nerve are combined with the greatest power, with the sharpest truth, with the most unbounded play of variety, and united energetically in the unknown, divine unity that we term thought. And the size of the brain in and of itself tells us nothing about this.

These calculations and observations6 are nevertheless valuable, furnishing results that, though not conclusive, are at least very instructive and suggestive. Some of these I shall venture to mention, so as to show that the ascending uniformity of Nature’s course obtains here too.

1. The smaller animals, in which circulation and organic heat are still imperfect, also have a smaller brain and fewer nerves. Nature, as we have already remarked, has compensated them with a more intense or finely dispersed irritability for what she was obliged to deny them in sensation: for the developing organism of these creatures could probably neither bring forth nor sustain a larger brain.

2. In warm-blooded animals, brain mass increases relative to the greater complexity of their organization; but at the same time other considerations arise here: and these appear to be determined in particular by the relation of the nerves and muscular force to one another. In beasts of prey, where the brain is smaller, muscular force predominates, so that for the most part even the nerves are subservient to it and animal irritability. In placid, herbivorous animals, the brain is larger, though even with them it seems principally given over to nerves of sense. Birds have a good deal of brain: for in their colder element, they require warmer blood. The circulation is also more compressed in their generally smaller bodies: accordingly, in the enamored sparrow, the brain occupies the entire head and accounts for one-fifth of its body weight.

3. In young creatures, the brain is larger than in adults; evidently because it is moister and softer, and therefore takes up more space: but that does not entail greater weight. It is still the repository of that delicate humidity necessary for all the vital functions and internal operations, by means of which the creature shall form habits in its early years and much of which will thus be consumed. As the years pass, the brain becomes drier and firmer: for the habits have now been formed, and both man and brute are no longer capable of such light, agreeable, and fleeting impressions. In short, the size of a creature’s brain seems to be a necessary condition, though not the only or primary one, for its greater capacity and exercise of the understanding. As the ancients already knew, man has proportionally the largest brain of all the animals; but on this score, the ape is not inferior to him: indeed, the ass surpasses the horse.

________

There must therefore be something else in the physiology of a creature that enhances the power of cognition [Denkungskraft]; and, according to the scale of organizations that Nature has laid before our eyes, what could this be other than the structure of the brain itself, the more perfect elaboration of its parts and juices, a situation and proportion more congenial to the reception of mental sensations and ideas in the most favorable vital heat? Let us open the book of Nature and turn to the finest pages she has ever written, the tablets of the brain itself: for as the ends of her organizations are the sensation, well-being, and happiness of a creature, so the head must be the surest archive in which to locate her intentions.

1. In creatures possessing but the rudiments of a brain, it appears still very simple: it is like a bud, or pair of buds, shooting forth from the spinal marrow and allocating nerves only to the most necessary senses. In fish and birds, which, as Willis* has observed, exhibit a similarity in the whole structure of their brains, the ridges increase in number to five and more, and they are also more distinctly separated. Finally, in warm-blooded animals, the cerebellum and cerebrum are clearly differentiated; the lobes of the latter expand in consequence of the creature’s organization, and the individual parts enter into relation with one another for that very purpose. Thus Nature, as in the whole form of her kinds, so in the epitome and goal of that form, the brain, has but one general type [Haupttypus] at which she aims, beginning with the lowliest worm and insect, and to which, in all species, she makes minute alterations according to their divergent external organizations; but thereby continues, enlarges, and perfects [ausbildet] the type, finally bringing it to exquisite completion in man. The cerebellum she finishes sooner than the cerebrum because, lying nearer and being more closely related to the spinal marrow on account of its origin, it possesses greater uniformity in many species in which the shape of the cerebrum varies considerably. This should come as no surprise, since from the cerebellum rise nerves that are of such importance for the animal organization; so that, in developing the noblest powers of thought [Gedankenkräfte], Nature was obliged to move from the hindbrain to its anterior parts.

2. The greater elaboration of the cerebral lobes in their nobler parts is manifested in more than one way. Not only are the folds deeper and more intricate, in man more numerous and multifarious than in any other creature; not only is the cerebral cortex the finest and most delicate part of man’s organs, losing up to 1/25 of its mass to evaporation; but the treasure that is covered and interlaced with the cortex, the medulla oblongata, is also more differentiated, more defined, and comparatively larger in the nobler animals, and particularly in man, than in all the other creatures. In man the cerebrum significantly outweighs the cerebellum: and this increased weight is an indication of its inner fullness and greater elaboration.

3. All the empirical observations hitherto collected by Haller, the most learned physiologist of any nation, tend to show how little the indivisible work of idea formation is liable to be found in a material substrate and spread among discrete parts of the physical brain;* indeed, I am convinced that, even if all these observations had not been recorded, the very nature of idea formation would compel us to the same conclusion. Why do we call the power of thought now imagination and memory, now wit and understanding, according to its different relations? Why do we detach the appetitive instincts from pure will and even divorce the sensory from the motive powers [Empfindungs- und Bewegungskräfte]? Closer consideration reveals that these faculties cannot be locally separate from one another, as if the understanding resided in one region of the brain, memory and imagination in another, the passions and sensuous powers [sinnliche Kräfte] in a third: for our mind’s thought is undivided and each of these operations is the fruit of thoughts. It would be approaching the realm of absurdity, therefore, to try to dismember abstract relations as though they were a body and to cast asunder the soul as Medea scattered the limbs of her brother. If in the coarsest sense we are unable to detect the material of sensation, which is something quite distinct from the nervous fluid (assuming that this exists); then how much less must we be capable of perceiving the mental connection between all the senses and sensations, such that we might not only see and hear, but even activate that same connection in the different parts of the brain as spontaneously as if we were playing a clavichord. Even the expectation of doing so is strange to me.

4. It seems stranger still when I contemplate the structure of the brain and nerves. How different is here the economy of Nature from how our abstract psychology conceives the senses and faculties of the mind! Who would guess from metaphysics alone that the nerves of sense originate, ramify, and combine in the way that they do? And yet these are the only regions of the brain with the organic purposes of which we are acquainted, because their operation lies before us. Nothing remains to us, then, but to regard this sacred laboratory of ideas, the inner brain, where the senses converge, as the womb in which embryonic thoughts are invisibly and undividedly formed. If the womb is sound and healthy; if it provides the embryo not only with the requisite mental and vital heat, but also with ample room and a suitable place where the perceptions of the senses, and of the whole body, can be embraced by the invisible organic force that here pervades all things and, if I may be allowed the metaphor, united in that luminous point called higher reflection [Besinnung]; then, with the accession of external factors, namely instruction and the influence of ideas [Ideenwirkung], the finely organized creature becomes capable of reason. If this is not the case, if the brain is lacking essential parts or subtler fluids; if coarser senses predominate, if the brain’s situation is unfavorable and confined, what must be the consequence? The refined concentration of ideas will not occur, and the creature will remain a slave of the senses.

5. The conformation of the brains of various animals would seem to furnish a clear proof of this, and it is precisely from this conformation, when compared with the animal’s outward organization and mode of life, that we can explain why Nature, aiming everywhere at a single type, was not always able to realize it and thus obliged to modify it here in one way, there in another. The principal sense of many creatures is smell; it is the most necessary for their subsistence and the conductor of their instinct. Observe how the snout protrudes from the animal’s face: in like manner the olfactory nerves protrude from the brain, as if the forepart of the head were fashioned for them alone. Broad, hollow, and marrowy, they proceed such that they appear to be continuations of the cerebral ventricles; in some species, the frontal sinuses extend far upward, perhaps to fortify the sense of smell; and thus, if I may be permitted the expression, a large share of the animal soul is olfactive. The optic nerves come next, as sight is after smell the sense most necessary to the creature; already these reach farther into the central region of the brain, serving as they do a finer sense. The other nerves, which I shall not rehearse here, follow to the degree that internal and external organization require a connection between the parts; so that, for example, the nerves and muscles of the occiput support and animate the mouth, the jaw, and so on. Thus they finish off the countenance, as it were, and make of the outer structure such a whole as prevails in the interior by the relation of the internal powers [Kräfte]; but let us not infer this from the face alone, but from the entire body. It is very agreeable to go through and compare the various proportions of various figures, and to consider the internal weights by which Nature gave impulse to every creature. Where she withheld, she compensated; where she was obliged to introduce complexity, she did so wisely; that is, in harmony with the external organization of the creature and its whole mode of life. But always she had her type in view and deviated from it only reluctantly, because a certain analogous sensation and cognition was the chief end to which she sought to form all earthly organizations. In birds, fish, and the most diverse quadrupeds, this might be demonstrated in a progressive analogy.

6. And so we come to the superiority of man in the conformation of his brain. On what does it depend? Evidently on his more perfect organization throughout the whole and ultimately on his upright posture. Every animal brain is modeled after the shape of the head; or rather, it is the other way around, because Nature works from within to without. According to the gait, relation of the parts, and habitus that she had determined for a given creature: she combined and arranged its organic forces. And then according to these forces, and the proportion in which they operated reciprocally on one another, the brain was made large or small, broad or narrow, heavy or light, simple or complex. The senses of the creature became accordingly strong or weak, paramount or subservient. The cavities and muscles of the sinciput and occiput were formed according to the gravitation of the lymph; in short, according to the angle of the organic orientation of the head. Of the numerous examples that might be adduced from various genera and species, I shall mention only two or three. What constitutes the organic difference between man’s head and that of the ape? The angle of orientation. The ape has all the parts of the brain that man possesses; but owing to the shape of his skull, their position is pushed backward; and this because the head was set at a different angle and is not designed for walking upright. The immediate effect was that all the organic forces operated differently: the head did not develop as high or as broad or as long as ours; the inferior senses gained prominence with the protrusion of the lower face; this resulted in an animal visage, just as the brain, pushed backward as it is, ever remained but an animal brain: even though the ape possesses all the parts of the human brain, their position and proportion are not the same. The Parisian anatomists* found, in the apes that they examined, the anterior parts to be similar to those of man, but the inner parts of the cerebellum proportionally lower; the pineal gland was conical, its apex pointing toward the occiput, and so on—all of this simply following from the relation of the head’s angle of orientation to the ape’s gait, figure, and mode of life. The ape dissected by Blumenbach7 was even more brutish, probably because it belonged to an inferior species: hence its larger cerebellum, hence the other deficiencies in the most important regions. In the orangutan, these traits disappear, because its head is less recurved and its brain not pushed back quite so far: though pushed back enough when compared with the high, round, and free arch of the human brain, the uniquely beautiful chamber for the formation of rational ideas. Why does the horse have no rete mirabile* like other animals? Because its head is raised up, and the carotid artery ascends somewhat similarly to that of man without such drainage vessels as are present in the bowed heads of other animals. The horse therefore became a nobler, friskier, and more mettlesome beast, possessing great heat and sleeping little. In those creatures that bent their heads with a downward aspect, by contrast, Nature had so many other adjustments to make in the structure of the brain, even separating its principal parts with a bony partition. Thus everything depends on the orientation of the head, which she fashioned conformably to the organization of the whole body. Rather than offer further examples, let me express the wish that inquisitive anatomists will consider, especially in those animals resembling man, this inner relation of the parts according to their reciprocal situation and according to the orientation of the head in the organization of the whole. Here, I believe, lies the distinction between an organization disposed to this or that instinct, to the operation of a bestial or human soul: for every creature is in all its parts a living, cooperating whole.

7. Even the angle that determines human comeliness [Wohlgestalt] or uncomeliness [Miβbildung] would seem to follow from this simple and general law of the adaptation of the head to an upright gait. For as this shape of the head, this expansion of the brain into voluminous and elegant hemispheres, and thus its inner formation for reason and freedom, were only made possible by an erect figure; as is shown by the relation and gravitation of these parts themselves, their proportional heat, and the manner in which the blood circulates around them: so even this internal arrangement could give rise to nothing but human comeliness. Why does the crown of the Greek head incline forward so pleasingly? Because this provides the amplest room for a brain that shall be free, while also revealing handsome and healthy frontal sinuses, and therefore encloses a temple of pure and youthfully beautiful thoughts. The occiput, by contrast, is small: for the animal cerebellum should not predominate. So it is with the other parts of the face; as sense organs they indicate the finest proportionality of the sensuous powers [sinnliche Kräfte] of the brain, every departure from which is brutish. I am certain that, in respect of the symmetry of these parts, we shall one day have such a beautiful science as physiognomy alone, being merely conjectural, can hardly deliver. The inner is the basis of the outer, because everything was formed by organic forces from within to without, and every creature is so whole and complete a form, as if Nature had created nothing else.

Lift your gaze to heaven, o Man, and, trembling, rejoice in your boundless superiority, which the Creator of the world derived from such a simple principle: your erect figure. If you walked prone on all fours like an animal; if your head, fashioned for the benefit of mouth and snout, were turned voraciously toward the ground and the structure of your limbs ordered correspondingly: what would have become of the higher power of your mind [deine höhere Geisteskraft]; that image of divinity, impressed invisibly on you? It vanished even in those wretches reared among the beasts: as their heads grew misshapen, so their internal powers [Kräfte] were brutified; the grosser senses dragged the creature down to earth. But by the formation of your limbs for an upright gait, your head was given its beautiful position and orientation; consequently, the brain, that delicate, ethereal flower of heaven, had full room to expand and send out its branches. The brow bulged with thought, the animal organs retreated: it became a human conformation. The higher the skull rose, the lower the ear descended and the closer its alliance with the eye: so that both senses gained intimate access to the sacred chamber of idea-formation. The cerebellum, the budding blossom of the spine and of the sensuous vital forces [sinnliche Lebenskräfte], though more predominant in animals, now entered into a subordinate, gentler relationship with the cerebrum. The rays of the wonderfully beautiful corpora striata* are distincter and finer in man: a hint of the infinitely subtler light that is concentrated in and radiates from this central region. Thus, if I may speak figuratively, was formed the flower that merely shot up from the elongated spinal cord, but swells at the front into a growth, replete with ethereal powers [Kräfte], such as could be produced only on this soaring tree.

For further: the whole proportion of an animal’s organic forces is not yet favorable to reason. In this economy, muscular force and sensuous irritability prevail: these are properly distributed in each organization according to the creature’s purpose and constitute the dominant instinct of each species. With the erect figure of man stands a tree whose forces are so proportionate that they supply the brain, as its flower and crowning glory, with the finest and richest fluids. Every beat of the heart pumps more than one-sixth of the blood contained in the human body into the head alone; the main stream of the blood ascends in a straight line, describes a gentle loop, and gradually divides itself so that even the remotest parts of the head receive nourishment and warmth both from the aorta and its ramifications. Nature summoned all her art to strengthen the vessels, to slacken and minutely adjust the rate of flow, to keep the blood in the brain for as long as possible, and when its work is done to conduct it serenely back from the head. It springs from trunks that, near to the heart, still act with all the force of their first movement, and from the beginning of life the young heart operates on these, the most sensitive and noblest parts, with all its might. The external limbs remain as yet unformed, to allow only the head and the internal parts to be most delicately prepared. With astonishment we see not only how abundant these are, but also how fine is their structure in the individual sense organs of the unborn child: as if the great Artist created the fetus solely for the brain and forces of inward motion; until at length she adds the other members as organs and emblems [Darstellung] of the interior. Thus even in the womb man is formed for his upright posture and for all that is connected with it. He is not carried in the pendent frame of an animal; he has been granted a more elaborate matrix that reposes on its base. There the little sleeper sits, the blood surging into his head until this sinks under its own weight. In short, man is what he is meant to be (and to this end all the parts cooperate): an aspiring tree, topped with the most resplendent crown, the finer formation of thoughts.



II. Retrospect from the Organization of the Human Head to the Inferior Creatures Approximating Its Form

If the path we have taken thus far has been the right one: then, because Nature always works uniformly, the same analogy must prevail in the relation of the head to the whole structure of the limbs, even among the inferior creatures. And prevail it most certainly does. As the plant strives to bring forth the flower, that consummate production that is its crown, so the totality of the animal frame labors to nourish the head as its crown. We might say that, following the scale of creatures, Nature employs all of their organism to prepare a brain of increasing size and refinement: and hence to focalize their thoughts and sensations in an ever freer central point. The higher she climbs, the more she busies herself in her work, doing as much as she can without encumbering the head of the creature and disturbing the vital functions of its senses. Let us consider some of the links of this ascending, organic chain of sensation, even in the external form and orientation of the head.

1. The least elaboration of the brain occurs in those animals where the head is still aligned horizontally with the body; Nature has diffused their irritability and instincts lower down the trunk. Such like are worms, zoophytes, insects, fish, and amphibians. In the nethermost links of the organic chain, a head is scarcely discernible; in others, it protrudes like an eye. In insects, the head is small, in fish, it is still fused with the body, and in amphibians, it retains for the most part its horizontal situation relative to the crawling body as a whole. The more differentiated and elevated the head, the more the creature is roused from its brutish stupor; the more the teeth recede and no longer seem to contain all of the force that the prone body projects. If we compare the shark, which is, as it were, all mouth and teeth, or the voracious, creeping crocodile with finer organizations, then we shall be led by numerous examples to the proposition that the more an animal’s head and body form an unbroken horizontal line, the less room there is for a more highly developed brain and the more its outthrust, clumsy maw is the goal of its activity.

2. The more perfect the animal, the more it is lifted from the ground: the legs are lengthened, the vertebrae of the neck are articulated according to the organization of its frame, and the head acquires a position and orientation appropriate to the whole. On this point compare the armadillo, the opossum, the hedgehog, the rat, the wolverine, and other inferior species with the nobler beasts. In the former, the legs are short, the head is stuck between the shoulders, the jaws are elongated and jutting; whereas in the latter, the gait and head are less ponderous, the jaws smaller, the neck is more flexible: naturally the brain thereby obtains a higher perch and ampler space. We can therefore assume the second proposition, that the more the body strives to raise itself, and the head to disengage itself from the skeleton and move upward, the finer the creature’s form. This proposition, like the preceding one, must be understood as applying not to individual members, but rather to the whole arrangement and structure of the animal.

3. On a head raised up in this way, the more the lower parts of the face retreat or decrease in size, the nobler its orientation, the more intelligent its countenance. Compare the wolf and the dog, the cat and the lion, the rhinoceros and the elephant, the horse and the hippopotamus. Conversely, the broader, heavier, and more protrusive are the lower parts of the face, the smaller the cranium and the countenance. Not only are animal species thereby distinguished from one another, but also animals of the same species according to climate. Consider the polar bear and the bear of warmer latitudes, or the various kinds of dogs and deer: in short, the less the animal is jaw, as it were, and the more it is head, the more its form approximates the rational. To render this view more clearly, imagine lines drawn from the last cervical vertebra of the animal skeleton to the vertex of the skull, to the greatest prominence of the frontal bone, and to the extremity of the maxilla: we would then see in the several angles thus created a great diversity among genera and species; but at the same time recognize that all this originally derives from, and is a function of, the more or less horizontal attitude.

Here I touch on that fine relationship that Camper* has established between the form of apes and men of different countries,8 by drawing in sharp profile a straight line through the aperture of the ear to the floor of the nose and another from the utmost protuberance of the forehead to that of the upper jaw bone. With the angle made by the intersection of these lines, he claims to have discovered what distinguishes not only animals but also nations from one another and supposes that Nature availed herself of this angle to determine all the variations among animals and to exalt them step by step, as it were, to the most beautiful of beautiful men. “The heads of birds describe the smallest angles, and these angles become wider as the animal approaches the figure of man. Ape heads range from 42 to 50 degrees, the latter specimen being most similar to a human head. The head of the Negro, as well as that of the Kalmuck, present an angle of 70 degrees, that of the European 80 degrees, and Greek artists enhanced their ideal facial angle to 90 and even 100 degrees. Whatever exceeds the 100th degree becomes monstrous; accordingly, the ancients carried the beauty of their heads to the maximum.” Striking as this observation is, I am pleased to trace it back, as I believe I can, to its physical ground: namely, the relation of the creature to the horizontal or perpendicular form and corresponding position of the head, on which ultimately depends the favorable situation of the brain, as well as the beauty and proportion of all facial features. If we would therefore bring Camper’s theory to completion and at the same time expose its underlying ground, then instead of the ear we need only take the last cervical vertebra as our starting point and draw lines from it to the hindmost point of the occiput, the topmost of the crown, the foremost of the brow, and the outermost of the jaw bone. This will reveal not only the variety in the shape of the head itself, but also the foundation of that variety: that everything rests on the fashioning and orientation of these parts for the horizontal or perpendicular attitude, and consequently for the entire habitus of the creature. Thus unity might be introduced to the greatest diversity on the basis of a simple formative principle.

O that a second Galen would in our day renew the Ancient’s book on the parts of the human body,* with the particular object of demonstrating the perfection of our figure for the upright gait in light of all the proportions and effects that it entails! And that he might pursue successive comparisons of man with those animals most closely approximating us, from the moment he first becomes visible in his animal and mental functions; in the finer symmetry of the parts; and finally throughout the whole of the sprouting tree to its crown, the brain, and by such comparisons show why only man could be capped by such a crown. The erect figure is the most beautiful and natural for all the vegetation of earth. As the tree shoots upward, as the plant flowers aloft, so we might conclude that every nobler creature ought to have this shape, and this stature, and not drag itself around like an outstretched skeleton propped up on four stumpy legs. But in these earlier periods of its abjection, the brute was obliged to develop other animal forces, and learn to exercise its senses and instincts, before it could attain our posture, the freest and most perfect of them all. Gradually it approaches this: the crawling reptile [Wurm] raises its head as high as it can from the mire; the sea creature slithers, bent-backed, on to the shore. With tall neck stands the proud stag, the noble horse, while already the instincts of the domesticated beast are restrained: its soul is nourished with inchoate ideas that, though as yet beyond its comprehension, it nevertheless takes on faith and blindly, as it were, habituates itself to them. A nod from ever-forming Nature in her invisible, organic empire, and the brutish, downcast frame rights itself: the spinal tree shoots up straighter and bears finer flowers; the haunches are closed, the breast swells, the neck is raised, the senses are more exquisitely ordered and their rays concentrated in a more luminous consciousness: indeed, ultimately in a single divine thought. And by what means is all this effected? When the organic forces have been exercised sufficiently, perhaps by nothing more than a single command of creation: Creature, rise up from the earth!



III. Man Is Organized for Finer Senses, for Art, and for Language

Close to the ground, all man’s senses were circumscribed in a narrow compass, the inferior preponderating over the nobler, as the example of wild men shows. As in the animal, smell and taste were the guides that led the way. Lifted up from the earth and the plants, smell is no longer paramount, but rather sight: it has a wider reach and from infancy is trained in the subtlest geometry of lines and colors. The ear, placed deep below the prominence of the skull, is brought into communication with the inner chamber in which ideas are collected, whereas with the animal it stands tall, in many species its form as pointed as its hearing is sharp.

With his upright gait, man became a creature of art: for by this, the first and most difficult art that a man must learn, he is induced to learn all of them and become, as it were, a living art. Consider the beast! Like man it already has fingers after a fashion, but they are enclosed in a hoof, a claw, or some other structure and marred by callosities. By his being formed to walk erect, man acquired hands that are nimble and free: organs capable of the subtlest manipulation and perpetually groping after new and clear ideas. To that extent, Helvétius is right in saying that the hand has greatly assisted the exercise of human reason:* for is not already the trunk so very important to the elephant? Indeed, this delicate feeling of the hands is diffused throughout man’s body, and the toes of cripples have often accomplished feats that the hand could not. The thumb and big toe, which even in their muscular structure are so singularly formed, though we seem to misprize these members, are the most essential aids to standing, walking, grasping, and all the functions of the artful mind.

It has often been said that man was created defenseless and that one of the distinguishing characteristics of his species is to have no particular abilities. That is not true: like all creatures, he has weapons of defense. Even the ape wields a cudgel and throws sand and rocks; he climbs trees to rescue himself from snakes, his deadliest enemies; he conceals his habitation and can even kill human beings. The wild girl of Songy struck her companion on the head with a club,* and made up in swiftness and agility what she lacked in strength. Thus even when man is reduced to brutishness, his organization has not left him without protection. And when he is raised erect and cultivated—what animal has the versatile instrument of art that he possesses in his arms, his hands, in his lean and flexible frame, and in all his powers [Kräfte]? Art is the most effective armor, and man is all art, altogether an organized weapon. Only for attack does he want tooth and claw: for he should be a peaceable, meek creature; he is not formed for cannibalism.

What depths of subtlety [Kunstgefühl] lie hidden in each of the human senses: which are occasionally and for the most part revealed only by necessity, scarcity, disease, the absence of another sense, monstrosity, or chance, and which give us an inkling of what other senses, unopened to this world, might reside within us. If some blind men were able to elevate their powers of touch, hearing, computation, and memory to a degree that must seem marvelous to those of common faculty, then what diversity and refinement, hitherto undiscovered, might also dwell in other senses, which go undeveloped in this complex [vielorganisirt] machine of ours. The eye, the ear! What nuances of experience has man already attained through these organs, and surely will continue to attain in a higher state, since, as Berkeley says, light is a language of God* that our finest sense but ceaselessly spells out in a thousand shapes and colors. Harmony, perceived by the ear and merely enhanced by art, is the most precise arithmetic, which, by means of this sense, the mind obscurely practices: just as it arrives at the nicest demonstrations of geometry when the eye is struck by a ray of light. Our wonder will be endless when, having advanced a step farther in our existence, we clearly see everything that, in our complex and divine machine, we accomplished but dimly with our senses and faculties: and that the animal, in a manner consistent with its organization, seems already to anticipate.

Yet these organs of art—the brain, the senses, and the hand—would have remained inoperative, even in man’s erect figure, had not the Creator endowed us with a spring that set them all in motion: the divine gift of speech. Only by speech is slumbering reason awoken. Or rather: the bare capacity, which on its own would have remained forever latent, becomes through language a vital force and activity. Only by speech do eye and ear—indeed, the feelings of all the senses—become one, united in creative thought, which the mechanism [Kunstwerk] of the hands and other limbs merely obeys. The example of those born deaf and mute shows how little, even in the society of others, man is able without language to attain to ideas of reason and in what brutish savagery all his instincts persist. He imitates whatever his eye sees, both good or bad: and his mimicry is worse than the ape’s, because the internal criterion of distinction—even sympathy with his own kind—is wanting. A case is recorded9* of a congenital deaf-mute who murdered his brother after watching the slaughter of a pig and, simply to replicate what he had seen, dispassionately removed his entrails: a dreadful proof of how little man’s vaunted reason and fellow-feeling are able to accomplish on their own. We can and must regard the exquisite organs of voice as the rudder of our reason and speech as the heavenly spark that gradually kindled our thoughts and senses into flame.

In animals we observe the preparatory arrangements for speech; and here too Nature works upward from below, ultimately to perfect this art in man. Respiration requires the whole chest, with its bones, ligaments, and muscles, the diaphragm, and even parts of the abdomen, neck, throat, and upper arms. Hence for this grand operation Nature built the entire vertebral column, with its sinews and ribs, muscles and blood vessels; to the parts of the chest she imparted the necessary firmness and flexibility, and from the lower creatures she ascended ever higher to form a more perfect lung and trachea. Eagerly the new-born animal draws its first breath—indeed, strains to do so, as if it could not wait. A stupendous number of parts were fashioned for this task: for almost all the parts of the body have need of air to thrive and perform their office. Yet though every creature inhales the divine breath of life with equal urgency, not all have voice and speech, which ultimately are facilitated by small organs, the head of the windpipe, various muscles and cartilages, and that simple member, the tongue. Unassuming in appearance is the tongue, this prolific artist of every divine thought and word; which, by means of a little air passed through a narrow cleft, not only gave impulse to the whole realm of human ideas, but also brought forth everything that men have accomplished on this earth. It is endlessly beautiful to remark the graduated progression by which Nature has steadily led the creature from the dumb fish, worm, and insect to sound and voice. The bird delights in its song as the most artful of occupations and simultaneously the most glorious excellence conferred on it by the Creator; an animal has recourse to its voice as soon as it feels emotions and its inner state of being, whether joyful or sorrowful, demands expression. It gesticulates little; and only those animals communicate through signs that to some degree are destitute of vital sound. The tongue of some is already so made as to be able to repeat human words, the meaning of which they yet do not comprehend: the external organization, especially under the tutelage of man, outpaces, as it were, the internal faculty. But at this point the door was shut, and even the ape most similar to man is denied speech, as if intentionally and forcibly, by the characteristic side-pouches that Nature attached to its larynx.10*

Why did the Father of human speech do this? Why would he not let the creature that imitates everything imitate precisely this criterion of mankind, obdurately barring the way to him with specific obstacles? Go to a madhouse and listen to the ravings of lunatics; listen to the gabble of freaks and idiots, and you will see the rationale for yourself. How painful is their talk and to hear the gift of human speech so defiled! And how much greater would the defilement be in the mouth of a lascivious, vulgar, brutish ape—were he able to mimic human words, as I do not doubt he would, with a half-measure of human reason. A repulsive tissue of manlike grunts and simian thoughts—no, divine speech was not meant to be so degraded, and the ape was made dumb, dumber than other brutes, each of which, down to the frog and the lizard, utters its own peculiar sound.

But Nature fashioned man for language: and to that end, too, he stands erect and his chest arches on an aspiring column. Men raised among animals have lost not only the use of speech, but also to some extent the faculty of acquiring it: an evident indication that their throats had been deformed and that true human speech is compatible only with an upright gait. For though several animals have vocal organs resembling those of man, none is capable even of imitating the continuous flow of speech that issues from our free and exalted human breast, from our narrow mouth that we purse with such art. Man, on the contrary, not only is able to imitate their every cry and call, and is, as Monboddo observes, the mockingbird of terrestrial creatures;* but a deity has instructed him in the art of impressing ideas on tones, designating objects with sounds, and ruling the earth by the words from his mouth. Hence it is in language that his reason and culture have their beginning: for by it alone does he come to govern himself, too, and acquire the power of reflection and choosing that in his organization existed merely as latent capacity. They may, indeed must, be superior beings whose reason is awakened by the eye alone, since a visible character [Merkmal] suffices for them to form and discriminate ideas; but man on earth is still an apprentice of the ear, through which he gradually learns to understand the language of light. The distinctions of things must first be called to mind by the assistance of another, whereupon he then strove to communicate his thoughts, perhaps initially by sighing and panting, then by shouting and singing. The name by which the Orientals call the beasts is therefore significant: the dumb of the earth.* Only with his organization for speech did man receive the breath of divinity, the seed of reason and of eternal perfection, an echo of that creative voice that he should have dominion over the earth; in short, the divine art of ideas, the mother of all arts.



IV. Man Is Organized for Finer Instincts and Hence for Freedom

We often hear it said that man is devoid of instinct and that this instinctless nature constitutes the character of his species. On the contrary, he has all the instincts that the terrestrial animals around him possess; only they have all been tempered so that, in a manner consistent with his organization, they stand in a finer relation to one another.

It seems that in the womb the unborn child must pass through all the states that can appertain to an earthly creature. He swims in water; he reclines open-mouthed; his jaws are large before the lips, formed late, can cover them; as soon as he enters the world he gasps for air, and to suck milk is the first office that, unlearned, he performs. The whole work of digestion and nutrition, of hunger and thirst, is carried on instinctively or at the prompting of yet obscurer impulses [Triebe]. The muscular and generative forces strive likewise for expression; and a man need only be driven mad, by passion or disease, for us to see every brute instinct on display. Men, indeed entire nations, who live like animals also develop, by their exposure to necessity and danger, animal abilities, senses, and powers [Kräfte].

Thus man has not so much been deprived of his instincts as these have been suppressed and subordinated to the governance of the nerves and finer senses. Without them, the creature, which for the most part is still animal, could not live at all.

And how are they suppressed? How does Nature bring them under the governance of the nerves? Let us consider their progress from infancy: this will show in a quite different light what, often so foolishly, has been lamented as human frailty.*

The human infant enters the world feebler than any other animal: evidently because he is so framed as to be unable to attain his full proportions in utero. The quadruped assumes the quadrupedal form while still inside the maternal womb, and, though initially the head is as unproportioned as that of man, at length the parts of its body acquire their proper relation to one another; or, in those animals richly endowed with nerves whose offspring are born weak, the forces are brought into balance within a few days or weeks. Man alone long remains infirm: for the structure of his limbs, if I may so put it, was fashioned to the head, this having been perfected in the womb and reached a comparatively great magnitude at birth. The other limbs, requiring for their growth the nutriment, air, and exercise of an earthly existence, do not catch up for some while, though during all the years of childhood and puberty they develop in proportion to the head and not the head in proportion to them. Hence the feeble child is an invalid, if you will, on account of his higher powers [obern Kräfte], which Nature, ceaselessly and from the earliest time, continues to form [weiterbildet]. Before the child learns to walk, he learns to see, to hear, to grasp, and to practice the finest mechanics and geometry of these senses. He exercises them as instinctively as the animal, only more nicely. Not by native art and skill [Fertigkeiten]: for all the constructive abilities [Kunstfertigkeiten] of animals are the consequence of baser stimuli; and were these stimuli to prevail from infancy, man would remain an animal. Because he would be able to do everything before he had learned how, he would learn nothing that is properly human. Either reason must be inborn in him as instinct, which we immediately recognize as a contradiction in terms, or, as things stand, he must come into the world weak in order to learn reason.

Reason he learns from infancy: and he is formed by art for it, for freedom, and for human language as he is for his artful gait. The babe is laid at his mother’s breast above her heart; the fruit of her body now becomes her pupil held in her arms. The finest senses, the eye and ear, awaken first and are guided by shapes and sounds; and happy is he if they be guided well. Gradually his sight unfolds and depends on the eyes of those around him, as his ear depends on their words and with the help of these learns to distinguish his first ideas. Likewise his hand slowly learns to grasp; only now do his limbs strive for their own exercise. Initially he was an apprentice of the two finest senses: for the artful instinct that is to be cultivated in him is reason, humanity, the mode of life proper to mankind. This no brute has or acquires: even domesticated animals adopt what little they do from men merely as animals; they do not thereby become human beings.

Hence what human reason is becomes clear: a term that in more recent literature is so often used for an inborn automaton and as such leads only to misconceptions. Both in theory and in practice reason [Vernunft] is nothing else than something that is perceived [etwas Vernommenes]:* a learned proportion and direction of ideas and powers [Kräfte], for which man was formed consistent with his organization and mode of life. We are no more acquainted with the reason of angels than we are granted an intimate understanding of the interior state of some creature below us in the scale; man’s reason is human. From childhood he compares the ideas and impressions of his senses, particularly the finer senses, according to the precision and truth with which they are conveyed to him, according to the quantity that he receives, and according to the internal elasticity with which he learns to combine them. The unity that arises therefrom is his thought; and the various connections of these thoughts and sensations to judgments of what is true and false, good or bad, fortune or misfortune: that is his reason, the ongoing work of forming human life. Reason is not innate, but rather acquired; and as were the impressions that he acquired and the models [Vorbilder] that he followed; as were the internal force and energy with which he adjusted these various impressions to the proportion of his innermost being, so was his reason rich or poor, healthy or diseased, stunted or well-nurtured, like his body. If Nature deceived us with perceptions of the senses, then we would have to suffer ourselves to be so deceived: as many men as had the same senses would be deceived in the same manner. If men deceive us, if we have not organ or power [Kraft] to recognize the deception and arrange the impressions in a better order, then our reason is crippled and often crippled for life. Precisely because man must learn everything; indeed, because it is his instinct and vocation to learn everything as he does his upright gait, he also learns to walk only by falling and arrives at the truth only by way of error; whereas the animal carries itself more surely on all fours: for it is guided by the more vigorously expressed proportion of its senses and impulses. Man enjoys the royal prerogative of gazing far and wide as he stands with head held high; but he also sees much obscurely and falsely, forgets his steps and only by stumbling is reminded that the whole edifice of head and heart, which contains his concepts and judgments, reposes on a narrow base. Nevertheless, he is and will remain, owing to his lofty intellectual destination [Verstandesbestimmung], what no other creature of this world is: a son of the gods, a sovereign of the earth.

That we may appreciate the majesty of this destination, let us consider what is involved in those great gifts, reason and freedom, and how much Nature risked, as it were, when she entrusted them to so feeble and manifoldly mixed [vielfach gemischten] an earthly organization as man is. Animals are nothing but stooping slaves, though some of the nobler species bear their heads erect or at least yearn for freedom with outstretched neck. Their souls, not yet ripened to reason, must serve bare instincts and in this service prepare themselves from afar for the proper use of the senses and inclinations [Neigungen]. Man is the first of creation to be set free; he stands upright. He holds the balance of good and evil, true and false within himself; he can subject these to scrutiny and he shall choose between them. As Nature gave him two free hands for tools and an overseeing eye to guide his steps, so he has the authority [Macht] not only to place the weights in the scale but also, if I may so say, to be himself the weight. He can give an air of plausibility to the most deceptive error and become a willing dupe; he can learn in time to love the chains that shackle him, against his nature, and adorn them with flowers. As with deluded reason, therefore, so also with abused or fettered freedom: in most men it is such a relation of powers [Kräfte] and instincts as habit or convenience have fixed. Seldom does man look beyond these and, when yoked to mean instincts and bound to vile habits, he is often capable of becoming worse than a brute.

Yet it is also in consequence of his freedom, and even the most egregious abuses of that freedom, that he is a sovereign. He may still choose, though he chooses the worst; he has command over himself, though by his own decree he is reduced to the lowest of the low. Compared with the All-Seeing, who endowed him with these powers [Kräfte], his reason and freedom are limited, and happily so: for he that created their source had also to know and foresee its every efflux and to direct them such that even the most vagrant stream never escaped his control; but nothing is thereby changed in the thing itself or in the nature of man. He is and will ever remain in himself a free creature, though the all-encompassing Goodness embraces him even in his follies and turns these to his own as well as the general good. As no projectile can escape the atmosphere, but, in falling back to earth, obeys the same laws of Nature as during its flight, so man remains man both in error and in truth, in stumbling and rising to his feet again: a feeble child, but one free-born; if not yet rational, then capable of superior reason; if not yet formed to humanity, then susceptible of being so formed. Fénelon and the New Zealand cannibal, Newton and the wretched Pesserais* are creatures of one and the same species.

It seems that all the variety possible on our earth ought also to obtain in the use of these gifts; and indeed an ascending scale becomes visible, from the savage who borders on the brute to the purest genius in the likeness of man. This should come as no surprise, since below us we observe the prodigious gradation of animals and the long route Nature was obliged to take to prepare and organize the little budding blossom of reason and freedom within us. It seems that on our earth everything that was possible was meant to be; and we shall be capable of adequately explaining the order and wisdom of this abundant plenitude only when, having advanced a step farther, we apprehend the purpose that required such variety to burgeon forth in Nature’s great garden. Here for the most part we see only laws of necessity prevail: for the whole earth, even its remotest wildernesses, was to be peopled; and only he who determined its extent knows the reason why he also admitted Pesserais and New Zealanders into this world of his. Even the most convinced misanthrope cannot deny that, while reason and freedom have grown rank among the children of the earth, producing many a wild tendril, these noble plants have also borne fine fruit under the light of the heavenly sun. Did not history teach us otherwise, we should scarcely believe the heights that the human understanding has ventured to climb, endeavoring not only to descry the creating and sustaining Deity, but also to imitate him by imposing order. In the chaos of beings disclosed by the senses, it has sought, and found, unity and intelligence [Verstand], the laws governing order and beauty. The hiddenmost forces, the interior aspect of which it does not know at all, it has observed in their external course and traced their motion, number, measure, life, and even existence, in heaven and on earth, by their effects alone. All its attempts in this direction, even where it erred or could but dream, are proofs of its majesty, of a godlike force and grandeur. He who created all things truly placed a ray of his light, a duplicate of the forces most proper to him, in our feeble organization; and as base as man is, he can say to himself: “I have something in common with God; I possess faculties that the Supreme Being, whom I know from his works, must also have: for he has revealed them all around me.” Apparently this resemblance to himself was the summit of all earthly creation. On this stage he could go no higher; but he did not neglect to reach that summit and lead the progressive series of his organizations to this highest point. For that reason, the ascent was so uniform in spite of the variety of forms.

Similarly, freedom has in human form also borne noble fruit and, in what it spurned as well as in what it undertook, acquitted itself commendably. That men renounced the inconstant pull of blind instinct and voluntarily entered the bond of matrimony, of companionable friendship, of loving support and fidelity in life and death; that they renounced their own will and submitted to the rule of law, thereby establishing the ever-imperfect experiment in government of men by men and defending it with their own blood and lives; that noble-minded men sacrificed themselves for their country and not only laid down their lives in a moment of passion, but, what is far nobler, thought nothing of tirelessly devoting their life’s work—day and night, year after year—to confer peace and well-being on those they took for a blind, ungrateful mob; that divinely inspired sages, from a noble thirst for truth, liberty, and the happiness of our species, gladly endured opprobrium and persecution, poverty and destitution, while clinging to the conviction that, in behalf of their fellow man they had promoted, or indeed obtained, the highest good of which he was capable: if these are not all exalted human virtues and the mightiest efforts of the self-determination that lies within us, then I know of no others. True, it was only ever a few who went before the multitude and, as physicians, imposed the salutary regimen that it could not yet choose for itself; but these very few were the flowers of mankind, free and immortal sons of heaven here on earth. Their individual names are of greater account than those of millions.



V. Man Is Organized for the Most Delicate Health, yet at the Same Time for the Greatest Durability, and Consequently for His Dispersal across the Earth

By walking upright, man acquired delicacy, heat, and strength beyond the reach of any animal. In a wild state, he would have been largely covered with hair, especially on his back: the loss of which covering moved Pliny the Elder to indict Nature so plaintively.* Our beneficent Mother endowed man with a more handsome integument, his tender and yet tough skin, which is able to withstand the rigors of every season and the vicissitudes of every climate—even though it receives some assistance from the art that is second nature to this creature.

And he was to be led to this art not only by naked indigence, but also by something more human and more beautiful: sweet shame. Whatever some philosophers may say, shame is natural to man, and indeed an obscure analogy thereof is already natural to some species of animal: for even the she-ape covers herself and the elephant seeks out dark, secluded woods in which to copulate. There is scarcely any nation in the known world,11* however brutish it otherwise be, that does not prefer to cover itself: particularly the womenfolk from that time of life when the instincts begin to stir; particularly as these sensitive and delicate parts, as well as other circumstances, demand a protective layer. Before man sought, with clothes and ointments, to defend his other members against the fury of the elements and the sting of insects, a kind of sensuous economy of the quickest and most necessary instinct prompted him to garb himself. Among all nobler animals the female desires to be courted and does not put herself on display, thereby unwittingly realizing the design of Nature; and among human beings, too, woman, as the daintier sex, is the wise custodian of sweet and lovely shame, which given their erect figure must have developed before long.

Thus did man acquire clothing; and once he had learned this art, along with one or two others, he was equipped to withstand and take possession of every climate of the earth. Few animals, pretty much the dog alone, were able to follow him into every region; but with what changes to their shape and degeneration of their native temperament! Man alone has changed the least and in essential parts not at all. It is astonishing how completely and uniformly his nature was preserved, when we consider the modifications undergone by his animal companions. His exquisite nature is so determinate, so perfectly organized, that it stands on the highest level and few variations, not even deserving to be called anomalies, could possibly occur in him.

How so? Once again the answer lies in his erect figure and in nothing else. If we walked on all fours like the bear and ape, then we cannot doubt that the races of men [Menschenracen] (if I may be allowed that ignoble term) would also have a more limited range and never quit their homeland. The man-bear would love his chilly, the man-ape his sultry country: just as we perceive that the more brutish the nation, the more it is bound in body and soul to its territory and climate.

When Nature raised man up, she raised him to dominion over the earth. His erect figure gave him, together with a more delicately organized frame, a more elaborate circulation of the blood, a more diversified [vielartigere] mixture of the vital fluids, and hence also that more intense and stable temperature of the vital heat by which he alone could make both Siberia and Africa his dwelling place. Only by virtue of his upright and more intricate organic structure was he able to endure extremes of heat and cold that no other terrestrial creature can comprehend and yet suffer only the minutest change.

Now, owing to this more delicate frame and to all that it entails, the door was opened to a host of diseases unknown to the animal and eloquently rehearsed by Moscati.12* The blood that circulates in a vertical machine, the heart that is forced into an oblique position, the intestines that perform their functions in a perpendicular attitude: in us these parts are exposed to more risk of derangement than in the animal body. It seems that the female sex in particular must pay a dearer price than we for its greater delicacy. Yet here too the beneficence of Nature compensates and mitigates in a thousand ways: for our health, our welfare, every sensation and excitation of our being are more refined and more spiritual. No animal enjoys a single moment of human health and happiness or tastes a single drop of the nectarine stream from which man drinks. Indeed, though from a merely physical point of view its diseases may be fewer in number, because its bodily structure is grosser, they are all the more chronic and stubborn. The animal’s tissues, nerve sheaths, arteries, bones, even its brain, are harder than ours; which is also why all the quadrupeds surrounding man have shorter lifespans (perhaps with the exception of the elephant, whose longevity approaches ours) and die a natural death—that is, by the induration and stiffening of old age—much earlier than he does. Nature has appointed to him the longest, and thus also the most healthy and joyful, existence that an earthly organization could accommodate. Nothing shifts for itself as easily and as multifariously as multifarious human nature; and all the extravagancies of madness and vice—to which, sure enough, no animal is susceptible—have been required to enfeeble and corrupt our machine to that degree in which it has indeed been enfeebled and corrupted among certain classes of society. Beneficent Nature blessed each climate with the herbs that cure its endemic diseases, and only the confusion of every climate could have turned Europe into a sink of evils the like of which have never been visited on any people living in harmony with Nature. Nevertheless, for these self-inflicted evils she has given us a self-acquired good, the only such good that we merited under this circumstance: the physician, who assists Nature when he follows her, and when he cannot, or dares not, at least buries the sick in a hygienic manner.

And what maternal care and wisdom of the divine economy it was that determined, too, the periods of our life and the longevity of our species! All animate creatures on this earth that have to fulfill their destination rapidly also grow rapidly; they mature early and soon complete life’s term. Man, planted upright like a tree of heaven, grows slowly. His gestation, like that of the elephant, is the most protracted; his infancy and youth are long, incomparably longer than those of any other animal. This happy time, in which to learn, to grow, to delight in life and enjoy it in the most innocent fashion, Nature drew out for as long as she could. Many animals are fully developed in a few years, or even days, or very nearly at the moment of their birth; but they are all the more imperfect and die sooner. Man must learn the longest because he has the most to learn, because with him everything depends on self-taught aptitude [Fertigkeit], reason, and art. If afterward his life be cut short by the numberless host of mishaps and dangers to which he may fall victim, then at least he enjoyed an extended and carefree youth: when with his mind and body the world around him also grew; when with his slowly rising and continually expanding circle of vision the horizon of his hopes, too, was broadened; and his boyishly noble heart learned to beat ever more ardently in impetuous curiosity, in impatient enthusiasm for everything that is great, good, and beautiful. The sexual instinct blossoms later in a healthy and uninflamed man than in any other animal: for he should live long and not prematurely squander the noblest fluid of his mental and bodily powers [Seelen- und Leibeskräfte]. The insect that loves early also dies early; all chaste and monogamous species of animal live longer than those that live without marriage. The lusty rooster dies young, whereas the faithful woodpigeon can reach fifty years. Hence for Nature’s darling here below marriage was also ordained: and he should spend his first, most exuberant years as an unopened bud of innocence. Hereupon follows a long period of serene and virile powers [Kräfte] when his reason ripens; and the latter, even with the generative forces, flourishes into a green old age unknown to the beasts; until finally a gentle death comes to release both the falling dust and the spirit confined within from that conjunction that is alien to both. Thus Nature has applied to the fragile tenement of the human body every art that a mortal frame could accommodate; and even in that which cuts short and weakens life she has at least repaid the briefer enjoyment with the more acute, the debilitating force with the more intensely felt.



VI. Man Is Formed for Humanity and Religion

I should like in the word humanity to encompass everything that I have thus far said respecting man’s noble formation to reason and freedom, to finer senses and instincts, to the most delicate and robust health, to the population and dominion of the earth: for man has no loftier word for his destination than what he is himself, he in whom the image of the Creator lives imprinted as visibly as it could in this world. We need only sketch his figure to unfold his noblest duties.

1. All the instincts of a living being may be traced back to self-preservation and a sympathy [Theilnehmung] or communication [Mittheilung] with others: and to these inclinations the organic structure of man gives, when a higher direction is also present, the most exquisite order. As a straight line is the firmest, so for his protection man has externally the smallest surface area and internally the most varied elasticity. He stands on the narrowest base and can therefore cover his limbs most easily; his center of gravity falls between the supplest and most powerful hips that any creature on earth possesses, where no animal displays the agile strength of man. His steely, more compact chest and the position of his arms allow him to command the widest possible space for his defense, so that he may guard his heart and shield his noblest vital parts from his head all the way down to his knees. It is not only in fables that men have fought and overcome lions: the African can take on several at once if he combines caution, cunning, and ferocity. Nevertheless, it is true that the physique of man is adapted preeminently to defense and not to attack; in the latter instance he must enlist the aid of art; in the former he is by nature the most formidable creature on earth. His very figure therefore teaches him pacificity, not rapine and murder: this is the first mark of humanity.

2. Of the instincts that refer to others, the sexual instinct is the most potent; in man it, too, is correlated with the structure proper to humanity. What in the quadrupeds, even the modest elephant, is mere copulation becomes with him, in consequence of his frame, kissing and embracing. No animal has human lips; their delicate upper arch is the last part of the countenance to be formed in the fetus; Love’s final reminder, as it were, that the lips should close with beauty and intelligence.* Hence to no animal does the chaste and venerable expression apply, that it knows its wife.* The ancient fable tells how the two sexes were once androgynous, like flowers, but afterward separated;* this and other significant fictions were intended to allegorize the superiority of man’s love over that of the beasts. That this instinct in man is not governed by seasonal change (though reliable observations concerning the revolutions wrought in the human body by such phenomena have yet to be recorded) also clearly shows that it was supposed to depend not on necessity but on charms and allurements, to remain under the sway of reason, and to be as subject to voluntary moderation as everything else that pertains to man. Even man’s love should be human: it was with this end in view that, in addition to his external form, Nature appointed the delayed development, the duration, and the intensity of the instinct in both sexes. Indeed, she brought it under the law of a voluntary, mutual alliance and of the most amicable communion of two beings who for the rest of their lives feel themselves united as one.

3. As all tender passions [Affekten], with the exception of reciprocal love, are satisfied with sympathy [Theilnehmung], Nature has made man the most sympathetic [zum theilnehmendsten] of all living things: because she formed him from the rest, as it were, and organized him to resemble each kingdom of creation in the same proportion as he should feel communion [mitfühlen] with it. His fibrous system is so delicate, fine, and elastic, and his nervous system so intertwined in every part of his vibrating being, that, as an analogue of the all-feeling Deity, he can put himself in the place of almost any other creature and feel for it in such measure as is proper to the creature and as his own frame is able to tolerate without derangement or indeed the danger of derangement. Our machine takes an interest [theilnehmen] even in a tree, as long as it is a growing and flourishing one: there are some who are physically unable to endure the felling or mutilation of a tree in its green prime. We are sorry for the blasted treetop; we grieve for a lovely flower as it begins to wilt. Even the writhing of a trampled worm is not a matter of indifference for a sensitive soul; and the more perfect the animal, the more it approximates us in its organization: then the greater the sympathy [Sympathie] it arouses by its suffering. Nerves of steel were required to lay open a creature while it still lived and examine it as it twitched; only an unquenchable thirst for fame and scientific knowledge could gradually numb this organic fellow-feeling. Women of more delicate disposition cannot bear to witness the dissection even of a dead animal: they experience pain in every member that is violently disfigured before their eyes, especially the more tender and noble parts. Eviscerated bowels excite horror and disgust; at the sight of a heart cut asunder, a lung slit open, a mangled brain, we feel every slice and incision of the scalpel in our own organs. We sympathize [theilnehmen] with a loved one even as his corpse lies in the grave; we feel the cold pit that he no longer feels; and we shudder just to touch his bones. So sympathetically was the body of man woven by the universal Mother, who took everything from herself and feels for all things with the most intimate sympathy. His vibrating system of fibers, his sympathetic nervous structure has no need of the appeals of reason; they obviate it; indeed, often powerfully and contrarily oppose it. To keep the company of the mad, with whom we feel sympathy, itself breeds madness—and all the sooner, the more a man fears it.

It is singular that the ear contributes so much more than the eye to the arousal and reinforcement of this fellow-feeling. The sigh of an animal, the cry uttered by its agonized body attracts others of its kind, which, as has often been remarked, stand sadly around the whimpering beast and would readily help if they but could. In man, too, an image of pain is more likely to strike terror and horror than stir tender compassion [Mitempfindung]; but as soon as the sufferer makes the slightest sound, we lose our composure and hasten to him: a twinge shoots through our soul. Is it because sound brings the visual image to life, thereby bringing to mind and uniting in a single point the recollections of our own feelings and those of others? Or is there, as I think, a still deeper organic cause? Suffice to say, the observation is true and it shows that the basis of man’s greater capacity for fellow-feeling is voice and speech. We sympathize [theilnehmen] less with a creature unable to sigh, because it is lungless, more imperfect, and in organization resembles us to a lesser degree. Some of those born deaf and dumb have furnished appalling examples of the absence of fellow-feeling and sympathy [Theilnehmung] with men as well as beasts; and instances of this are still plentiful among savage peoples. Yet even among these the law of Nature cannot be ignored. Fathers who, driven by hunger and necessity, abandon their children to die condemn them to this fate while they are still unborn, before they have laid eyes on the babe or heard its mewling; and many a child murderess has confessed that nothing had been so hard, or haunted her for so long, than the first sobbing cry, the imploring voice of her infant.

4. Beautiful is the chain by which our all-feeling Mother connects the sympathies [Mitempfindungen] of her offspring and link by link exalts [hinaufbildet] them. Where the creature is still dull and rude, scarcely able to provide for itself, it was not entrusted with the care of its progeny. Birds hatch and raise their young with maternal love, whereas the mindless ostrich leaves her eggs in the sand. “She forgetteth,” says that old book of the ostrich, “that the foot may crush them, or that the wild beast may break them; because God hath deprived her of wisdom, neither hath he imparted to her understanding.”* From the same organic cause that endows the creature with a larger brain, it also acquires more heat, brings forth or hatches viviparous young, gives suck, and is capable of maternal love. The creature born in a living state is, so to speak, a bundle of its mother’s nerves; the suckled offspring a sprig of the mother plant and nourished by her as if it were a part of herself. On the basis of this most intimate fellow-feeling are built, in the economy of the animal, all the tender instincts by which Nature could ennoble the species.

In man this maternal affection is of a higher sort, an outgrowth of the humanity of his upright form. Under the watchful eyes of its mother, the nursling lies in her lap and imbibes the most delicate and refined food; but the custom among certain peoples of suckling with the children carried on the women’s backs is, even if the consequence of necessity, brutish and disfiguring. Paternal and domestic love tames the greatest monsters [Unmenschen]: for even a lioness shows her cubs affection. In the patriarchal home arose the first society, united by ties of blood, trust, and love. Hence it was also to break the savagery of men and to habituate them to domestic intercourse that their childhood should be prolonged over so many years; with gentle bonds did Nature compel our species and hold it together, so that men could not scatter and forget one another like the animals that so quickly reach maturity. Now the father became the educator of his son, as the mother had been his nurse: and so a new link in the chain of humanity was forged. Here lay the foundation of a necessary human society, without which a man could not grow up and a plurality of men could not be. Man is therefore born to society: this the fellow-feeling of his parents, this his protracted childhood confirm.

5. As the mere fellow-feeling of man, however, could not extend over all things and for him, as a limited and complex [vielorganisirten] being, could act only as an obscure and often impotent guide in whatever lay remote from his view: so our Mother, who always leads us along the right path, ordered its manifold and softly intertwined branches under one infallible principle: the rule of justice and truth. Man was made upright; and as his entire figure is subservient to the head, as his two eyes see only one object, his two ears hear only one sound; as Nature combined symmetry with unity throughout the whole of his outward vesture, placing unity at the center such that everywhere duality points to it alone: so inwardly, too, the great law of equity and equilibrium became man’s directive: what you would not others do to you, do not to them; as you would that they should do to you, do to them likewise. This irrefutable rule is inscribed even in the heart of the cannibal: for when he feasts on the flesh of others, he expects to be eaten by them in turn. It is the rule of the true and the false, of the idem et idem, and is based on the structure of all man’s senses—indeed, I should like to say on his erect figure itself. If our eyes saw obliquely, or if the light fell thus, we would have no concept of a straight line. If our organization were devoid of unity, our thoughts of reflection, then our actions, too, would appear extravagant, unruly, and skewed, and the life of man would lack reason or purpose. The law of equity and truth fashions brothers and faithful companions; indeed, having once found purchase it makes friends out of enemies. He whom I press to my bosom presses me to his; he for whom I would sacrifice my life sacrifices his for me. Hence shared convictions, unity of purpose, unwavering loyalty within a single confederation [Bund] have established all the right [Recht] of men, nations, and beasts: for even those animals that live in society follow the law [Gesetz] of equity, and men who deviate from it by their cunning or strength, even if they be kings and monarchs of the world, are the most inhumane of creatures. Reason and humanity are inconceivable without strict equity and truth.

6. The upright and beautiful figure of man molded him for propriety [Wohlanständigkeit]: for this is the lovely servant and ally of truth and equity. Physical propriety means that the body stands as it ought, as God created it; true beauty is nothing but the pleasing form of inner perfection and health. Imagine the divine likeness of man ruined by neglect and false art; beautiful hair torn out or matted in clumps, nose and ear pierced and stretched downward, the neck and other parts of the body warped in themselves or by the clothing that covers them. Even if the most idiosyncratic fashion held sway, who would still find here the seemliness of the straight and beautiful body of man? It is no different with manners and gestures; or with customs, arts, and language. Pervading all of them is one and the same humanity, which few nations on the earth have attained and a hundred have marred by barbarism and false arts. To investigate this humanity is the true philosophy of man [menschliche Philosophie], which that sage brought down from heaven* and which manifests itself in social intercourse and politics, the arts and the sciences.

Lastly, religion is the highest humanity of man, and it ought to be no surprise that I reckon it so. If man’s most excellent endowment is the understanding, then the office of the understanding is to spy out the connection between cause and effect and, where this cannot be apprehended, to divine it. The human understanding performs this office in all matters, occupations, and arts: for even where it follows an acquired skill [Fertigkeit], another understanding must have gone before to establish the connection between cause and effect and thus introduce this skill [Kunst]. In the works of Nature, we properly perceive no cause in its innermost aspect; we do not know ourselves and are ignorant of how anything within us is effected. As to all the effects without us, too, everything is but a dream, a conjecture, a name; yet a true dream, as soon as we see the same effects frequently and consistently accompanying the same causes. This is the course that philosophy takes, and the first and last philosophy has always been religion. Even the most savage nations have practiced it: for no people on earth has been found wholly in want of religion, just as little as they have lacked the human figure and capacity for reason, language, and marriage, or certain human manners and customs. Where they saw no visible author, they believed in invisible authors: and thus, indeed, were forever inquiring, gropingly to be sure, after the causes of things. It is true that they attended more to the phenomena than to the essences of Nature; more to her dreadful and transitory than to her gladdening and enduring side; besides, they seldom advanced so far as to subsume all causes under one. Yet even this first attempt was religion; it is not enough to say that fear invented the gods of most peoples. Fear as such invents nothing: it merely rouses the understanding to conjecture and either true or false intuitions. Therefore, as soon as man learned to use his understanding on the least provocation; that is, as soon as he looked on the world differently than an animal, he was obliged to assume invisible and more powerful beings that might help or hurt him. He sought to gain and then keep their favor: and thus religion, true or false, right or wrong, became the instructor of mankind, their comfort and counsel in the dark and danger-filled labyrinth of life.

No, you eternal source of all life, being, and form: you have not neglected to evidence yourself to your creatures! The creeping animal obscurely senses your might and goodness as it exercises powers [Kräfte] and inclinations consistent with its organization; to this beast man is the visible divinity of earth. But man you exalted so that, without his knowing or intending it, he pries into the causes of things, surmises their connection, and thus finds you, the great connection of all things, being of beings! He knows not your inner nature, as he is unable to penetrate into the force of any one thing; indeed, when he would give you shape, he has erred and needs must err. For you are formless, though you be the prime and sole cause of all forms. Yet every false glimmering of you is light, and every illusive altar that he has erected to you an infallible monument not only to your existence, but also to the authority [Macht] of man to know and worship you. Therefore religion, even considered as an exercise of the understanding, is the highest humanity, the sublimest blossom of man’s soul.

But religion is more than this: an exercise of the human heart and the clearest direction of its faculties and powers [Kräfte]. If man is made to be free and on earth is subject to no law save that which he imposes on himself: then he would become the wildest of all creatures did he not swiftly recognize the law of God in Nature and like a child strive to emulate the perfection of the father. Animals are born servants in the great house of the earthly manor; a slavish fear of laws and punishments is also the surest mark of brutish men. The true human being is free and obeys from goodness and love: for all the laws of Nature, where he has insight into them, are good, and where he does not, he learns to follow them with childlike simplicity. Though you go not willingly, the sages said, yet you must go; the rule of Nature will not be altered on your account; but the more you recognize its perfection, goodness, and beauty, the more this living form will mold you after the image of the Divinity in your earthly life. True religion is therefore a childlike worship, a representation in man’s likeness of the most high and beautiful: and consequently the most intense satisfaction, the most effective goodness and love of mankind.

And so we see why a greater or lesser degree of anthropomorphism had to obtain in all the religions on earth, by either elevating man to God or drawing down the Father of the World into the guise of man. We are unacquainted with a form higher than our own: and what shall move man and humanize him must be conceived and experienced as human. If a sensuous nation therefore exalted the human figure to divine beauty, then others, of a more intellectual cast of mind, translated the perfections of the invisible into symbols for the human eye. Even when the Deity has deigned to reveal himself to us, he has, in a manner appropriate to every age, spoken and acted as a man. Nothing has ennobled our form and our nature as much as religion, simply because it has led these back to their purest destination.

That the hope of and belief in immortality, too, were therefore associated with religion, and established by it among men, lies once again in the very nature of things, virtually inseparable from the idea of God and mankind. What? We are children of the Eternal, whom we shall learn to know and to love by imitation in this life; to the knowledge of whom everything excites us, to the imitation of whom we are compelled by love and sorrow. And yet we know him so obscurely, we imitate him so feebly and childishly; indeed, we perceive the reasons why, in this organization, we cannot know or imitate him otherwise. And should no other organization be possible for us? Can we expect no advancement for our best and surest disposition? For precisely our noblest powers [Kräfte] are too meager for this world: they strive to transcend it because here everything is in the service of necessity [Notdurft]. And yet we feel our nobler part in ceaseless conflict with this necessity: precisely that which seems to be the purpose of man’s organization may have this earth for its birthplace, but by no means will it be completed here. Has therefore the Deity broken the thread and, even with all the preparations for the human form, ultimately brought about an immature creature that was deceived in its destination as a whole? Everything on this earth is piecework; and shall it remain forever imperfect piecework, as mankind is a mere flock of shadows chasing dreams? Here religion knitted together all the hopes and defects of our species into faith and wreathed an immortal crown for humanity.



VII. Man Is Formed for the Hope of Immortality

Do not expect here any metaphysical proofs of the immortality of the soul based on its being a simple substance, a spiritual nature, and suchlike. Physics is ignorant of this simple substance and would sooner call it into question, since we know our soul only in a compound organism by effects that seem to spring from a multiplicity of stimuli and sensations. The most general thought is merely the result of myriad individual perceptions, and the plenipotentiary of our body operates on the numberless host of subordinate forces as if it were locally present with all of them.

Nor can Bonnet’s so-called philosophy of germs* be here our guide: for in regard to the transition to a new existence it is partly unverified and partly irrelevant. No one has discovered a spiritual organ within our brain, the germ of a new existence; nothing the least like it can be detected in the cerebral structure. The brain of the deceased remains behind; and if the bud of our immortality did not have other forces, it would lie withered in the dust. This philosophy, it seems to me, is in this respect, too, quite irrelevant, since we are speaking here not of a creature forming offshoots [Absprossung] in young creatures of the same kind, but rather of the dying creature shooting upward [Aufsprossung] to a new existence. Indeed, this philosophy, even were it exclusively true of earthly generation and all hope rested on it, would set insuperable doubts against this hope. If it is settled for all eternity that the flower shall be only flower, the animal only animal, and from the beginning of creation everything mechanical resided in preformed germs, then we must bid farewell to the enchanting hope of a higher existence! It is for the present existence and not for a higher one that I lay eternally preformed in the germ: what shall sprout from me are the preformed germs of my children; and when the tree dies, then all the philosophy of germs dies with it.

Thus if we would not let sweet words deceive us in this important question, we must start deeper, range more widely, and attend to the entire analogy of Nature. We cannot peer into the inner realm of her forces; it is therefore as futile as it is unnecessary to demand that she provide intimate, essential disclosures on any state of affairs. But the effects and modalities of her forces lie before us, and these we can therefore compare; and from the course of Nature here below, from all the similarity that she displays, we may gather hope.

_____________


1. Edward Tyson, Anatomy of a Pygmie Compared with that of a Monkey, an Ape, and a Man (London, 1699), pp. 92–94.


2. See Camper’s Kort berigt wegens de ontleding van verschiedene Orang-Outangs [Brief Account of the Dissection of Various Orangutans] (Amsterdam, 1780). I know this account only from the extensive excerpts printed in the Göttingische Gelehrte Anzeigen (supplemental vol. 2, no. 29 [1780], 449–55), and it is to be hoped that it will be included alongside the treatise on the organs of speech of apes in the collection of the shorter writings of this famous anatomist (Leipzig, 1781).


3. See Tyson’s illustration depicting this miserable figure from the front and behind.


4. For an illustration of this bone, see Blumenbach, De generis humani varietate nativa [On the Natural Varieties of Mankind] (Göttingen, 1775), table 1, figure 2. However, not all apes seem to have this os intermaxillare to the same degree, since Tyson, in his anatomical report, clearly remarks that it was not there.


5. I have not yet had the opportunity to read Daubenton’s treatise “Sur les différences de la situation du grand trou occipital dans l’homme et dans les animaux” [On the Different Positions of the Occipital Foramen in Man and Animals], which appeared in the Mémoires de l’Academie de Paris (1764) and I found cited by Blumenbach; I therefore do not know in what direction his train of thought runs or how far he takes it. My opinion is drawn from the skulls of animals and men presently before me.


6. Haller’s Elementa includes a multitude of these; it is devoutly to be wished that Heinrich August Wrisberg would make known his rich observations, to which he refers in the notes to Haller’s Primae lineae physiologiae [First Lines of Physiology] (Göttingen,1780). For that the specific weight of the brain, which he has investigated, is a more precise standard than the one used in the preceding calculations will soon become apparent.


7. Blumenbach, De generis humani varietate nativa, p. 52.


8. See Camper’s Sämmtliche kleinere Schriften, die Arzney- und Wundarzneykunst und Naturgeschichte betreffend [Collected Shorter Writings Concerning Medicine, Surgery, and Natural History], vol. 1 (Leipzig, 1784), pp. 15f. It is my wish that this treatise, and the two accompanying copperplates, become better known.


9. I recall having found such a case in Sack’s Vertheidigter Glaube der Christen [The Christian’s Faith Defended], vol. 1; similar examples in other writings also come to mind.


10. See Camper’s “Account of the Organs of Speech of the Orang Outan,” Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of London, 1 (1779), 139–59.


11. I know of only two nations that go entirely naked, but these also live in brutish savagery: the Pesserais of the extreme tip of South America, the outcasts of other nations, and a savage people in Aracan and Pegu that in those districts is still a puzzle to me, though I find confirmation in one of the most recent travel accounts (William Macintosh, Travels in Europe, Asia and Africa, vol. 1 [London, 1782], p. 341).*


12. Moscati, Von dem körperlichen wesentlichen Unterschiede zwischen der Struktur der Thiere und der Menschen [On the Essential Physical Differences between the Structure of Animals and Men] (Göttingen, 1771).









Book 5



I. A Series of Ascending Forms and Forces Prevails in Our Earthly Creation

1. From stones to crystals, from crystals to metals, from metals to plants, from plants to animals, from animals to man we have seen the form of organization ascend and consequently a creature’s forces and instincts become more multifarious [vielartig], until finally all are united in the human figure, to the extent that it could accommodate them. The series terminated with man; we know no creature beyond him that might be organized more multifariously and artfully: he appears to be the highest attainment of earthly organization.

2. Throughout these series of beings, we remarked, so far as the creature’s individual destination permitted it, the overwhelming similarity of the general form, which, varying in countless ways, increasingly approximated the figure of man. In the unformed depths, in the realm of plants and zoophytes, it was as yet indiscernible; but with the organism of more perfect beings, it came ever more distinctly into view, the number of species diminished: ultimately it lost and united itself in man.

3. As with the figures, so we also saw the forces and instincts approach his. Instinct rose from the nutrition and reproduction of plants to the constructive arts of insects, to the domestic and maternal solicitude of birds and quadrupeds, even to manlike thoughts and self-acquired aptitudes peculiar to each species: until at last everything is united in man’s faculty of reason, freedom, and humanity.

4. The duration of every creature’s life was also fixed according to the ends that Nature intended it to promote. The plant soon blossoms and withers; the tree must gradually grow to its full height. The insect, which enters the world with its arts readymade and multiplies early and prolifically, is quick to depart; while animals that develop more slowly, that bear fewer young at a time, or that are meant to lead a life of quasi-rational domesticity, were granted a longer life: and man by comparison the longest life of all. Yet here Nature reckons not only on the individual, but also on the preservation of the whole species and of the species that stand above it. Hence not only are the inferior realms more densely populated, but also life lasts longer (where the purpose of the creature allows it). The sea, that inexhaustible source of life, supports its denizens, which possess a more tenacious vital force, for the longest span; and the amphibians, which are semiaquatic, approach them in their longevity. The inhabitants of the air, less encumbered by the terrestrial nourishment that gradually hardens the quadrupeds, live longer on the whole than these: air and water seem therefore to be the great storehouse of living things that the earth afterward grinds down and consumes in more rapid transitions.

5. The more organized a creature, the more its structure is compounded from the lower realms. This multifariousness [Vielartigkeit] begins beneath the soil, shooting upward through plants and animals to the most multifarious creature of all: man. His blood and many-named parts are a compendium of the world: in him, earths and calces, salts and acids, oil and water, the forces of vegetation, irritation, and sensation are organically united and intertwined.

Either we must regard these things as sports of Nature (and intelligent Nature never sports without design) or we are obliged to assume a realm of invisible forces standing in the same precise connections, with the same minute transitions, as we perceive in external formations. The more we become acquainted with Nature, the more we observe these inherent forces even in the lowest orders of creatures—in mosses, sponges, and the like. In an animal that regenerates itself almost limitlessly; in the muscle that is excited by its own stimulus to lively and varied movement, their existence is undeniable: and thus everything is filled with an omnipotence that operates organically. We neither know where this begins nor where it ends: for where an action is in creation, there is a force; where life is outwardly manifest, there is internal life. Hence in the invisible realm of creation there prevails not only a nexus, but also an ascending series of forces, since we see these before us operating in the visible realm, in organized forms.

Indeed, this invisible connection must be infinitely more close, constant, and progressive than the series of external forms present to our dull senses would indicate. For what is an organization but a mass of infinitely many forces packed together, the greater part of which, precisely because of this connection, is limited and suppressed by other forces; or is at least so hidden from our sight that we see the individual drops of water only in the obscure shape of the cloud: that is, not the individual beings themselves, but only their structure [Gebilde], which, answering the needs of the whole, was compelled to organize itself in this manner and no other. How different must the true scale of creatures appear in the eyes of the All-Knowing compared to the one that men speak of! We order forms that we cannot fathom and, like children, classify them according to particular limbs or some other characteristics. The Supreme Householder sees and holds the chain of all the interpenetrating forces.

What is this to the immortality of the soul? Everything; and not just to the immortality of our soul, but to the persistence of all active and living forces in the world. No force can perish: for what would it mean for a force to perish? Of this we have no example in Nature, nor even a notion in our mind. If it is a contradiction that something should be nothing or become nothing, then it is doubly so should something living and active, something in which the Creator himself is present, in which his divine force [Gotteskraft] is inherently manifest, be converted into nothing. The organ may be compromised by external circumstances: since, however, not a single atom in it is lost or annihilated, nor is the invisible force that operates even in the atom. As in every organization we perceive that its active forces are chosen so wisely, arranged so artfully, calculated so precisely in view of their mutual duration and the perfection of the principal force, so it would be absurd to believe of Nature that in the moment when a combination of these forces—that is, an external state—ceases, she would suddenly not only give up the wisdom and care by which she alone is divine Nature, but also turn it against herself, to annihilate with every whit of her omnipotence (for nothing less would be appropriate) just one part of the living nexus in which, eternally active, she herself lives. What the Animator of All called into life, lives; what acts, acts eternally in his eternal connection.

Since this is not the place to enter into a further analysis of these principles, let us merely illustrate them by way of example. The flower, having once bloomed, now fades; in other words, is no longer a fit organ through which the vegetative force may continue to operate. When the tree has borne its share of fruit, it dies: the machine has become decrepit, and the complex whole now disintegrates. But it does not follow in the least that the force that quickened these parts, that could vegetate and propagate itself with such vigor, has been extinguished with this decomposition; this, the force that attracted and held sway over a thousand other forces in this organization. Every atom of the dismembered machine retains its subordinate force; how much more, then, must it retain the superior force, which in this structure governed all of them in pursuit of a single end and, within its narrow limits, operated with omnipotent natural properties. Our chain of thought breaks if we consider it natural that this creature should in one moment possess in each of its limbs the prodigious, self-renewing, irritable spontaneity that we see manifested before our very eyes; but that in the next all these forces, the living proofs of an inherent, organic omnipotence, should be so completely absent from the nexus of beings, from reality, as if they had never existed at all.

And this incoherency is supposed to obtain with the purest and most active force that we know on earth, the soul of man? The soul, which is so far exalted above the faculties of inferior organizations that it not only rules as sovereign over the thousand organic forces of my body with a sort of omnipresence and omnipotence, but also (wonder of wonders!) is capable of self-reflection and self-command. Nothing here below surpasses the subtlety, rapidity, and efficacy of a human thought; nothing surpasses the energy [Energie], purity, and ardor of a human will. Whenever man thinks, he imitates the ordering Deity; whenever he wills and acts, he imitates the creative Deity: let him think as irrationally as he pleases. The similarity lies in the thing itself: it is grounded in the essence of his soul. The force that can know, love, and imitate God; indeed, that by the very nature of its reason is compelled to know and imitate God against its will, so to speak, because even its errors and faults are due only to weakness and illusion: should it, the mightiest regent of the earth, perish because its external state of composition is changed and a few underlings have deserted it? Would this artist be no more because it has let slip the tool from its hand? What would happen here to all connection of thought?



II. No Force of Nature Is without an Organ; the Organ, However, Is Never the Force Itself, Which Operates by Means Thereof

Priestley and others have objected, against the spiritualists* [Spiritualisten], that pure spirit [Geist] is unknown throughout the whole of Nature and that we do not yet sufficiently understand the internal state of matter to deny it thought or other mental powers [geistige Kräfte]. I believe they are right on both counts. We are unacquainted with a spirit operating independently of and extrinsic to all matter; and in matter we see so many spirit-like forces at work that a complete antithesis and opposition between spirit and matter, though they are two quite different entities to be sure, seems to me, if not self-contradictory, then at least quite unproven. How can two entities, supposed to be entirely disparate and essentially opposed to each other, act in concert and with such inner harmony? And how can we venture this assertion, ignorant as we are of the interior of both spirit and matter?

Where we see a force operative, that force surely operates in an organ and harmoniously with it. Without the organ, it would be imperceptible, at least to our senses: but with it, the force is at once there, and, if we may trust the universal analogy of Nature, it fashioned the organ to itself [sich zugebildet]. Preformed germs, lying ready ever since the creation, no eye has yet beheld; what we observe from the first moment of a creature’s development are active organic forces. If these are contained within a single being, then it is self-propagating; if the sexes are separate, then each must contribute to the organization of the progeny—and differently according to their differences in structure. Creatures of a vegetable nature—whose forces, though still uniform, are all the more intense in their operation—need but the merest whiff of contact to breathe life into their self-produced offspring; even in animals, where vital irritation and a tenacious vitality pervade every limb, so that almost everything is generative and regenerative force, the fetus often requires animation outside of any womb. The more multifarious [vielartiger] the organization of a creature, the more unrecognizable becomes what in plants we call the germ; it is organic matter, on which vital forces must act to mold it into the shape of the eventual creature. What effects are wrought in the bird’s egg before the embryo acquires and perfects its form! The organic force must discompose while it orders: it draws parts together and drives them asunder; indeed, several forces would seem at first to be in conflict and tending to the production of a monster, until at length they enter an equilibrium and the creature becomes what it ought to be according to its species. If we consider these changes, these vital operations taking place in both the avian egg and the womb of a viviparous animal, then it is improper, I believe, to speak either of germs simply evolving or an epigenesis whereby limbs grow by external accretion.* It is formation (genesis): an action of internal forces; Nature having prepared for these a mass, to which they should give form and in which they should manifest themselves. This is the experience of Nature; this is confirmed by the periods of formation in the various species of greater or lesser organic complexity and abundance of vital forces: only this explains malformations from disease, accident, or the intermixing of different species. And this process is the only one that Nature, full of force and vitality, impresses on us, as it were, by a progressive analogy in all her works.

To ascribe to me the view that, as some have expressed themselves, our rational soul constructed a body for itself in utero,* and this by means of reason, would be to misunderstand me. We have seen how late the endowment of reason is cultivated in us: that, though we enter the world with a capacity for it, we may neither arbitrarily possess nor seize it for ourselves. And how might such a structure be possible, even for the ripest reason of man, when we comprehend no part of it either within or without and the majority of our vital functions are executed unconsciously and involuntarily? It was not our reason that formed the body, but the finger of the Deity: organic forces. These the Eternal One led ever higher up the great scale of Nature so that, bound by his hand, they now found their sphere of creation in a microcosm of organic matter that he had set apart and, for the formation of the young being, even covered with its own integument. The forces were united harmoniously with their structure and, for as long as it endures, likewise operate harmoniously with it; and when the body is worn out, the Creator recalls them from their post and prepares them for another plane of activity.

If, therefore, we pursue the course of Nature, we arrive at these conclusions.

1. That force and organ, though most intimately connected, are not one and the same thing. The matter of our bodies was there; but remained lifeless and without figure until formed and animated by the organic forces.

2. Every force operates in harmony with its organ: for it fashioned the organ only to reveal the essence of that force; it assimilated the parts that the Almighty supplied to it and to the integument of which, so to say, he committed it.

3. When the integument falls away, the force that preexisted it, though in a lower and likewise organic state, still remains. If it was possible for the force to pass from its previous state into the present one, then with this dismantling a new transition is also possible. The medium will be provided by him who brought the force, albeit much more imperfectly, to this point.

And why should Nature, ever uniform, not have given us a hint as to the medium in which all the forces of creation operate? In the deepest abysses of becoming, where we glimpse germinal life, we discern that unexplained and so efficacious element that we call by the imperfect names light, ether, vital heat, and that, perhaps, is the All-Creator’s sensorium whereby he animates and lends warmth to all things. Poured out into a thousand, a million organs, this heavenly stream of fire is distilled to ever higher degrees of rarefaction: perhaps all the forces here below operate by its vehicle and that marvel of earthly creation, generation, is inseparable from it. Perhaps, too, our physical frame was raised erect precisely so that, even in relation to our grosser parts, we might attract and elaborate more of this electrical current; and in the nobler forces the instrument of bodily and mental sensation is, while not base electrical matter, something similar to it, though infinitely more refined and wrought by our organization itself. Either the operation of my soul has no analogue here below, in which case I fail to understand how it acts on my body or how other objects are capable of acting on it; or the analogue is precisely this invisible, heavenly spirit of light and fire, which suffuses all living things and unites all the forces of Nature. In the organization of man, it has attained the highest degree of subtlety to which an earthly structure can pretend: by means thereof does the soul operate in its organs with virtual omnipotence and is reflected back on itself with a consciousness that stirs its inmost being. By means thereof is the mind filled with a noble warmth and able spontaneously to transport itself, as it were, out of the body—indeed, out of the world—and to bring them under its control. It has therefore gained dominion over these; and when its hour has come, when its external machinery is dissolved, what could be more natural than that, in obedience to intrinsic, ever-acting laws of Nature, it takes with it what has become proper to it and is intimately united with it? It passes over into its medium, and this draws it onward—or rather, you draw and lead us, you all-pervading, formative force of the Deity; you soul and mother of all living things; you gently lead and form us to our new destination!

And thus, I believe, the nullity of the arguments by which the materialists fancy they have disproved our immortality emerges clearly into view. Granted, we do not know our soul as pure spirit; but we do not desire to know it as such. Granted, it operates only as an organic force; but it is not intended to operate otherwise; indeed, let me add that only in this state did it first learn to think with man’s brain, to feel with man’s nerves, and cultivate a little reason and humanity. Granted, it is originally identical with all the forces of matter, of irritability, of motion, of life and only at a higher level acts on a finer, more elaborate organization; but has even a single force of motion and irritability ever been seen to perish? And are these inferior forces one and the same with their organs? He who introduced a countless multitude of these into my body and assigned to each its own structure, who set my soul over them, appointed to it a workshop, and in the nerves gave it the reins by which to guide all those forces: will he lack a medium in the great web of Nature to escort the soul from it? And is he not obliged to do so, when just as marvelously, and evidently to prepare it for a higher estate, he installed it in this organic tenement?



III. The Nexus of Forces and Forms Is neither Retrograde nor Stationary, but Progressive

This fact would seem self-evident: for it is inconceivable that a living force of Nature could be brought to a standstill or reversed, unless a superior and antagonistic force limits and retards it. It operates as an organ of divine agency, as an idea of God’s everlasting plan of creation made active; and thus its forces must increase by their operation. Every deviation, too, must eventually return it to its proper course, as Supreme Goodness has means enough at its disposal to guide, by some fresh impetus or incitement, the rebounding ball once more to its goal before it falls to the ground. But let us set metaphysics to one side and consider analogies of Nature.

Nothing in Nature stands still: everything strives and presses ever onward. Could we survey the first period of creation, when one kingdom of Nature was built on top of another: then what a progression of onward-striving forces would be exhibited in every development! Why do our bones, and the bones of all animals, contain calcareous earth? Because this was one of the final stages in the grosser formation of the earth and, owing to its internal configuration [Gestaltung], already able to serve as the skeleton of a living organization. The same goes for the rest of our body’s component parts.

When the gates of creation were shut, the organizations that had been chosen remained as the appointed portals and pathways by which, within the limits of Nature, the lower forces were subsequently to ascend and form themselves further [sich weiter bilden]. Though new figures [Gestalten] were no longer generated, inferior forces are thereby changed and transmuted: and what we term organization is really nothing but their conductor to a higher form [Bildung].

The first creature to step into the light and reveal itself, beneath the rays of the sun, as a queen of the subterranean realm is the plant. Of what is it composed? Salts, oil, iron, sulfur, and such subtler forces as the underearth was capable of sublimating into the plant. How did it come by these parts? By an inner, organic force, by means of which, and with the aid of the elements, it endeavors to appropriate them. And what does it do with them? It absorbs them, assimilates them, and purifies them still more. Hence salutary and poisonous plants do nothing more than lead grosser parts to finer ones; the whole mechanism of vegetables consists in exalting [hinaufzubilden] the lower to the higher.

The animal stands above the plant and consumes its juices. A single elephant is the grave of millions of herbs; but he is a living, elaborative [auswirkendes] grave; he animalizes them into parts of himself: the lower forces are converted into finer forms of life. It is the same with all the carnivorous beasts: Nature made the transitions swift, as if she feared a protracted death most of all. Hence she abbreviated and accelerated the modes of transformation [Transformation] into higher forms of life. Of all the animals it is the creature with the finest organs, man, who is the greatest murderer. He can assimilate almost any vital organization that does not lie too far below him in the scale of things.

Why did the Creator choose for his animate kingdoms an arrangement that would outwardly appear to be so destructive? Did hostile forces interfere in the work and make one species the prey of another? Or was it impotence on the part of the Creator, who knew no other way of supporting his children? Remove the external integument, and there is no death in creation; every destruction is a transition to a higher life: and the wise Father made this transition as early, swift, and various as was compatible with the maintenance of the species and the self-enjoyment of the individual creature, which was to take pleasure in its integument and where possible perfect it. By a thousand violent deaths he prevented a slow decease and promoted the germ of the flourishing force to higher organs. What else is the growth of a creature than its constant endeavor to unite more organic forces with its nature? To this end are the ages of its life adapted: and as soon as it can no longer carry out these functions, it must decline and die. Nature retires the machine from service when she finds it no longer adequate to the purpose of healthy assimilation and vigorous elaboration.

In what else does the art of the physician consist than to be a servant of Nature and rush to the aid of our organization’s forces, which work in myriad different ways? He restores lost forces, fortifies the enfeebled, mitigates and restrains the preponderant. By what means? By the introduction and assimilation of similar or opposing forces from the lower kingdoms.

The generation of all living beings tells us the same: for however deep its secrets may lie, it evidently entails this, that organic forces in the creature burst forth with the greatest efficacy and then strive for new forms. As every organism has the capacity of assimilating lower forces, so, now strengthened by these and in the prime of life, it has the capacity of propagating itself and, with all the forces operative in it, delivering to the world the self-likeness that will take its place.

Thus the scale of perfection [Ausarbeitung] passes through the lower levels of Nature; and why should it stand still or retrogress in the noblest and mightiest? What the animal requires for its sustenance are only vegetal forces to quicken the vegetal parts; the juices of the muscles and nerves do not provide any earthly being with more nourishment. Even blood serves merely to refresh predators; and in those nations compelled by passion or necessity to drink it, we observe the propensities of beasts, whose living food they have outrageously adopted for themselves. Therefore the realm of thought and irritation, as indeed its nature demands, is here bereft of any visible continuity or transition, and the culture of nations has made it one of the first laws of human feeling that the blood of a living animal should never be desired for food. All these forces are evidently of a spiritual kind; hence we might perhaps have spared ourselves any number of hypotheses relating to nervous fluid as a tangible vehicle of sensation. Nervous fluid, should it actually exist, maintains the health of nerves and the brain, so that without it they would be useless cords and vessels. Its function, therefore, is physical; and the operation of the soul according to its forces and sensations is always spiritual, whatever organs it may employ.

And what becomes of these spiritual forces that elude every sense of man? Here Nature has wisely drawn a curtain, and denies us, who have no faculty for it, a glimpse into the spiritual realm of her changes and transitions; presumably such a sight would in any case be irreconcilable with our existence on earth and all the sensuous perceptions to which we are still subject. Therefore she shows us only transitions from the lower kingdoms and in the higher ones only ascending forms; the thousand invisible ways by which she effects this progression she kept to herself; and so the realm of things unborn became the great ὕλη* or Hades, beyond the ken of man. Though the determinate form to which every species remains true, and in which not even the smallest bone varies, would seem to be opposed to this destruction; yet the reason for this, too, is quite clear, since every creature can and must be organized only by creatures of its own species. Our firm and orderly Mother has therefore strictly determined the ways by which an organic force, whether dominant or subservient, should arrive at visible activity, and hence nothing can escape her forms once these have been determined. In the human realm, for example, there prevails the greatest diversity of inclinations and dispositions, which we often look on as wondrous and unnatural, but do not comprehend. Since these, too, cannot be without organic grounds, then, were we permitted a conjecture as to the obscurity of this crucible of creation, mankind might be regarded as the great confluence of lower organic forces, which were to come together in him for the formation of humanity.

And further? Man has here borne the image of the Deity and enjoyed the finest organization that the earth could confer on him; is he to regress and become stalk, plant, elephant once more? Or does the wheel of creation cease to turn with him, having no other cog with which to engage? The latter possibility cannot be entertained, since in the realm of supreme goodness and wisdom everything is connected and force acts on force in eternal continuity. Now if we look back and observe how behind us everything seems to ripen toward the human form; and again how in man we find only the first bud and rough draft [Anlage] of what he shall be and for which he has been purposively framed; then he, too, is moving ever onward, by whatever highways and byways they might be, or else all connection and design in Nature is but a dream. Let us see how the whole disposition of human nature points us in this direction.



IV. The Realm of Human Organization Is a System of Spiritual Forces

The principal doubt that is wont to be raised against the immortality of organic forces derives from the organs by which they operate; and I would argue that, precisely by clearing up this doubt, the greatest light will be shed not only on the hope, but also on the assurance, of their continued operation in perpetuity. No flower blossoms by the outward mechanism of pollen, by the gross elements of its structure; much less does an animal that ever grows anew regenerate itself by these; and still less can an internal force consisting of so many allied forces, such as our soul is, think by means of the component parts into which the brain may be resolved. Physiology itself persuades us of this. The external image projected on the retina does not enter our brain; the sound that strikes the ear is not intromitted to the soul mechanically as a sound. No nerve is so stretched out as to vibrate to a point of union: in some animals not even the two optic nerves, and in no creature do the nerves of all the senses run together such that they converge at a single visible point. Still less is this true of the nerves of the body as a whole, though the soul feels itself present and acts in its smallest member. To conceive of the brain as self-thinking and nerve-fluid as self-sentient is therefore a feeble, unphysiological notion; rather, all our experience indicates that the soul performs its functions and connects ideas according to discrete psychological laws. That this always occurs in conformity and harmony with its organ; that, when the organ is defective, even the Artist can do nothing; and so on: none of this is susceptible of question, yet it has no bearing on the heart of the matter. The manner in which the soul operates, the essence of its ideas come into consideration here. And in this respect it is

1. undeniable that the thought—indeed, the initial perception—by which the soul represents an external object is quite different from what the senses convey to the soul. We call it an image; but it is not the image—namely, the bright spot depicted on the retina—and does not reach the brain at all; the image that the soul generates for itself, at the instigation of the senses, is of a spiritual nature. From the chaos of things surrounding it, the soul summons forth a figure, fixing its attention thereon, and thus by an internal agency creates unity from multiplicity; a unity that pertains to it alone. Even when this unity no longer exists, the soul is able to restore it: dreams and poetry can, and in fact do, combine it according to laws quite different from those that govern its presentation by the senses. The delirious ravings of the fever-stricken, so often cited as proof of the materiality of the soul, are proof precisely of its immateriality. Listen to the madman and observe the progress of his mind. He starts from the idea that touched him too deeply, that therefore deranged his organ and disrupted the connection with other sensations. Now he refers everything to this one idea, because it dominates and he cannot rid himself of it; to sustain it, he builds his own world with its own peculiar logic; and every wrong turn that he takes in the association of his ideas is in the highest degree spiritual. He combines ideas not according to how the compartments of the brain are arranged, or even how the sensations appear to him, but according to the manner in which other ideas are related to his own and whether the former might be forcibly brought under the latter. All our associations of thoughts proceed along the very same path; they belong to a being that conjures memories by its own energy, often with a singular idiosyncrasy, and links ideas from internal affection or aversion, not from an external mechanism. I wish that on this subject honest men might make known the records of their hearts and acute observers, particularly physicians, publish the quirks that they remarked in their patients. I am convinced that we should then have clear proofs of the operations of a being that, while organic to be sure, yet acts under its own authority [eigenmächtig] and according to laws of mental association.

2. The same thing is demonstrated by the artful formation of our ideas from infancy and likewise the slow course by which the soul not only belatedly becomes self-conscious, but also learns with effort to employ its senses. More than one psychologist has noticed the readiness with which a child acquires the concept of color, shape, size, and distance and thereby learns to see. The bodily sense learns nothing: for the image is depicted on the retina on the first day of life, as it will be on the last; but through the eye the soul learns to measure, to compare, to perceive mentally. The ear lends assistance in this process, as language is surely a spiritual and not a physical means of forming ideas. Only someone devoid of sense would assume an identity between sound and word: these two are as distinct as body and soul, organ and force. The word recalls the idea and communicates it from the mind of another to our own; but the word is not the idea itself, any more than the material organ is thought. As the body is increased by food, so our mind is enlarged by ideas; indeed, we may observe the very same laws of assimilation, growth, and reproduction at work in it: only not physically, but rather in a manner peculiar to it. The mind, too, can be so glutted that it is incapable of appropriating and converting its nutriment. It, too, possesses a symmetry of its spiritual forces, every deviation from which is morbid, resulting in either debilitation or fever; that is, alienation. It, too, goes about the business of its internal life with a genial power [Kraft], in which love and hate, attraction to what is of like nature and aversion to the heterogenous [das Ungleichartige], are manifested just as they are in earthly life. In short (and without resorting to enthusiasm), an inner, spiritual man is formed within us: one who has a nature of his own and uses the body only as an instrument; indeed, who acts in accordance with his own nature even given the most serious impairments of his organs. The more the soul, by illness or violent states of passion, is separated from its body and, so to speak, compelled to wander in an ideal world of its own making: then the more singular are the phenomena of its own agency and energy in the generation and association of ideas. In desperation it now blunders through the scenery of its previous life; and since it cannot relinquish its nature and office—namely, ideation—it now furnishes for itself a novel and extravagant creation.

3. A more lucid consciousness, that great excellence of the soul of man, has gradually been formed by spiritual means and indeed through humanity. A child possesses yet little consciousness, though his soul is constantly occupied in attaining it and achieving self-certainty through all the senses. The purpose of all his striving after ideas is to reflect on himself, as it were, in God’s world and to rejoice in his existence with a human energy. Animals still go about in an obscure dream: their consciousness is diffused throughout so many bodily stimuli and so occluded by these that it was impossible for their organization to awaken to a clear and continuous exercise of thought. Man, too, is conscious of his sensuous state only through his senses; and it is no wonder that, as soon as these suffer an injury, a dominant idea can disturb even his self-perception and lead him to cast himself in his own comedy or tragedy. But even his being thus transported to a land of vivid ideas reveals an intrinsic energy, whereby the power [Kraft] of his consciousness, of his self-determination, discloses itself, often by the most erroneous paths. Nothing arouses in man such a peculiar feeling of his own existence as knowledge, knowledge of a truth that we have obtained ourselves, that belongs to our inmost nature and that often eclipses the visible world. A man forgets himself; he loses track of time and of his sensuous powers [Kräfte] when a higher thought calls to him and he pursues it. The most excruciating bodily torments have been suppressed by a single vivid idea that was then uppermost in the mind. Men seized by an emotion [Affekt], and especially the purest and most vivid of all emotions, the love of God, have paid regard neither to life nor to death and, in this abyss of all ideas, felt themselves to be in heaven. The meanest task is made difficult when the body alone must perform it; but love lightens the heaviest load; she gives wings to the most tedious and distant exertions. Time and space melt before her: she is always in her spot, in her own ideal land. This nature of the mind is manifested even in the most savage peoples; no matter what their struggle, they struggle at the urging of ideas. Even the cannibal, in his thirst for vengeance and bold deed, strives, in a grisly fashion to be sure, after the enjoyments of a mind.

4. Hence no state, disease, or idiosyncrasy of the organ can ever mislead us into feeling as primitive the force that operates in it. The faculty of memory, for example, varies according to men’s organization; in one it is shaped and sustained by images, in another by abstract signs, words, or even numbers. In youth, when the brain is soft, memory is vivid; in age, when the brain hardens, it grows dim and clings to old ideas. It is the same with the remaining powers of the soul [Kräfte der Seele]; and it cannot be otherwise when a force operates organically. But observe here, too, the laws governing the retention and renewal of ideas: they are altogether spiritual and not physical. There have been men who lost the memory of certain years, indeed of certain parts of speech, names, nouns, even individual letters and characters; yet they preserved the memory of earlier periods of their life and were capable of recollecting and freely using other parts of speech: when the organ was damaged, only the one part of the soul suffered impairment. Were the connection [Zusammenhang] of its spiritual ideas material, then these phenomena would suggest that either the soul shifted around the brain and kept separate records for certain years, nouns, and names; or, if ideas congeal along with the brain, then all of them must congeal: and yet in the old the remembrance of youth is still so fresh. At a time when the soul, owing to the condition of its organ, is no longer capable of swift association and rapid consideration, it attaches itself all the more firmly to the stock obtained during its salad days and over which it disposes as over its property. Immediately before death, and in all other states in which the soul feels itself less tethered to the body, this remembrance awakens with all the vivacity of youthful joy: and on this experience does the happiness of the old, the serenity of the dying largely depend. From the beginning of life our soul appears to have but one office: to acquire internal shape, the form of humanity, and to feel in it as happy and healthy as the body does in its own form. In this office it labors as unceasingly, and with as much sympathy among all its forces, as the body in maintaining its well-being: this perceives at once when a part is injured and, to the best of its ability, secretes fluids to repair the breach and heal the wound. In like manner, the soul strives after its own health, always precarious and often false, turning now to salutary, now to specious means to compose itself and continue its activity. Wondrous is the art employed in this course and limitless the supply of remedies and cures that it is able to procure for itself. When one day the semiotics of the soul is studied like the semiotics of the body, the soul’s proper spiritual nature will be so recognizable in all its morbidities that the theories of the materialists will dissipate like mist before the sun. Indeed, to one convinced of this inner life of the self all external states in which the body, like all matter, is subject to constant change will in time seem as mere transitions that do not affect his essential being: he passes as insensibly from this world into the next as he passes from night into day and from one stage of life into another.

The Creator daily gives us a personal experience of the degree to which everything in our machine is inseparable both from us and from one another: and this is Death’s brother, soothing Sleep. His gentle touch divides the most important functions of our lives: nerves and muscles enjoy repose, the sensuous perceptions are suspended; and yet the soul continues to think in its own domain. It is no more separate from the body now than when it was awake, as shown by physical sensations often mingling with our dreams; and yet it continues to operate according to its own laws even in the deepest slumber, the dreams of which we do not recall unless we be suddenly roused. Many people have observed that in tranquil dreams their soul even pursues, distinct from a waking state, the same series of ideas without interruption and always wanders in a generally youthful, bright, and more beautiful world. The sensations when we dream are more vibrant, the emotions more ardent, the association of thoughts and possibilities becomes easier, our gaze more cheerful, the light that illuminates us more brilliant. When we sleep soundly, we fly rather than walk, we stand taller, our resolve is firmer, our activity freer. And though all this depends on the body, because even the least of our states of mind must necessarily be in harmony with the body so long as the operation of the soul’s powers [Kräfte] remains intimately incorporated with its fabric; yet the whole experience of sleep and dreaming, which is certainly singular and would greatly astonish us were we not accustomed to it, demonstrates that not every part of our body belongs to us in the same way; indeed, that certain organs of our machine can become detached and the highest power [oberste Kraft], from mere memory, act more ideally, vividly, and freely. Since all the causes that induce sleep, and all its physical symptoms, are not just figuratively, but physiologically and actually an analogue of death, why should the same not be true of its spiritual symptoms? And if from illness or exhaustion we are overcome by the sleep of death, the hope remains that it, too, like ordinary sleep, only cools the fever of life, gently redirects an excessively uniform and long-sustained movement, heals wounds incurable in this life, and prepares the soul for a glad awakening, for the enjoyment of a new morning of youth. As in dreams my thoughts return to youth; as in them, only half-unfettered from several organs, but more withdrawn into myself, I feel freer and more active; so you, quickening dream of death, will coax me back to the prime of my life, the finest and most exuberant moments of my existence, until I awaken in its image—or rather, in the more beautiful image of a heavenly youth.



V. Our Humanity Is Only Preparatory, the Bud of a Future Flower

We have seen that the purpose of our present existence is the formation of humanity: all the baser wants of this earth shall be subservient and conducive to this end. Our capacity for reason shall be formed to reason, our finer senses to art, our instincts to genuine freedom and beauty, our motive powers [Bewegungskräfte] to love of mankind. Either we know nothing of our destination, and the Deity has deceived us with all of his internal and external arrangements (a blasphemy that does not even make sense), or we can be as sure of this purpose as we can be of our own and God’s existence.

And how seldom is this eternal, this infinite purpose realized in this world! In whole nations reason lies trapped beneath layers of brutishness, truth is sought along the most wayward paths, and the beauty and rectitude for which God fashioned us are corrupted by negligence and wickedness. Few men take godlike humanity, in both the strict and extended sense of the term, as the proper study of life; most begin only belatedly to give it thought; and even among the best the inferior appetites drag the sublime human being down to the level of the animal. Who among mortals can say that he approaches, or has attained, the pure image of manhood [Menschheit] that resides within him?

So either the Creator has erred in the goal he set before us, and in the organization that he so artfully assembled for the accomplishment of this goal, or this purpose transcends our existence and the earth is merely a practice ground, a place of preparation. In this world, to be sure, the most exalted was inevitably still accompanied by much baseness, and man on the whole is elevated but a short step above the beast. Indeed, even among men themselves the greatest diversity must obtain, as everything on earth is so multifarious and in many regions and conditions the yoke of climate and necessity weighs so heavily on our species. The design of formative Providence must have comprehended all these steps, these zones, these varieties at a glance and in all of them known how to lead men onward, as gradually, and without their cognizance, it leads the inferior forces higher. It is astonishing, and yet indisputable, that of all the inhabitants of earth mankind are the farthest from reaching the goal of their destination. Every animal attains what it is meant to attain within its organization; man alone does not, precisely because his goal is so lofty, so extensive, so infinite, and on our earth he begins so low, so late, and facing so many internal and external obstacles. Nature’s maternal gift, instinct [Instinkt], is the infallible guide of the brute; it still resides as a servant in the house of the supreme Father and has no choice but to obey. Man dwells there even as a child and, save for a few meager impulses [Triebe], has first to learn everything that appertains to reason and humanity. He therefore learns it imperfectly, because along with the germ of understanding and virtue he also inherits prejudices and evil customs; and in his progress toward truth and freedom of the mind [Seelenfreiheit] is encumbered by chains that reach back to the beginnings of his species. The footprints that godly men left for him to follow have been overtrodden and muddled with so many others, in which beasts and robbers walked—and, alas, these were often more influential than the chosen few, the great and the good! Hence we would have to indict Providence (as many have indeed done) for suffering man to border so closely on the animal and denying him, since he was after all not intended to be an animal, that degree of light, fixity, and certainty that might have served his reason instead of instinct; or this imperfect beginning attests precisely to his endless progress. Through practice man is to acquire for himself this degree of light and certainty, so that he becomes, under the direction of his Father, but by his own efforts, a noble and free being; and this he will become. Even he who resembles man will be a man; even the bud of humanity that has been frozen by the cold and withered by the sun will open into its true form, its full and proper beauty.

And hence we may easily surmise what alone of our manhood can pass into that world: precisely this godlike humanity, the closed bud of the true figure of mankind. All that is makeshift [Alles Nothdürftige] on this earth exists for it alone: we bequeath our chalky bones to the mineral kingdom and return to the elements what is rightfully theirs. All the sensuous instincts, by which we, like the animals, served the earthly economy, have completed their task; in man they should become the occasion of nobler convictions and endeavors, and with that their work is done. The desire for food was to incite him to labor, to society, to obedience of laws and institutions, and to impose on him a salutary yoke indispensable here on earth. The sexual instinct was to implant, even in the hardened breast of the brute, sociability and paternal, connubial, and filial love; and to make pleasant the arduous, tedious efforts in behalf of his species by having him undertake these for his kinfolk, his flesh and blood. Such was Nature’s intention with all our earthly wants; each was to be a matrix in which a germ of humanity sprouted. What happiness when indeed the germ has sprouted: it will blossom under the rays of a fairer sun. Truth, Beauty, and Love were the objects at which man aimed in all his endeavors, even if unwittingly and often by many a crooked path; the labyrinth will unravel itself, the seductive Jack-o’-lanterns vanish, and not only will everyone, whether near or far, see the center to which his road leads, but you, maternal Providence, under the form of the genius and friend he needs, will conduct him there yourself with gentle and forgiving hand.1

Therefore our benign Creator has also concealed from us the shape of that world, so that our feeble brain would not be stupefied or a false partiality excited in us. If, however, we consider the course of Nature in the species below us and observe how, step by step, she casts off the more ignoble and mitigates necessity while at the same time cultivating the spiritual, carrying what is fine to ever-greater refinement, and enlivening the already beautiful with more beauty; then we can also safely trust to the invisible hand of the Artist, that when, in the existence to come, our bud of humanity bursts into flower this will surely resemble the true form of divine man, the glory and beauty of which exceeds the imaginings of any earthly sense. In vain, therefore, do we strain the imagination. And though I am firmly convinced that, as all the states of creation are minutely connected, the organic force of the soul itself, in its purest and spiritual operations, prepares the ground for its future appearance, or at least unconsciously weaves the fabric that will serve for its vesture until the rays of a fairer sun awaken its deepest powers [Kräfte], which here on earth remain hidden even from itself: yet it would be impudence to prescribe to the Creator the formative laws governing a world whose workings are still so unfamiliar to us. Suffice it to say, all the changes that we observe in the lower kingdoms of Nature are processes of perfection and that we therefore at least have some indications of what, owing to ulterior causes, we are incapable of seeing. The flower appears to our eye first as a germinating seedling, then as a shoot;* the shoot becomes a bud and only then does the flower come bursting forth to begin the stages of its life in this earthly economy. Similar effects and transformations occur in a number of creatures, among which the butterfly has become a well-known symbol. Behold: there creeps the ugly caterpillar, a slave to base hunger; its hour arrives; it is stricken with the languor of death; it attaches itself to a twig and encases itself: the thread from which the burial shroud is spun, as well as some of the organs pertaining to its future existence, it already carries within. Now the rings set to work; now the intrinsic organic forces exert themselves. At first the metamorphosis proceeds slowly and seems only destructive: ten feet are shed along with the skin, while the limbs of the new creature are still unshapen. These develop gradually and acquire proportionality: but the creature does not awaken until it is fully formed; whereupon it presses toward the light and is swiftly brought to completion. Within a few minutes, the delicate wings grow five times as large as they were beneath the mortal cocoon; they are endowed with elasticity and all the radiant hues that are found under the sun: strong enough to lift the creature as if on Zephyr’s pinions. Its whole frame is altered: instead of munching the coarse leaves for which it was previously fashioned, it now sips the nectar of flowers from their golden cups. Its destination is altered: instead of base hunger, it now obeys a finer instinct, love. Who would suspect the future butterfly in the figure of the caterpillar? Who would recognize one and the same creature in both, if experience did not teach us otherwise? And if both modes of existence are only stages in the life of one and the same being on one and the same earth, where the organic circle begins again in identical manner; then what beautiful perfections must lie in the lap of Nature, where her organic circle is wider and the stages of life that are passed through embrace more than one world! Therefore take hope, o man, and refrain from prophecy: the prize is before you; fight for it! Cast off what is unbecoming of the human being; strive after truth, goodness, and godlike beauty: and you cannot fail to reach your goal!

And so even in these analogies of metamorphical creatures—that is, which pass from one state to another—Nature shows us why she wove the sleep of death into her tapestry of forms. It is the salutary torpor that envelops a being whose organic forces now aspire to new perfection. The creature itself, whether possessed of more or less consciousness, is not strong enough to oversee or direct their struggle; therefore it sinks into slumber and awakens only when it has been consummated. Thus even death is an expression of paternal indulgence and tenderness; it is a wholesome opium: and while it takes effect, Nature gathers her forces and the sleeping invalid convalesces.



VI. The Present State of Man Is Probably the Connecting Link between Two Worlds

Everything in Nature is connected: one state strives for and prepares the next. Hence if man completes the chain of terrestrial organization as its last and highest link, then on that very account he also represents the first link in the chain of a superior order of creatures: and thus he is probably the nexus of two interlocking systems of creation. He cannot pass into any other organization on earth without reeling backward or turning in circles; he cannot stand still, since no vital force in the realm of the most active goodness is ever at rest: hence a step must stand before him, as close to and yet exalted above him as he is contiguous to the beasts while enjoying preeminence over them. This view, based as it is on all the laws of Nature, alone furnishes us with the key to his wondrous appearance and consequently the sole philosophy of human history. For now …

1. the singular contradiction in which man reveals himself becomes clear. As an animal, he is subject to the earth and attached to it as his abode; as a human being, he carries within him the seed of immortality, which requires another nursery altogether. As an animal, he can satisfy his needs, and men who are content with such needs do very well in this world. But as soon as he pursues some other, more noble disposition, he encounters imperfections and piecework everywhere; what is noblest has never been realized on earth, what is purest has seldom acquired stability and permanence: this theater is only ever a training ground and place of examination for the powers [Kräfte] of our hearts and minds. The history of our species, with all its trials, hazards, undertakings, and revolutions, furnishes ample proof of this point. Occasionally a wise man, a good man, has appeared and scattered thoughts, counsel, and deeds in the stream of time, producing a few ripples before the current bore them away and their every trace was obliterated; leaving their noble intentions, these precious stones, to sink to the bottom. Fools prevailed over the advice of the wise, and spendthrifts inherited the treasures of the spirit accumulated by their forefathers. The life of man here below is no more adapted for eternity than this ceaselessly turning globe is a manufactory of enduring works of art, a garden of immortal plants, an air-castle of everlasting habitation. We come and we go; every moment brings thousands into the world and takes thousands from it: the earth is a house of refuge for travelers, a wandering star on which birds of passage alight before hastily taking wing once more. The animal lives its life to the end; and if, in consequence of some higher purpose, it does not enjoy the full span of its years, yet it has attained its inner purpose: its abilities are extant and it is what it ought to be. Man alone is in contradiction with himself and with the earth: for the most perfect creature among all terrestrial organizations is simultaneously the least perfect in his new and proper disposition, even if he quits the world old and full of days. The reason is evidently this: that his state, the ultimate on this earth, is at the same time the first of another existence, in comparison with which he seems as a child learning to walk. He therefore represents two worlds at once: and that is what constitutes the apparent duality of his being.

2. It is immediately evident which aspect will predominate in most people here below. The greater part of man is animal; he brings with him into the world the mere capacity for humanity and must first cultivate [anbilden] it with effort and industry. In how few has this been done successfully! And even in the best, how fine, how delicate is the divine flower planted in them! Throughout a man’s life, the animal seeks to gain ascendancy over him: and most are only too happy to submit to its rule. It constantly pulls him downward, while the spirit would soar up and the heart move in a freer sphere; and as presence is always more vivid than distance for a sensuous creature, and the visible affects it more powerfully than the invisible, we may easily guess which of the two weights will turn the scale. What little unadulterated joy, what little pure knowledge and virtue is man capable of! And even were he capable of these, how little is he accustomed to them! The noblest bonds [Verbindungen] in this world are disrupted by base instincts, as the voyage of life is hindered by adverse winds, and the Creator, strict and merciful, has united both of these sources of perplexity so as to tame one by the other and to nurture in us the shoot of immortality by biting gales rather than flattering breezes. A man of many trials has also learned much; the idle and indolent man knows not what lies within him, still less does he know, with self-earned joy, what he is capable of achieving. Life is therefore a struggle, and the flower of pure, immortal humanity is a garland purchased dearly. The prize awaits the runners at the finishing line; the champion of virtue will bear away the palm in death.

3. If superior beings were to observe us, therefore, they might regard us as we do the intermediate species that exist where Nature passes from one element to the next. The ostrich flaps its feeble wings only in running, but not for flight: its cumbrous body prevents it from leaving the ground. Yet our organizing Mother has provided even for the ostrich and indeed for every intermediate creature: they, too, are perfect in themselves and appear ill-formed only to our eyes. So it is with human nature here below: its defects are almost imperceptible to a terrestrial spirit; but a higher spirit, whose gaze penetrates the interior of things and sees more links of the chain, can feel pity for us but not contempt. He apprehends why men must depart from this world under so many different circumstances, young and old, foolish and wise, in dotage and unborn. The Almighty Goodness embraces madness and deformity, every degree of culture, all the errors of mankind, and among its treasures has enough balsam to heal even the wounds that death alone could soothe. Since the future state will likely emerge from the present one, as ours arises from the condition of inferior organizations, there is no doubt that its affairs are more closely tied to our current existence than we think. The garden above blooms only with the plants that sprouted here and put forth the first shoots from their rude husk. If, as we have seen, sociability, friendship, and active sympathy are very nearly the chief end at which humanity has aimed throughout its history, then it must be there that the finest flowering of man’s life necessarily acquires the quickening form, the umbrageous height for which, in all our earthly bonds [Verbindungen], the heart pants in vain. Hence our superior brethren surely love us with greater ardor and purity than we can love them: for they survey our state more clearly; time is for them but the blink of an eye; all discordances are resolved; and perhaps they are invisibly educating us to be partners in their happiness and fraternal companions of their labors. But one step further, and the oppressed spirit can breathe more freely, the wounded heart is healed: they see the step approaching and help over those who slip and slide on unsure feet.

4. Hence I cannot imagine that, since we are a species intermediate between two classes and to an extent partake of both, the future state should be so remote from the present, and so incommunicable with it, as the animal part of man is apt to believe. On the contrary, many processes and outcomes in the history of our species are to my mind incomprehensible without a higher influence. For example, that man started out along the road to culture of his own accord, inventing language and the rudiments of science without guidance from above, seems to me inexplicable; and all the more inexplicable the longer he is supposed to have remained in a rude and brutish state. A divine economy has surely stewarded mankind since the beginning and put them on the right track with the lightest touch possible. But the more the human forces were exercised of themselves, the less they required this divine assistance or the less they were susceptible of it: though in later ages, too, the greatest effects on earth have been produced, or were accompanied, by inexplicable circumstances. Even diseases were often the means to this end: for when an organ gets out of balance with the others, and is thereby made useless for the ordinary round of earthly life, it seems perfectly natural that the restless intrinsic force should turn toward other dimensions of the universe and perhaps receive impressions of which a healthy organization was incapable but also had no need. All the same, it is certainly a beneficent veil that separates this world from the next and not without reason is it so still and silent around the grave of the dead. In the course of his life, the common man is kept from impressions of which one would shatter the whole circle of his ideas and render it unfit for this world. Framed for freedom, man was not to be an imitative ape of superior beings: but instead retain the happy illusion that he acts of his own volition, even when he is guided. To preserve his peace of mind, and the noble pride on which his destination depends, he was denied the sight of more exalted beings: for we would probably despise ourselves were we acquainted with them. Man therefore was not to have insight into his future state, but rather faith in it.

5. This much is certain: that in each of his powers [Kräfte] dwells an infinity that cannot be developed in this world because it is constrained by other powers, by animal senses and instincts, and, as it were, lies bound in chains so as to maintain the equilibrium of earthly life. Particular acts of memory, of imagination, indeed even of prophecy and prescience, have revealed some of the marvelous treasures buried in the human soul; even the senses are no exception. That disease and mutual defects have for the most part brought to light these treasures alters nothing in the nature of the case, as the imbalance was necessary to give one of the weights in the scale its freedom and to demonstrate its potency. Leibniz’s expression to the effect that the soul is a mirror of the universe* contains perhaps a deeper truth than we are wont to infer from it: for the forces of a universe, too, seem to be hidden in the soul, which needs but an organization or a series of organizations to set these in motion. These organizations the All-Benevolent will not refuse: he takes the soul in hand as though it were a toddler learning to walk, in order gradually to prepare it for the abundance of increasing enjoyment, all the while under the illusion that its powers [Kräfte] and senses were self-acquired. Even in its present fetters time and space are for it empty words: they measure and describe relations of the body, but not of the soul’s internal faculty, which transcends time and space when it operates filled with intense elation. Therefore do not fret as to the hour and place of your future existence; the sun, which casts light on your day, marks the limits of your abode and mundane affairs, obscuring meanwhile all the stars of the firmament. When the sun sets, the world appears in its larger dimensions; the sacred night in which once you lay swaddled, and in which soon you will lie swaddled again, blankets the earth with shadows and in turn opens for you in heaven the resplendent books of immortality. There are dwellings, worlds, and spaces—

In blush of endless youth they glow

Though ages come and ages go:

Passing eons can ne’er erase

The golden luster from their face.

But here below, before our eyes,

Ev’rything decays and dies:

Earthly splendor, earthly joy

Time will tumble and destroy.*

While the earth itself will be no more, yet you will still exist and in other habitations and different organizations, enjoy God and his creation. On earth you have enjoyed much that is good. On earth you have attained that organization in which, as a son of heaven, you learned to look around and beyond yourself. Seek, then, to depart from it content and bless it as the meadow where, as a child of immortality, you played and as the school where, in gladness and sorrow, you were educated to adulthood [Mannesalter]. You have no further claim on it, as it has no claim on you: crowned with the cap of liberty and girt with the belt of heaven, take up your pilgrim’s staff and continue merrily on your way.

As the flower rose upright, bringing the realm of subterranean, inanimate creation to a close and delighting in life’s beginnings under the dominion of the sun: so man once again stands erect, elevated above all those with heads bowed toward the earth. With exalted gaze and outstretched hands, this son of the house awaits his father’s call.

_____________


1. As to how this will occur—which of the philosophies found on earth might furnish us with certainty on this question? In due course, we shall come to the systems of different peoples that treat of the transmigration of souls and other purifications and unfold their origin and purpose. This is not yet the place for such a discussion.










PART TWO



Homo sum, humani nihil a me alienum esse puto.*

TERENCE.
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Book 6


WE HAVE hitherto considered the earth as a dwelling place of the human species as a whole and then sought to establish the position occupied by man in the chain of living beings. Having now determined the idea of his nature in general, let us turn our attention to the various guises under which he appears in this round theater.

But who will give us a clue so that we may find our way through this labyrinth? Whose sure footsteps can we follow? At least we shall not assume the glittering robes of a pretended omniscience, so as deceitfully to hide the defects that the historian of mankind, and still more the philosopher of this history, necessarily carries on his person: for only the genius of our species can survey its entire history. We begin with the differences in the organization of the peoples, if for no other reason than that these differences have been noticed even in the textbooks of natural history.*


I. Organization of the Peoples Living Near the North Pole

No navigator has yet succeeded in setting foot on the earth’s axis1 and gathering, perhaps from the North Pole, more accurate information regarding the construction of its whole; yet we have already ranged far beyond the habitable portions of the globe and described regions that might be called Nature’s bare and frigid ice-throne. Here the wonders of terrestrial creation may be seen, which no inhabitant of the equator would ever credit, those immense mountains of beautifully colored ice, those splendid northern lights, the marvelous optical illusions caused by the atmosphere, and the chasms that are so often warm despite the great cold above.2 The granite rises in steep, broken cliffs and seems to extend to a much higher latitude than it could at the South Pole, just as the larger part of the habitable earth is located in the northern hemisphere. And as the sea was the first dwelling place of living things, so even now the northern ocean, with its teeming multitudes, may be viewed as the matrix of life and its shores as the margin on which the organization of terrestrial creatures begins in the form of moss, insects, and worms. Seafowl visit the land, which yet sustains few birds of its own; marine animals and amphibians crawl forth on to the beach to bask in the infrequent rays of sunshine. The limit, as it were, of terrestrial life is revealed amid the furious tumult of the water.

And how was man’s organization preserved on this limit? All that the cold could do to him was to compress his body somewhat and, as it were, constrict the circulation of his blood. The Greenlander seldom stands more than five feet tall, and his brothers, the Eskimo, are shorter the farther north they live.3 Since the vital force operates from within to without, however, it compensated for his lack of aspiring height with a warm and tough compactness. His head is large in relation to his body, the face broad and flat: for Nature, who produces beauty only when she is working in moderation and between two extremes, could not yet round it off with a gentle oval and in particular allow the ornament of the face (and, if I may so express myself, the beam of the scales), the nose, to protrude. As the cheeks take up much of the surface area of the face, the mouth is little and round; the hair is bristly because the fine fluid was lacking to form soft and silky hair; the eyes have no sparkle. In like manner, the shoulders grow strong and the limbs broad, the body is fleshy and enriched with blood; only hands and feet remain small and soft, as it were the buds and uttermost parts of the frame. As is the external figure, so are the irritability and economy of fluids within. The blood circulates more sluggishly and the heart beats more feebly; hence the weaker sexual appetite, which reaches such degrees of intensity in other countries as they become ever warmer. It awakens late: the unmarried live chastely, and the women must nearly be compelled to take up the burdens of marriage. They bear fewer children, so that they compare the lusty and prolific Europeans to dogs; in their connubial state, as in their mode of life more generally, there prevails a quiet modesty, a resolute emotional restraint. Insensitive to those excitations that, in a warmer climate, also mold flightier vital spirits, they live and die calmly and peaceably, careless and content, active only from necessity. The father raises his son with and to that same composed indifference which they esteem as the great virtue and happiness of life, and the mother suckles her infant for a long time and with all the profound, tenacious love of animal mothers. What Nature has denied them in irritability and elasticity of the fibers, she has given them in lasting strength and endurance, wrapping them with that warming layer of fat, that richness of blood that makes their exhalations suffocatingly hot in confined spaces.

I do not think anyone will fail to detect here the consistent hand of the organizing Creatrix, who operates uniformly in all of her works. If in certain districts man’s stature is stunted, then vegetation is even more so: a few spindly trees grow, moss and shrubs creep close to the ground. Frost causes even the iron rod to contract; so why should human fiber not contract in spite of its inherent organic life? Life, however, can only be pushed pack and, as it were, circumscribed within a narrower circle of formation; once again an analogy of operation in all organizations. The external limbs of marine animals and of other creatures of the frigid zone are small and delicate; Nature has kept together as many organs as possible in the region of internal heat; here the birds are covered in thick feathers, the animals with a protective layer of blubber, as man is with his blood-rich, snug enclosure. Outwardly, too, and from one and the same principle that governs all the organizations of the earth, Nature has perforce withheld anything that would be of no service to this constitution. Spices would be destructive to their body, prone as it is to internal putrefaction, just as mad-water or brandy, which has been introduced among them, has ruined many; these the climate has therefore denied them: and, contrariwise, notwithstanding their great love of repose, which their internal structure encourages, it compels them, in the paucity of their dwelling place, by external inducements to activity and physical exercise, on which basis all their laws and establishments are erected. The few plants that grow here purify the blood and therefore answer to their needs; the atmosphere is in a high degree dephlogisticated,4 so that it prevents the decay even of dead bodies and promotes longevity. The dry cold does not support venomous animals, and the people are protected against bothersome insects by their insensibility, frost-smoke, and the long winter. Thus does Nature indemnify them and act harmoniously in all her operations.

After describing this first nation, and coming now to those closely resembling it, it will not be necessary to employ the same thoroughness. The Eskimo of America are the brethren of the Greenlanders in customs and language, as well as in appearance. But since these wretches were driven north as bearded foreigners by the beardless Americans, their lives are generally more precarious and arduous; indeed, so harsh is their fate that in winter they are often compelled, in their caverns, to nourish themselves by sucking their own blood.5* Here, and in a few other places on earth, dire necessity sits on the highest throne, so that man must become almost bearlike to survive. And yet everywhere he has preserved himself as man; for even in what appear to be traits of the greatest inhumanity among these peoples, humanity is still visible when we consider them more closely. Nature wished to put to trial the severity of conditions our species could tolerate, and we have stood the test.

The Laplanders inhabit a comparatively milder climate, just as they are a milder people.6 The stature increases, while the rounded flatness of the face decreases, the cheekbones are lower, the eyes are dark gray, the straight black hair takes on a tawny color: and with his external form develops the inner organization of the man, like the bud unfolding to greet the rays of a gentler sun.7 The mountain Lapp* grazes his reindeer, which neither the Greenlander nor the Eskimo was in a position to do, from which he obtains food and clothing, tent and blankets, comforts and enjoyment: whereas the Greenlander on the edge of the earth was obliged to seek all this mostly in the sea. Thus man acquires a land animal for his friend and servant, in the company of which he learns certain arts and a more domestic mode of life. His feet are thereby accustomed to walking with the herd, his hands to fashioning and driving the sled, his mind to a love of ownership and more permanent property, just as he is maintained in his love of liberty and his ear trained to that timid vigilance that we shall observe in many peoples in this condition. As nervously as his beast, the Laplander listens and starts at the least sound; he is fond of his way of life and, like his reindeer, gazes up to the mountains when the sun returns; he talks to the beast and is understood by it; he cares for it as for his wealth and as for a member of his household. Thus with the first tamable land animal that Nature could bestow on these regions, she also gave man a guide to a more human mode of life.

Of the peoples who reside by the Arctic Ocean in the extensive Russian Empire we have, in addition to so many more recent, well-known travels that describe them, a collection of portraits more eloquent than my description could ever hope to be.8 As mixed and harassed as many of these peoples are, we see that even those of the most various origin are bent beneath the yoke of the northern form and, as it were, forged into a single chain that stretches across the North Pole. The Samoyed has the broad, round, flat face; the black, bristly hair; the squat, blood-rich stature of the northern form; but his lips are fuller, his nose is wider and more open, the beard scanty, and this we shall see grow ever scantier throughout a vast tract of earth to the east. Thus the Samoyed is, as it were, the Negro of the north; and the great irritability of their nerves, the precocious puberty of the girls, which arrives in their eleventh or twelfth year,9 indeed, if the reports be true, their black nipples, as well as other circumstances, make them even more like the Negro, notwithstanding the coldness of their home. Nevertheless, in spite of his delicate and fiery nature, which presumably he carried with him as a national character and which could not be subdued by the climate, he is a northlander in his general form. The Tungus,10 who live farther to the south, begin to bear a resemblance to the Mongolian stock, though they are as different from them in language and lineage as the Samoyed and Ostyak are from the Laplanders and the Greenlanders; their bodies are shapely and slenderer, their eyes small like those of the Mongolians, the lips thin, the hair softer; while the face still retains the flat northern shape. It is the same with the Yakut and the Yukaghir, who seem to run into the Tartar form, much as the Tungus into the Mongolian; indeed, it is the same with the Tartar hordes themselves. On the Black Sea and the Caspian, in the Caucasus and the Urals, and therefore partly in the most temperate climates, the form of the Tartars passes into the beautiful. Their figure is lean and willowy; the head drawn from plump rotundity to a more elegant oval, the complexion fresh, the nose prominent and well-turned, the eyes lively, the hair dark brown, the gait sprightly, the mien agreeably modest and unassuming; therefore the closer we come to those regions where Nature abounds in life, the more proportionate and refined is human organization. The farther north we go, or the farther into the Kalmyk Steppe, the flatter and wilder the facial features become, according to the northern or Kalmyk type. In this respect, however, much depends on the people’s mode of life, on the geography of their native soil, on their descent and intermingling with other groups. The mountain Tartars preserve their features with greater purity than those who dwell on the steppe and on the plains; tribes in the proximity of villages and towns tend to soften and temper their manners and traits. The less a people is harried, the more it must stay true to its rude and simple mode of life, the more it retains its original form. Since this great plateau of Tartary, which slopes down to the sea, has been the scene of so many inroads and devastations that have jumbled together more than mountains, deserts, and rivers could divide, then we shall also observe the exceptions to this rule; but these exceptions also confirm the rule, for every nation partakes of the northern, or the Tartar, or the Mongol form.



II. Organization of the Peoples on the Asiatic Ridge of the Earth

Since many probabilities conspire in favor of the conclusion that this ridge of mountains was the first habitation of the human species, we are tempted to look there for the most beautiful kind of men [Menschengattung]; but how deceived are we in this expectation! The Kalmyk and Mongol form is well-known; it includes, in addition to the middling stature, at least vestiges of the flat face, thin beard, and brown complexion of the northern climate, but is distinguished by eyes that are rounded at the corners and slanted toward the nose, by narrow, black, slightly arched eyebrows, by a small, flat nose that is broad at the base, by large, protruding ears, crooked legs, and strong, white teeth,11 which together with the rest of the physiognomy seem to characterize a beast of prey among men. Where does this form come from? The bowed legs arise in the first instance from this people’s way of life. From childhood they squat on their haunches or cling to a horse’s back; their days are passed in sitting and riding: walking, the only attitude that gives the human foot its straight, elegant figure, is, with the exception of a few steps, alien to them. Why should not more of their habits of life have left their mark on their form? The protruding, animal-like ears that are, as it were, always cocked and listening; the small, keen eyes that perceive the faintest wisp of smoke or cloud of dust at the greatest distance; the bared, white, bone-gnawing teeth; the thick neck and on it the receding head: are these traits not gestures and expressions of their mode of life made flesh? Let us also add that, as Pallas says, the faces of their children are until their tenth year often misshapen, bloated, and of a cacochymical* appearance, until they become more pleasing as they grow older; let us observe that large expanses of their country see no rain and have little water, or at least none that is pure, and that bathing is from infancy a practice almost entirely unknown to them; let us bear in mind the salt lakes, the salt marshes, the saline earth in the districts where they dwell, the alkaline flavor of which they relish in their meals and even in the torrents of tea with which they daily enfeeble their digestion; let us add to the altitude at which they live the thinner air, dry winds, the alkaline vapors, the long winters spent surrounded by snow and in smoke-filled hovels, and a host of other, lesser circumstances; is it not likely that their form originated thousands of years ago from precisely these causes, when some of them perhaps exerted an even stronger influence, and became hereditary nature? Nothing invigorates the body more, and helps it to flourish and grow tall, as it were, than washing and bathing in water, particularly when these are combined with walking, running, wrestling, and other physical exercise. Nothing debilitates the body more than hot drinks, which they guzzle without moderation and which they moreover season with astringent salts. Hence, as Pallas remarks, the weak and womanish figures of the Mongols and Buryats, five or six of whom, summoning all their strength, are unable to match what a single Russian can do; hence their especially light bodies, so that on their diminutive horses they seem to fly and float above the ground; hence, finally, the cacochymy that was transmitted to their children. Even some of the neighboring Tartar tribes are born with typically Mongol features, which they nevertheless outgrow; thus several causes must presumably be dependent on the climate, which are more or less inoculated into the structure of a people by their mode of life and descent, and bequeathed to subsequent generations. When Russians or Tartars intermarry with Mongols, their union reportedly produces beautiful children; just as among these also, but according to the Mongol standard, very delicate and well-proportioned figures are to be found.12 Here too, then, Nature has remained true to herself in their organization; nomadic peoples beneath this sky, in this zone, with this mode of life were compelled to become such swift birds of prey.

And traces of their form are spread far and wide; for where have these birds of prey not taken wing and alighted? More than once has their conquering train swept across a continent. Mongols have therefore settled in many parts of Asia and ennobled their form by acquiring the traits of other nations. Indeed, these overwhelming invasions were preceded by ancient migrations from their highlands, the first to be populated, to various surrounding territories. For that very reason, perhaps, the inhabitants of the eastern hemisphere as far as Kamchatka, as well as throughout Tibet and along the peninsula beyond the Ganges, bear the Mongol stamp. Let us turn our attention to this stretch of the earth and its sundry peculiarities.

Most of the artificial modifications to which the Chinese subject their bodies are applied to Mongol features. We have observed the misshapen feet and ears characteristic of the Mongols; probably a similar deformity, together with a false culture, provided the occasion for the unnatural foot-binding and the hideous disfigurements of the ears that are the custom among many peoples of this region. They were ashamed of their form and desired to alter it; but operated on parts that, yielding to alteration, were at length inherited as this most unsightly beauty. As far as the great variety of their provinces and mode of life permits, the Chinese evidently still exhibit features of the oriental form, which is most conspicuous in the Mongolian mountains. In a different country, the climate has merely adapted the broad face, the small, black eyes, the stub nose, and the thin beard to a softer, rounder figure; and Chinese taste seems just as much a consequence of disordered organs, as their system of government is of despotism and their philosophy of barbarism. The Japanese, a people of Chinese culture, but probably of Mongolian origin,13 are almost entirely ill-fashioned, with a thick head, small eyes, stub nose, flat cheeks, scanty beard, and frequently bowed legs. Their system of government and philosophy is violent and coercive, wholly appropriate only for their own country. A third kind of despotism prevails in Tibet, the religion of which extends far into the barbarian steppe.

The oriental form14 follows the mountains down through the peninsula beyond the Ganges, where presumably the nations spread out along their course. The kingdom of Assam, which borders on Tartary, is remarkable, if the reports of travelers are to be believed,15 for goiters and flat noses, especially in the north. The disgusting rings worn in their elongated earlobes, the indelicacy of the food, the want of clothing in such a mild climate are indications of a rude, barbaric people. The Arakanese, with their wide nostrils, flat forehead, small eyes, and ears hanging down to their shoulders, exhibit the typical deformity of the oriental region.16 The Burmans in Ava and Pegu, like the Tibetans and other nations higher up, despise even the least hair on their chins;17 they will not suffer to be removed from their Tartarian beardlessness by a more bountiful Nature. And so it goes, with variations according to the people and climate, all the way down to the islands of the East Indies.

To the north it is the same again as far as the Koryaks and the Kamchadals on the very edge of the oriental world. The language of the latter is supposed to retain some similarity to Chinese and Mongolian, though they must have separated from these peoples long ago, before they had learned the use of iron; their form does not belie their quarter of the globe.18 Their hair is black, their face broad and flat, nose and eyes deep-set; and their disposition, a seeming anomaly in this cold and inhospitable climate, we shall nevertheless find suited to it. Finally, the Koryaks, Chukchi, Kuriles, and islanders farther to the east19 are in my view gradual transitions from the Mongol to the American form; and when we acquire more familiarity with the northwestern extremities of this continent, which are mostly still a terra incognita, and with the interior of Yedso and the vast expanses beyond New Mexico, then I believe we shall see what now are fairly distinct outlines shade into one another, as the observations made on Cook’s last voyage would suggest.20

So wide is the extent of the partly disfigured, but everywhere more or less beardless oriental form; and that it is not the lineage of just one people is shown by the diversity of languages and manners among the several nations. What, therefore, could be its cause? What, for example, has induced so many peoples to make war against their beards or to mutilate their ears or to pierce their lips and noses? In my opinion, an original deformity must have been the root of it, to rectify which some barbarous art was enlisted, eventually becoming an ancient ancestral custom. Before it affects the figure, the degeneration [Abartung] of animals is manifested in the fur and ears, then farther down in the feet, just as in the face it alters the profile first. When the genealogy of the peoples, the geography of these remote climes and countries, but most especially the variations in the internal physiology of the tribes are more thoroughly investigated, new light will be shed on this matter also. And will Pallas, so learned in the sciences and so knowledgeable about the nations in this part of the world, be the first to provide us with a spicilegium anthropologicum?*



III. Organization of the Finely Formed Peoples of This Region

The kingdom of Kashmir lies like a hidden paradise in the bosom of the highest mountains. Fertile and pleasant hills are ringed by lofty and still loftier peaks, the tallest of which, capped by eternal snows, rise above the clouds. Here clear streams and crystal brooks gush forth; the earth is bedecked with wholesome herbs and fruits; islands and gardens are dressed in verdant freshness; pastureland extends as far as the eye can see; noxious and wild beasts are banished from this Canaan. These mountains, as Bernier says,* might indeed be described as innocuous, as flowing with milk and honey: and the race of men that dwells there is not unworthy of these natural surroundings. The Kashmiris are considered the wittiest and most intelligent people of India, skilled equally in poetry and science, in arts and manufactures, proverbial for their fine forms, and the women often paragons of beauty.21

How happy might Hindustan be, had the hands of men not joined to despoil the garden of Nature and to torment the most innocent of human beings with tyranny and superstition! The Hindus are the meekest of all the tribes of mankind. They do not needlessly harm any creature; they respect all life, and sustain themselves with the most inoffensive foods afforded by their motherland: milk, rice, fruits, and nutritious herbs. “Their persons,” says a recent traveler,22 “are straight and elegant, their limbs finely proportioned, their fingers long and tapering, their countenances open and pleasant, and their features exhibit the most delicate lines of beauty in the females, and in the males a kind of manly softness. Their walk and gait, as well as the whole deportment, is in the highest degree graceful.” The legs and thighs, which in all the lands of the northeast are misshapen or shortened like those of apes, are here longer and possess a burgeoning human beauty. Even the Mongol form, intermingled with this race, is altered, acquiring dignity and amiability. And as their frame of body so is their original frame of spirit; indeed, so is their mode of life when considered without the pressure of slavery or superstition. Moderation and repose, gentleness of feeling, and a quiet depth of soul distinguish their labors and enjoyments, their morality and mythology, their arts and even their forbearance under the severest yoke of mankind. Happy lambs, why were you not allowed to graze carefree and undisturbed in your meadows?

________

The ancient Persians were an ugly mountain people, as their remnants, the Guebres, still show.23 But as scarcely any country in Asia is so exposed to incursions as Persia, and as it sits at the very foot of the slopes on which handsome nations have made their home, a form has resulted that in nobler Persians combines beauty and dignity. Here lies Circassia, the motherland of beauty; and there, on the other side of the Caspian Sea, dwell Tartar tribes, which had already developed a shapely form in their agreeable climate before often dispersing to the south. In the east lies India, and by women purchased from that country as well as from Circassia the blood of the Persians has been refined. Their character [Gemütsart] has become suited to this place in which the human species is perfected: for that light and penetrating understanding, that fertile and vivid imagination of the Persians, together with their supple and courteous manner, their tendency to vanity, pomp, and joy, indeed to romantic love, are perhaps the most exquisite qualities in which inclinations and traits are balanced. Instead of those barbarous ornaments with which ill-made nations meant to hide, but only increased, their physical defects, more appealing habits arose to increase the shapeliness of the body. Lacking water, the Mongol was obliged to live uncleanly; whereas the soft Indian bathes and the voluptuous Persian anoints himself with oil. The Mongol sits on his heels or clings to his horse; the placid Indian takes his ease; the romantic Persian divides his time between games and amusements. He dyes his eyebrows; he clothes himself in garments that enhance his stature. Why could not this beautiful form, this sweet equilibrium of the inclinations and mental powers be transmitted to the entire globe?

________

We have already had occasion to remark that some Tartar tribes belonged originally to the well-formed nations of the earth and became brutalized only in the northlands or on the steppes; this finer form is encountered on both sides of the Caspian Sea. Uzbek women are described as tall, well-fashioned, and agreeable;24 they accompany their men into battle; their eyes, we are told, are large, black, and lively, their hair sable and fine; the figure of the men is dignified and commands respect. The same praise is heaped on the Bukharans; and the beauty of the Circassian women, their dark silken eyebrows, sparkling, jet eyes, smooth forehead, small mouth, and rounded chin are celebrated far and wide.25 We may suppose that here the tongue of the human form’s balance stood in the middle, while the scales extended east and west to India and Greece. It is fortunate for us that Europe lay at no great distance from this center of beautiful forms and that many peoples inhabiting this part of the world either took possession of or slowly traversed the areas between the Black and Caspian Seas. At least we are no antipodes to the land of beauty.

All the nations that poured into this heartland of human beauty and settled there have softened their features. The Turks, originally an ugly people, made themselves more presentable, since as conquerors of extensive territories they had at their service the fairer races [Geschlechter] of each district; to this the precepts of the Koran, which enjoined them to ablution, cleanliness, and temperance, while permitting voluptuous ease and the art of love, were probably also contributory. The Hebrews, whose ancestors likewise came from the heights of Asia and who long wandered as nomads, driven now into arid Egypt, now into the deserts of Arabia, still bear the stamp of the Asiatic form, even in the Diaspora and after centuries spent in their present abject state; though in their narrow country, and under the oppressive yoke of the law, they could never rise to an ideal that requires for its realization greater freedom of activity and sensual enjoyment of life. Even the hardy Arabs do not go away empty; for though Nature fashioned their peninsula as a land of liberty rather than as a land of beauty, and neither the desert nor the nomadic way of life can be the best nursemaids of a shapely form, yet this resilient and courageous people is at the same time well-made. Their far-reaching influence on three continents we shall consider in the sequel.26

________

It was on the shores of the Mediterranean Sea27 that the perfection of the human figure [Wohlgestalt] was finally married with the spirit, thereby rendering visible, to the soul as well as to the eye, all the charms of earthly and heavenly beauty. This place was threefold Greece: in Asia Minor and on the islands, in Hellas proper, and on the coasts of lands farther to the west. Balmy zephyrs tickled the tree, which had been gradually transplanted from the heights of Asia, and breathed life into its every part; Time and Fate intervened to drive the sap higher and bestow on it the crown that is still universally admired in those paradigms of Greek art and philosophy. Here figures were conceived and created such as no connoisseur of Circassian beauties, no artist from India or Kashmir could design. The human form ascended Olympus and clothed itself in divine beauty.

I shall not stray farther into Europe. It is so abundant in forms and so mixed; it has altered Nature in so many ways by art and culture that I must refrain from offering generalities about its fine and intermingled nations. From the shores of the Levant, it would be more profitable to review the journey we have taken, and after one or two concluding remarks cross over into black Africa.

Firstly, it should be obvious to all that the region of the best-formed peoples is an intermediate region, lying, like beauty itself, between two extremes. It possesses neither the shrinking cold of the Samoyeds nor the desiccating salt wind of the Mongols; it is equally a stranger to the blazing heat of the African deserts and the humid and violent fluctuations of the American climate. It is found neither on the loftiest peak of the earth nor on the slopes declining toward the pole; but is instead shielded on one side by the high walls of the Tartarian and Mongolian mountains and on the other cooled by sea breezes. Its seasons change regularly, but without the ferocity that prevails on the equator; and, as Hippocrates* already observed that mild and regular seasons are greatly conducive to an even temper [Neigungen], so it is no less true of the body, which is the mirror and imprint of our soul. The rapacious Turkmen who roam the mountains or the deserts remain an ugly people even in the most congenial climate; were they to settle down and divide their lives between gentler pleasures and activities that bring them into contact with more civilized [gebildetern] nations, they would in time adopt not only their manners but also their physical features. The beauty of the world is fashioned only for tranquil enjoyment: by this alone does beauty communicate itself to man and embody itself in him.*

Secondly, it has been to mankind’s advantage that not only did they originate in these regions of shapeliness but that from here culture was disseminated to other nations. If the Deity could not make the entire earth the seat of beauty, then at least he had our species ascend through beauty’s gate and let the various peoples seek out other lands only when they had long borne its impressed image. It was also one and the same principle of Nature that gave precisely the well-formed nations the most salutary influence over others; it bestowed on them that nimbleness and elasticity of spirit that is as much an appurtenance of their bodily frame as it is of their beneficial effect on other nations. The Tungus and Eskimos forever sit huddled in their caves and neither in weal nor woe concern themselves with distant peoples. The Negro has invented nothing for the benefit of the European; it has never once entered his mind to shower blessings or make war on Europe. From the regions of finely formed peoples we have derived our religion, our arts, our sciences; indeed, the whole fabric of our culture and humanity, however much of it we possess. In these climes was conceived, considered, and carried out, at least tentatively, everything that could beautify and form mankind. The history of culture furnishes incontrovertible proof of this, and I would suggest our own experience confirms it. We northern Europeans would still be barbarians had not the kind breath of Fate blown in our direction at least a few blossoms of this exotic spirit; so that, by grafting these scions to the native wild stock, we might in time ennoble our own.



IV. Organization of the African Peoples

When we cross over into the land of the Blacks, it is only proper that we lay aside our haughty prejudices and consider the organization of their part of the world as impartially as if there were no other. With the same right that we hold the Negro for the accursed son of Ham* and the emblem of the Fiend, he can declare the cruel robbers who prey on him to be albinos and white devils, whose depravity is caused by an enfeeblement of Nature, much as many arctic species of animal degenerate into whiteness. He might say: “I, the Black man, am the original human being. I have taken the deepest draughts from the source of all life: the sun. On me, and on everything around me, it has shone with the greatest intensity. Behold my country, rich in gold and rich in the fruits of the earth! Behold my trees that reach into the sky; behold my sturdy beasts! Here all the elements swarm with life, and I am the center of this vital activity.” Thus might the Negro say, and let us therefore enter his realm with modesty.

Straightaway at the Isthmus of Suez we meet with a singular nation: the Egyptians. Tall, strong, corpulent in body (which they attribute to the fattening waters of the Nile), big-boned, and tawny in complexion, they are nevertheless healthy and fertile, live long, and exercise moderation. Now given to idleness, they were once diligent and industrious. It evidently required a people with such a figure and such an osseous frame28 to bring about the vaunted arts and establishments of the ancient Egyptians. A nation of greater refinement could scarcely have managed such accomplishments.

We still know but little of the inhabitants of Nubia and the interior of Africa beyond it; but if the preliminary reports of Bruce* are to be trusted,29 then no Negro tribes dwell in these uplands, they being confined to the east and west coasts of this continent, which are the lowest and hottest regions. Even on the equator, he says, in these rather temperate and rainy heights we encounter only men of white or tawny complexion. Remarkable as this fact might be in explaining the origin of the Negro’s blackness, it is perhaps of greater significance to us that the nations inhabiting these areas gradually progress toward the Negro form. We know that the Abyssinians were originally of Arabian descent and that both kingdoms have been in long and frequent contact; yet if we may judge from their images in Ludolf30 and others, how much harsher are the countenances here than in Arabia and the rest of Asia! They approach those of the Negro, though yet from afar; and the enormous diversity of the country, with its towering mountains and pleasant plains, the alternations of the climate between heat and cold, storms and sunshine, as well as a host of other causes, would seem to explain these more rugged features. Such a varied part of the world had to produce a more varied human figure, one whose character appears to consist in much sensuous vitality and great endurance, but also in a transition to the extreme in form that is always brutish. The culture and system of government of the Abyssinians is, consistent with their person and the geography of their country, a crude mixture of Christianity and heathenism, careless freedom and barbaric despotism.

On the other side of Africa, we are likewise too little acquainted with the Berbers to come to a firm conclusion respecting them. Their residence in the Atlas Mountains and their hardy, vigorous mode of life has given them the well-proportioned, light, and spry figure that also distinguishes them from the Arabs.31 They are therefore no more a Negro people than are the Moors: for the latter are of Arabian extraction, but intermixed with other nations. These are a handsome people, says a recent observer,32 “with fine features, oval faces, large, attractive, sparkling eyes, longish noses, but not broad or flat, and beautiful, black hair that falls into light curls”—in other words, then, an Asiatic form in the middle of Africa.

It is with the rivers of Gambia and Senegal that the Negro nations [Negergeschlechter] properly begin, but even here only with gradual transitions.33 The Wolofs or Jolofs do not yet have the flat noses and thick lips of the common Negros; they, as well as the smaller, nimbler Fuli, who according to some accounts live under the happiest of social arrangements, spending their days in joyous dance, are in their fine limbs, their sleek hair, which tends only a little to wooliness, their open and longish faces, models of beauty compared to the Mandingos and the Negro peoples farther to the south. Only once we cross the Senegal, therefore, do we start to see the thick lips and flat noses typical of the Negro figure, which are distributed across still-uncounted varieties of small tribes all the way down to Guinea, Loango,* Congo, and Angola. In Congo and Angola, for instance, the black skin takes on an olive hue; the crinkly hair is reddish, the irises green, the lips less puffy, and the stature shorter. In Zanzibar,* on the opposite coast of Africa, the same olive hue is found, but accompanying a taller and more regular figure. The Hottentots and Kaffirs, finally, are a regression of the Negro form into another one. The nose of the former begins to lose something of its squashed flatness, the lips their swollenness, the hair lies somewhere between the wool of the Negro and the hair of other peoples; their complexion is yellowish brown, their height similar to that of most Europeans, only they have smaller hands and feet.34 Were we acquainted with the numerous tribes living beyond these arid regions in the remotest interior of Africa and reaching all the way up to Abyssinia; the fertility of whose country, if we go by certain indications in the borderlands, ought to increase, along with the beauty, strength, art, and culture of its inhabitants; then we would add what shades are missing from our picture of the peoples of this great continent, and perhaps nowhere perceive a break.

But in general how little reliable intelligence do we have relating to this expanse of earth! We barely know the coasts: and even these usually no farther than the range of our cannons. No modern European has traversed the interior of Africa as the Arabian caravans so often do;35 and what we know of it are either legends told by Blacks or rather antiquated accounts of adventurers, both fortunate and unfortunate.36 Moreover, even when it comes to nations with whom we ought to be intimately familiar, the eyes of Europeans seem too tyrannical and indifferent to deign to study national differences of form in wretched, black slaves. They are treated like cattle, the buyer inspecting only their teeth. A Moravian missionary37 in the New World has provided nicer distinctions of the Negro tribes than the many travelers who did not stray far from the African shore. What a boon for natural history and anthropology would be a company of men possessing Forster’s acuity, Sparrman’s patience, and the learning of both, to explore this undiscovered country! It would surely be an exaggeration to extend the reports we have received of the cannibal Jagas and Anziki to all the peoples of inner Africa. The Jagas appear to be a band of robbers, an artificial nation, as it were, composed of the outcasts of other tribes who, as land pirates, practice cruel and savage habits.38 The Anziki are mountaineers, perhaps the Mongols and Kalmyks of this region; but how many happy and peaceful nations may dwell at the feet of the Mountains of the Moon! Europe is unworthy to behold their happiness, for it has sinned unpardonably against this quarter of the globe and sins against it still. The Arabs, who are peaceful traders, crisscross the continent and have established colonies far and wide.

But I forget that I had to speak of the form of the Negroes, as an organization of mankind; and how good would it be had natural philosophy paid as much attention to all the varieties of our species as it has to this one! Let me rehearse some of the results of its observations.

1. The black color of the Negro is no more wonderful in nature than the white, brown, yellow, and reddish tint of other nations. It is not the Negro’s blood, brain, or semen that is black, but rather the reticulum beneath the epidermis: which all of us have and in us, too, at least in some parts and under certain circumstances, is more or less colored. This Camper has demonstrated:39* and according to him we all have the potential to become Negros. The darkened circles around a woman’s nipples have been observed even among the frost-bound Samoyeds, but in their climate the germ of Negro blackness could not be further developed.

2. All that matters, therefore, are the causes capable of developing it, and once again analogy immediately suggests that the sun and atmosphere must play a large part. For what makes us brown? What distinguishes the two sexes in almost every country? What has rendered the Portuguese, who have resided in Africa for centuries, so similar to the Negros in color? Indeed, what occasions such immense variation among the Negro tribes themselves? The climate in the widest sense of the word, which also includes food and mode of life. The blackest Negroes dwell in the very region where the east wind, blowing over the entire continent, brings the greatest heat; where the heat abates, or where it is cooled by sea breezes, the blackness fades to yellow. The chillier uplands are inhabited by white or whitish peoples; in low, sheltered areas the oil beneath the epidermis that produces the black appearance is raised to a higher temperature by the sun. Now if we consider that these Blacks have inhabited their part of the world for millennia and, owing to their mode of life, completely adapted themselves to it; if we bear in mind that some causes operate more weakly in the present, but must have operated more powerfully in earlier ages, when all the elements were still in their raw and undiminished infancy, and that over thousands of years the wheel of circumstance describes a complete revolution; so that sooner or later everything that can come to pass on this earth does indeed come to pass; then we shall not marvel at the trifling fact that the skin of some nations is black. Through her unceasing, unseen processes, Nature has effected much greater change than this.

3. And how did she effect this minor change? I believe the matter speaks for itself. An oil dyes the reticulum; the sweat of Negros and even of Europeans is often tinged yellow in these regions; the skin of Blacks is a thick, soft velvet, not so taut and dry as the skin of Whites; for the heat of the sun released an oil that, rising through the layers, softened the skin and colored the reticulum underneath. Most of the diseases in this country are bilious; if we read descriptions of them,40 then, from a physiological and pathological point of view, the yellow or black complexions will not seem strange to us.

4. This also explains the wooly hair of the Negros. Since hair is nourished only by the refined fluid secreted by the skin,* and its growth may even be stimulated by the artificial application of fat, it curls according to the amount of nutritive fluid available and dies where this is lacking. When animals migrate to lands uncongenial to their cruder constitution, thereby preventing the elaboration of the fluid, their wooly covering is turned into bristles; whereas the finer organization of man, adapted to all climates, was able, through a surfeit of this oil, which moistens the skin, to convert hair into wool.

5. But the peculiar conformation of the parts of the human body is even more eloquent; and I think this too may be accounted for in the African organization. The lips, breasts, and genitals, according to several physiological demonstrations, stand in direct relation to one another; and since Nature, in keeping with the simple principle of her formative art, had to equip these peoples, whom she was obliged to deprive of nobler gifts, with an even greater measure of sensuous enjoyment, this was bound to manifest itself physiologically. In physiognomic science, thick lips, in white men also, are regarded as the sign of a very sensual taste, just as lips that are no more than a thin sliver of purple are seen as characteristic of a refined and cool taste, and we need not mention other observations. Is it then any wonder that in these nations, for whom the sensuous impulse is one of the principal joys of their lives, it should find outward expression? A Negro child is born white; then the skin around the nails, the nipples, and the genitals take on a darker hue first; just as we find the disposition to this selfsame consensus of parts in other peoples.* To have a hundred children is a small thing to the Negro, and one old man tearfully regretted that he only had seventy.

6. With this oleaginous organization for sensuous pleasure, the profile and the entire bodily frame must also have altered. As the mouth protruded, the nose thereby became small and stubby, the forehead retreated, and at a distance the conformation of the face acquired a resemblance to that of an ape. This had a further effect on the alignment of the neck, the transition to the occiput, the whole elastic structure of the body, which, even down to the nose and skin, is fashioned for brutish, sensual enjoyment.41 As the tallest and most succulent trees grow in this quarter of the globe, where the sun’s warming rays have their primary residence, as herds of the largest, sprightliest, and strongest animals, and the vast multitude of apes in particular, disport themselves here, such that the air and the rivers, the sea and the sands teem with life; so, too, self-organizing human nature could not fail to follow, in its animal part, this always simple principle of the formative forces. A finer intellectuality, which under this blazing sun, and with this breast of boiling passions, the creature had to be denied, was compensated by a fibrous structure that precludes him from entertaining those feelings. Since in the organization of his climate he could receive no nobler gift, let us therefore pity the Negro, but not despise him; and honor the Mother who gives with one hand even as she takes away with the other. Carefree he spends his days in a land that yields up food to him with bountiful generosity. His lithe body splashes in the water as if he were made for that element; he runs and climbs as if each were a frolic; and as robust and healthy as he is light and nimble, his different constitution bears all the accidents and diseases of his climate, to which so many Europeans succumb. What is to him the nagging sensation of higher pleasures for which he was not fashioned? The materials were not wanting; but Nature set to work and molded him according to what was most requisite to his home and his happiness. Either Africa should not have been created or Negros were necessary if men were to live in Africa.



V. Organization of Mankind in the Islands of the Tropics

Nothing is more difficult to characterize under certain leading features than the territories scattered over the bosom of the ocean. For as they are remote from one another, were peopled mostly by different immigrants arriving at an earlier or later time from nearer or more distant parts, and each island constitutes in some measure its own world; so they present to the mind as motley a picture in the study of nations as they do to the eye on a map. Nevertheless, even here there can be no denying the chief traits of that which pertains to the organization of Nature.

1. On most of the Asiatic islands there exists a Negro tribe [eine Art Negergeschlecht] that would appear to be the oldest inhabitants of the country.42 They are, depending on the region in which they live, more or less black in color and have curly, wooly hair; now and then we encounter the thick lips, flat nose, and white teeth; and it is remarkable how the Negro temperament once again coincides with this form. The same rude and healthy strength, thoughtless disposition [Sinn], and garrulous sensuality that we perceived among the Blacks of the mainland are exhibited by the Negrillos of the islands, but everywhere according to their climate and mode of life. Many of these peoples are still at the lowest stage of development [Ausbildung], because they were displaced into the mountains by later arrivals, who now inhabit the shores and plains; hence we possess few true and reliable accounts of them.43

How do we explain this resemblance to the Negro form on such remote islands? It is surely not because Africans, and particularly in such early periods, established colonies there; but because Nature works everywhere uniformly. This region, too, is the hottest, cooled only by sea breezes; why then should there not be Negrillos on the islands, as there are Negroes on the mainland? Especially as they, as the original inhabitants of the islands, must bear on their person the deepest impress left by form-giving Nature in this climate. Their number include the Igorots of the Philippines and similar Blacks on most of the other islands; as well as the savages on the western coast of New Holland, whom Dampier* describes as one of the most wretched tribes of mankind, and who are apparently the lowest class of this form, in one of the most desolate portions of the globe.

2. In later times, these islands were settled by other peoples whose form is less conspicuous. Among these Forster44* reckons the Bajau of Borneo, the Alfur of the Moluccas, the Subanon on Mindanao, the inhabitants of the Marianas, the Caroline Islands, and others farther south in the Pacific Ocean. They are supposed to have great similarities in their language, complexion, physique, and manners: their hair is long and sleek, and from more recent voyages we know to what degree of enchanting beauty this human figure has been elevated on Tahiti and other nearby islands. Nevertheless, this beauty is still entirely sensual, and the last impression of the formative climate appears to be discernible in the somewhat snub nose of Tahitian women.

3. The Malays, Arabs, Chinese, Japanese, and so on are still later arrivals on many of these islands and bear even more distinct traces of their descent. In short, we may regard this archipelago as a meeting place of forms, which have developed very differently according to the original character they bore, the land they inhabited, the time they spent there, and the mode of life they adopted, so that we often meet with the most singular diversity existing side by side. The New Hollanders whom Dampier observed, and the inhabitants of the island of Malakula, seem to be of the crudest form, over whom the natives of the New Hebrides, New Caledonia, New Zealand, and so on are gradually exalted. The Ulysses of these parts, Johann Reinhold Forster,45 has delineated the local varieties of the human species with such learning and discernment that we would like to see similar contributions to the philosophical and physical geography of the other zones, as foundation stones of the history of mankind. I turn now to the final and most difficult continent.



VI. Organization of the Americans

It is well known that America extends through every belt of the earth and embraces not only extremes of heat and cold, but also the most rapid changes in weather, combining the highest and steepest peaks with the widest and flattest plains. It is also known that, because this elongated continent has deep indentures on its eastern side and a chain of mountains stretching from north to south, both its climate and living products have little in common with those of the Old World. These facts serve to excite our attention as much to the strain of men dwelling there as to the birth of an opposing hemisphere.

Equally, the situation of America, this immense land mass so separated from the rest of the world, is such that it could not have been populated from many directions. It is cut off from Africa, Europe, and southern Asia by winds and wide oceans; only one short passage from the Old World exists, on its northwestern side. Our prior expectation of a great diversity of forms is thus somewhat moderated: for if the majority of the first inhabitants hailed from one and the same region, and, rarely mixing with other newcomers, gradually made their way down until they eventually filled the entire country; then their form and character will exhibit a consistency that admits of few exceptions, irrespective of the climate. And this is what so many accounts of North and South America indeed tell us: that notwithstanding the huge variety of climates and of nations, who often sought to distinguish themselves from one another by drastic and artificial means, men here are in general cast from the same mold, having a similarity of appearance unmatched even in Negro country. To a certain degree, therefore, the organization of the Americans is a simpler proposition than the form indigenous to some other, more varied region; and the solution to the problem must begin on that side of the continent where the crossing itself was most likely effected.

The nations in America encountered by Cook46* range from medium size to six feet tall. Their color shades into copper-red, the shape of their faces is squarish, with rather prominent cheek bones and scant beard. Their hair is long and black, their limbs stout, and only their legs ill-made. Anyone who calls to mind the nations of eastern Asia and the neighboring islands will notice the gradual transition trait by trait. And this is not limited to just one nation, for the passage was probably made by many, even those of different stock; but they were all oriental peoples, as is demonstrated by their build, their deformity, and especially by their ornaments and arbitrary manners. Someday, when we have surveyed the entire northwestern coast of America, only a few harbors of which we presently know, and when we have as detailed a picture of its inhabitants as Cook, for example, has given us of the chief of Unalaska, and so on, then more light will be thrown on this subject. We shall establish whether Japanese and Chinese also landed lower down on this great coast, with which we are not yet acquainted, and what connection it might have with the legends of a civilized, bearded nation in the west.* To be sure, the Spanish in Mexico would be the best placed to make these valuable discoveries, if only they shared with the two greatest maritime nations of Europe, the English and the French, the glorious spirit of conquest in matters scientific. In the meantime let us hope that Laxmann’s voyage to the northern coast,* and the English expeditions from Canada, prove instructive.

It is singular that so many accounts concur in describing the westernmost nations of North America as the most polished [gesittet]. The Assiniboine are celebrated for their size, strength, and agility, and the Creek for their vivacity and loquacity. Our knowledge of these nations, and of the Shawnee in general, verges on the fabulous; more reliable intelligence begins properly with the Sioux. Carver47 acquainted us with them, the Chippewa, and the Winnebago; Adair48 with the Cherokee, Chickasaw, and Muscogee; Colden, Rogers, and Timberlake with the so-called Five Nations;* and the French missionaries with those to the north. And for all their variety, who is not left with the distinct impression that they share one prevailing form and one principal character? The latter consists namely in the healthy and unflagging strength, in the savagely proud love of liberty and battle that inform their way of life and domestic affairs, their education and government, their customs and occupations, both in war and peace. In vice and virtue yet a character unique on our terrestrial globe!

And how was this character acquired? I think on this score, too, much is explained by their gradual migration from northern Asia and the constitution of their new surroundings. They came over as rude and hardy nations, shaped by tempests and mountains. Once they had the coast at their backs and found the wide, open, more pleasant country stretching out before them, must not in time their character have molded itself to this land? Between vast lakes and rivers, in these forests, on these plains, different nations were formed than on those raw and frigid slopes declining to the sea. As lakes, mountains, and rivers divided, so did the peoples: tribes waged fierce war on other tribes, so that enmity became a dominant trait even among these otherwise even-tempered nations. Accordingly, they were fashioned into martial tribes and incorporated all the objects of the country that their Great Spirit bestowed on them. They practice the shamanic religion of northern Asia, but in an American mode. Their salutary air, their verdant pastures and forests, the refreshing waters of their lakes and rivers have infused them with the breath of liberty and property in this land. By what mobs of wretched Russians have all the Siberian nations as far as Kamchatka been subjugated! These more resolute barbarians may have given ground, but they were never slaves.

As their character may be referred to this origin, so may their singular taste in decorating their bodies. All the nations of America pluck out their beard; they must therefore have come from some region where only scanty beards were produced and are now unwilling to deviate from this patriarchal custom. That region is the eastern part of Asia. Even in a more favorable climate, where hair growth is stimulated by richer nutritive fluids, they despised their beard and despise it still, hence why, beginning in puberty, they remove it. The peoples in the north of Asia had round heads, while farther east a squarish shape was more prevalent; what could be more natural than the desire of the American nations to perpetuate this ancestral form and mold their faces accordingly? Probably they disdained the softer oval as a mark of effeminacy; therefore they retained, by violent and artificial means, the screwed-up, warlike face of their forefathers. Those descended from round-headed northerners made their visage rotund, just as it was in the highest latitudes; others made it square or pressed the head between the shoulders, so that the new climate would alter neither their stature nor their figure. No other part of the world save eastern Asia provides examples of such forcible attempts to beautify the body; and, as we have seen, probably undertaken with the same intention of preserving the appearance of the tribe in distant lands; so perhaps this taste in ornament was also imported.

Finally, the copper-red color of the Americans is least apt to mislead us; for already in eastern Asia the complexion had a brownish red hue; and it is probable that the air of a different continent, the paint smeared on the skin, as well as other factors, intensified the color here. I am less surprised that the Negro is black and the American red, since they have lived apart for thousands of years in such different climates, than I would be were all the peoples on this globe snow-white or brown. In the cruder organizations of animals do we not see even the solid parts modified from region to region? And which is of greater significance: an alteration of the proportion and configuration of the limbs or a little more color added to the reticulum beneath the skin?

With these introductory remarks now out of the way, let us accompany the nations of America downward and observe how the uniformity of their original character is varied yet never lost.

________

The northernmost Americans are described as small and strong; the tallest and most beautiful tribes dwell in the central areas; while those furthest to the south, who have settled the lowlands of Florida, are inferior in strength and courage. “It is striking,” says Georg Forster, “that notwithstanding the diversity of features among the several North Americans portrayed in the new book on Cook’s voyage, a general character prevails in the face, which I came to recognize and, if I recall correctly, saw manifested even in the Pesserais of Tierra del Fuego.”49*

Of New Mexico we know little. The Spanish found the inhabitants of this country well-clothed, industrious, clean, their fields cultivated with skill, their cities built of stone. Poor nations! What has become of you, if you have not saved yourselves like los bravos gentes by retreating to the mountains? The Apaches proved themselves to be a bold, swift people whom the Spanish were unable to bring to heel. And how stirringly does Pagès50* speak of the Choctaw, Adai, and Tejas!

Mexico is today a pitiful shadow of what it was under its own emperors; scarcely one-tenth of its inhabitants remains.51 And how their character has been changed under the most unjust of all oppressions! I do not believe that there exists anywhere on earth a deeper, more stubborn hatred than that nurtured by the long-suffering American toward his oppressor, the Spaniard: for however much Pagès,52 for example, applauds the greater leniency that the Spanish now display toward their subjects, he cannot conceal elsewhere the sorrow of the vanquished and the brutal harassment of those who have retained their freedom. The Mexicans are described as deep olive in complexion, with a handsome and agreeable figure; their eyes are large, lively, sparkling, their senses keen, their feet nimble; but their spirit is broken by servility.

In the middle of America, where everything languishes in humid heat and Europeans lead the most wretched lives, the plastic nature of the Americans did not succumb. Wafer,53* who, having fled the buccaneers, resided for some time among the savages on the mainland, relates the warmth with which he was received and depicts their persons and mode of life as follows: “The size of the men is usually about 5 or 6 foot. They are big-boned, full-breasted, and handsome shaped. I never saw among them a crooked or deformed person. They are very nimble and active, running very well. Their eyes are gray and lively, their visage round, their lips thin, the mouth moderately large, the chin well-proportioned. They have long, black hair, which they take great delight in combing. Their teeth are white and even; they ornament and daub themselves like other Indians.” Are these the people who have been represented to us as an enervated, unripe outgrowth of mankind? These, who inhabit the most debilitating region of the isthmus?

Fermin,54* a careful naturalist, describes the Indians in Surinam as well-formed and clean as any men on earth. “As soon as they rise, they bathe, and their womenfolk anoint themselves with oil, partly to maintain the skin, partly to protect against the sting of mosquitos. They are of cinnamon color, shading into red, but are born as fair as we are. There is not a cripple or hunchback among them. Their long, jet-black hair does not turn gray until extreme old age. They have black eyes, a sharp face, little or no beard, the least sign of which they root out. Their fine, white teeth remain sound in advanced years, and even their women, as delicate as they might seem, are in rude health.” Read Bancroft’s account55*of the brave Carib, the indolent Warao, the grave Akawaio, the friendly Arawak, et al.; and it seems clear to me that the prejudices concerning the feeble frame and worthless character of the Indians, even those in the sultriest climate in the world, must be given up as untrue.

Proceeding southward to the numberless tribes of Brazil, what a medley of nations, languages, and characters we find here, yet which both older and more recent travelers have described in fairly similar terms.56 “Their hair never greys,” says Léry.* “They are always cheerful and sprightly, just as their fields and herbage are always verdant.” To escape the Portuguese yoke, the brave Tupinambá withdrew into the unexplored and impenetrable forests, as many other warlike nations have done. Others of more pliant disposition, such as those the missionaries in Paraguay were able to bring under their sway, have degenerated almost into childishness; but this too arises from the nature of things, and neither they nor their fearless neighbors can therefore be judged the scum of mankind.57

But we are approaching the throne of Nature and of the cruelest tyranny: Peru, rich in ore and outrage.* Here the persecution of the poor Indians is at its most severe, and those who persecute them are priests and Europeans grown more womanish than women. All the powers of these gentle children of Nature, who were once so happy when they lived under the rule of the Incas, are compressed into the single faculty of suffering and enduring with a hatred they needs must restrain. “At the first aspect,” says Pinto,* a governor in Brazil, “the southern American appears to be mild and innocent; but on a more attentive view one discovers in his countenance something wild, distrustful, sullen, and resentful.”58 Might this not be explained by the fate of the people? They were mild and innocent when you first arrived; when you ought to have taken these good-natured creatures in hand and raised that uncivilized [ungebildete] wildness to the nobility of which it was capable. What else can you now expect than that, distrustful and sullen, they harbor in their hearts the most profound, unquenchable resentment? They are the writhing worm that seems to us hateful because we have trampled it underfoot. In Peru the Negro slave cuts an imposing figure compared with the downtrodden wretches to whom the land belongs by right.

Yet it has not been taken from them entirely, and fortunately the Cordilleras and the deserts of Chile are there to offer freedom to so many brave nations. Among these are, for example, the unconquered Moluche, the Puelche and Araucanians, and the Patagonian Tehuelche, the giant people of the south, six feet tall, well-built and strong. Says Commerson:* “Their appearance is not disagreeable; they have a round, somewhat flat face, lively eyes, white teeth, and long, black hair. I saw some with a beard not especially thick but long and pointed; their skin is copper-colored as with most Americans. They roam the wide plains of southern America, with women and children in tow, constantly on horseback, in pursuit of game.” 59 Falkner and Vidaurre60 have provided us with the best accounts of them, beyond whom there is nothing but Tierra del Fuego, that cold and barren edge of the earth, where we find the Pesserais, perhaps the lowest breed of men.61* Small and ugly, with an unbearable odor, they subsist on shellfish, cover themselves in sealskins, and freeze all year round in bitterest winter; and though they have forests enough to supply them with wood, they lack both solid houses and the warmth of fire. It is well that Nature in her clemency allowed the land opposite the South Pole to terminate here. Had it extended further, then what miserable semblances of man might have dreamt away their lives in the mind-numbing frost!

________

These are some of the principal traits of the peoples of America. And what might we infer from them in relation to the whole?

Firstly, that we should generalize as seldom as possible about the nations of a continent spread across every geographical zone. Whoever says that America is warm, humid, salubrious, flat, and fertile has got it right; and if another should assert the contrary, in respect of different seasons and localities, he would be no less correct. The same applies to the inhabitants: for these are dispersed throughout an entire hemisphere and settled in each of the zones. In the far north and south are dwarfs, and close by the dwarfs are giants; in between dwell peoples of intermediate size, well-formed and ill-formed, peaceful and warlike, indolent and sprightly, of every mode of life and cast of character.

Secondly, there is nothing to preclude this many-branched stock of mankind, with all of its ramifications, from having arisen from a single root and therefore also producing fruit of the same kind. And this is what we mean when speaking of the countenance and figure common to all Americans.62 Visiting the central districts of Peru and New Granada, Ulloa* remarked that the natives possessed a small forehead covered with hair, little eyes, a thin nose bent toward the upper lip, a broad face, large ears, well-turned limbs, small feet, a body of just proportion; and these traits are found all the way up to and beyond Mexico. Pinto adds that the nose is somewhat flat, the face round, the eyes black or chestnut, small but keen, and the extremity of the ears far from the face;63 all of which is visible in the portraits of peoples separated by vast distances from one another. This physiognomy, which is susceptible of degrees of refinement, depending on the zone and people, seems like a family resemblance, still recognizable even in the most disparate tribes, and points to a pretty uniform origin. If people from every corner of the world had arrived in America at very different times, the diversity of the human species would assuredly have been greater here, whether they had intermixed with one another or not. Blue eyes and fair hair are not to be found anywhere on this continent: the blue-eyed Césares in Chile* and the Acansa in Florida have disappeared in modern times.

Thirdly, were we to specify, in addition to this figure, a dominant or average character of the Americans, then it would appear to be goodheartedness and childlike innocence, which are also borne out by their ancient establishments, their capacities, their few arts, and above all their initial conduct toward the Europeans. Sprung from a barbarous land and unsupported by any assistance from the cultivated world, whatever progress they made was their own; and here, too, in their feeble rudiments of culture, they furnish a very instructive portrait of mankind.



VII.  Conclusion

How I wish I could wave a magic wand, convert into pictures all the vague verbal descriptions64 that hitherto have been given, and present man with a gallery containing the vividly rendered likenesses of his earthly brethren. But how far we are from fulfilling this anthropological dream! For centuries we have circumnavigated the globe carrying sword and cross, baubles and brandy bottles; yet no one thought to bring the pen of peace. And it has scarcely occurred to the great host of travelers that words cannot paint figures, much less that figure that of all is the subtlest, most various, and ever-shifting. For a long time, men went in search of the wondrous and let their imaginations run away with them; then occasionally they were inclined to idealize, even when they made sketches, without considering that no true zoologist idealizes when he depicts a strange new animal. Is human nature alone undeserving of the attention to detail with which flora and fauna are drawn? Meanwhile, as in the most recent times the noble spirit of observation has been trained even on our own species, and we have portraits of some nations, though but few, with which the earlier efforts of de Bry, de Bruyn, to say nothing of the missionaries, stand no comparison:65* what a magnificent gift it would be if some able individual collected such scattered pictures of the variety of our species as are accurate and thereby laid the foundations of an eloquent natural philosophy and physiognomy of mankind. Art could hardly find a more philosophical application; and an anthropological map of the world, similar to the zoological atlas drafted by Zimmermann, on which nothing need be indicated save the diversity of mankind, in all their forms and relations, would crown the philanthropic work.

_____________
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Book 7


THE PICTURE OF NATIONS that we have hitherto sketched should be considered only as the foreground, beyond which further observations must be added to complete the design; just as its groups are meant to be what the augur’s templa were in the skies:* namely, defined spaces for our inspection and aids to our memory. Let us see what they contribute to a philosophy of our species


I. Though Mankind May Appear in Such Various Forms throughout the World, They Belong to One and the Same Species

If no two leaves of a tree are exactly alike, then how much more true is this of any two human faces or organizations. Of what infinite variety is our artful frame capable! Its tissues are resoluble into so many fine and intricately interwoven fibers that no eye can trace them; and these are held together by a gluten whose delicate composition eludes every attempt at analysis. And yet these are the least part of us: they are nothing but vessels, integuments, and conduits of that much more copious, multifarious, and inspirited [vielbegeisterten] fluid, by means of which we live and enjoy life. “No man,” says Haller, “is perfectly identical to another in his internal structure: the winding paths of nerves and arteries differ in millions and millions of instances, so that, amid all the disparities of these subtle parts, we are scarcely able to ascertain in what they agree.”1 If the eye of the anatomist can discern this limitless variety, then how much greater must be the variety that resides in the invisible forces of such an artful organization! So that every man is ultimately a world; outwardly similar, to be sure, but inwardly a unique being with whom every other is incommensurable.

And since man is not an independent entity [Substanz], but rather connected with all the elements of Nature (he lives by inhaling the air and ingesting the most diverse productions of the earth in his food and drink; he consumes fire, while assimilating light and contaminating the air); awake or asleep, in motion or at rest, he contributes to the change of the universe; shall he not also be changed by it? It is far too little to compare him with the absorbent sponge, the glowing tinder; he is a vast harmony, a vital self, on whom operates the harmony of all the forces surrounding him.

The entire course of a man’s life is change, every period of his life a tale of transformation: and the species as a whole therefore finds itself in a state of perpetual metamorphosis. Blossoms fall and wither; others sprout forth and bud; the immense tree bears at once all the seasons on its head. If, from a calculation of the rate of transpiration alone, we may conclude that a man’s body has renewed itself at least twenty-four times by the age of eighty,2 then who may follow the vicissitudes of matter and its forms throughout the kingdom of men on earth, amid all the causes of change, when no point on our motley globe, no ripple in the stream of time is like another? Only a few centuries have passed since the inhabitants of Germany were Patagonians,* though they are so no longer; nor will those who dwell in its future climates resemble us. If we now proceed to those epochs in which things seem to have been so very different here on earth, when, for example, elephants roamed Siberia and North America, when there existed those gigantic beasts, the bones of which have been discovered on the banks of the Ohio River, and so on; if men lived then in those regions, how different would they have been from those who live there now! And so in the end the history of man is a theater of transformations, which He alone who animates these structures, and delights and feels in them all, can review. He raises up and destroys, refines figures and alters them, according as he remakes the world around them. The pilgrim on this earth, the transient ephemeron, can only admire the wonders that this great spirit has wrought on so narrow a strip of land, rejoice in the form bestowed on him in the human choir, give worship, and vanish with this form. “I too was in Arcadia!” is the epitaph of all living things in ever-changing, ever-regenerating creation.

________

Since, however, the human understanding seeks unity in all this diversity, and its model, the divine understanding, has everywhere married unity with numberless multiplicity, then in this instance, too, we may turn from the vast realm of change and recur to the simplest proposition: mankind on earth are but one and the same species.

How many ancient legends of human monsters and prodigies have already been dispelled by the light of history! And wherever vestiges of these are still handed down by tradition I am certain that, under the brighter glare of inquiry, even they will emerge into more beautiful truth. We are now acquainted with the orangutan and know that he has no claim either to manhood or to language; only when we have more reliable intelligence respecting the Orang Kubu and Orang Gugu3* on Borneo, Sumatra, and the Nicobar Islands will the stories of wild men of the woods endowed with tails also fade away. The accounts of the Malaccans with backward feet,4 the (presumably rachitic) nation of pygmies on Madagascar, the Florida men who wear women’s clothes, and such like, are all deserving of the same correction to which those of the albinos, dondos, Patagonians, and the aprons of Hottentot women have already been submitted.5* Men who have succeeded in banishing defects from creation, falsehoods from our memory, and defilements from our nature are to the realm of truth what the heroes of myth were to the primeval world: they rid the earth of monsters.

I would not wish to see man’s affinity to the apes taken so far that, in seeking a scale of things, we overlook the actual steps and intervals without which no scale exists. What would be explained by comparing, for example, the bow-legged satyr with the person of the Kamchadal, the size of the diminutive jocko with that of the Greenlander or the pongo* with the Patagonian, when all these forms arise from the nature of man, and would have done so even had no ape ever existed in the world? And were we to go further still and genetically derive certain deformities of our species from apes, then this assumption would, it seems to me, be as improbable as it is degrading. Most of these apparent simian resemblances are found in countries where there have never been apes, as demonstrated by the receding skulls of the Kalmyks and Malakulans, the prominent ears of the Peba Indians and the Amicouanes,* the slender hands of some savages in Carolina, and so forth. Moreover, as soon as we have adjusted to the initial ocular deception, it becomes clear that these characters have so little of the ape about them that the Kalmyk and Negro remain entirely human even in the conformation of their head, and the Malakulan exhibits capacities that many nations do not possess. In truth, apes and men have never been of one and the same genus, and I should like to rectify every last little remnant of the legend that somewhere on this earth they live in habitual and fruitful society. Nature has given each kind its due and its own posterity.6 She divided the ape into as many species and varieties as possible and scattered them as widely as she could; but you, o man, honor yourself! Neither the pongo nor the gibbon is your brother; but the American and the Negro are. You shall not oppress, murder, or plunder them, for they are men just as you are. With the ape you cannot enter into fraternity.

Finally, I wish that the distinctions introduced among members of the human species from a laudable zeal for a comprehensive science be not carried beyond their proper limits. Some, for example, have ventured to employ the term races [Racen] for these four or five subdivisions, which were originally made based on region or even complexion. I see no justification for this designation. Race refers to a difference of descent, which in this case either does not obtain or includes in each of these regions, and under each of these complexions, the most disparate races. For every people is one people: it has a national form as well as a national language. The climate may stamp its mark on each, or cover it with a diaphanous veil, but it does not destroy the original character of the nation. The latter extends even to families, and its transitions are as mutable as they are imperceptible. In short, there exist neither four to five races, nor exclusive varieties, on this earth. The colors run into one another; the forms are dictated by the genetic character; and on the whole all ultimately become shades of one and the same picture, spread over every age and every place on earth. This picture therefore belongs not so much to systematic natural history as to the physico-geographical history of mankind.



II. The One Species of Man Has Acclimatized Itself Everywhere on Earth

Behold those locusts of the earth, the Kalmyks and Mongols. They belong to no other region than their steppes and mountains.7 Astride his pony, the slight rider gallops across vast expanses and deserts; he knows how to revive his steed when it succumbs to fatigue, and when his own powers fade, he opens a vein on the horse’s neck to fortify himself. No rain falls on many of these districts, which are refreshed only by dew, while a still unexhausted fertility clothes the earth with new verdure. Throughout broad stretches of land, there is not a single tree or spring of fresh water to be found. Here these tribes, which, though savage, yet observe the best order among themselves, roam in the tall grass and graze their herds; the horses, their trusty companions, recognize their voices and like them live in peace. With thoughtless indifference, the idle Kalmyk sits and scans the ever clear skies, listening for the faintest sound in his unbounded wilderness. Whereas the Mongols have become either degenerate or ennobled in every other country to which they have removed, in their homeland they are what they have been for thousands of years: and so will they remain, for as long as their region is unaltered by nature or by art.

The Arab8 belongs to the desert, along with his noble horse and patient, unflagging camel. As the Mongol roves his heights and steppe, so the better-formed Bedouin wanders his wide Asiatic-African desert; a nomad also, but fitted for his own region. With it his simple clothing, his mode of life, his manners and character are harmonized, and even after the passage of millennia his tent preserves the ways of his forefathers. Lovers of liberty, they detest wealth and luxury, are fleet of foot, accomplished horsemen, caring for their mounts as if they were their own flesh and blood, and equally skilled in wielding the lance. Their figure is lean and sinewy, their complexion brown, their bones strong; doggedly enduring hardship, and bound together by the desert, they stand one for all, bold and enterprising, true to their word, hospitable and dignified. Their precarious mode of life has bred in them a wariness and shy mistrust; the desolate wastes have engendered in them feelings of vengeance, friendship, enthusiasm, and pride. Wherever an Arab is encountered, on the Euphrates or the Nile, in Lebanon or Senegal, or even as far away as Zanzibar and the islands of the Indian Ocean, he still displays, unless a foreign climate in some colony has gradually changed him, his original Arabian character.

The Californian on the edge of the world, in his barren land, leading his comfortless existence, amid the vicissitudes of his climate, never complains about the heat and cold, avoids starvation, though only with the greatest difficulty, yet lives happily in his country. “God alone knows,” reports a missionary,9* “how many thousands of miles a Californian eighty years of age has wandered about until he has found his grave. Many of them change their sleeping quarters more than a hundred times in a year, so that they hardly ever sleep in the same place and in the same territory more than three successive nights. They lie down wherever night overtakes them without worrying about harmful vermin or the uncleanliness of the ground. Their dark skin replaces coat and overcoat. Their house utensils consist of bow and arrows, a stone instead of a knife, a bone or a pointed piece of wood for digging roots, a tortoise shell used as a cradle, an animal gut or bladder for fetching water, and finally, if luck is with them, a knitted sack, like a fish net, made of aloe fibers, to carry their provisions and rags. They eat roots and all kinds of small seeds, even dry hay, and in times of want will pick through their own excrement. They feast on all meats, or that which has some resemblance to meat, including bats, grubs, and snakes; even the leaves of bushes, tender wood and shoots, leather, straps of rawhide, and soft bones are not excluded from their provisions, should necessity demand it. And yet these wretches are healthy; they grow old and strong so that it is a miracle that hardly one among them has gray hair, and then only late in life, that they are always in good spirits, and they joke and laugh often. They are a well-shaped and well-proportioned people, very nimble and supple; they can lift stones and other objects from the ground with their big and second toe, walk perfectly upright, even when they are far advanced in age. Their children stand on their feet and walk before they are a year old. In the evening they lie down or sit together, talking until they tired of it. In the morning they sleep till hunger or the lust for food makes them get up. As soon as they are awake the laughing, chattering, and joking is resumed, continuing as they forage for food, until finally the weary Californian calmly and impassively awaits his death.” The aforementioned missionary adds, “Those who live in Europe can envy the happiness of the California natives, but they will never achieve it except by a complete indifference toward worldly possessions, great or small, and through a full acceptance of the will of God in all hazards of life.”

I might go on in this manner, furnishing climatic pictures of several nations inhabiting the most varied regions, from Kamchatka to Tierra del Fuego; but why attempt these abbreviated sketches, since any traveler who sees truly, or is moved by human sympathy, cannot help but limn the climate with every nuance of his description? In India, that great marketplace of trading nations, the Arab and Chinese, Turk and Persian, Christian and Jew, Malay and Negro, Japanese and Hindu are clearly distinguishable.10 Each wears the mark of his native country and mode of life even on the most distant shores. The ancient allegorical tradition says that Adam was formed from the dust of all four quarters of the globe and animated by the forces and spirits of the wide world. Wherever, in the ages that followed, his sons have migrated and made their dwelling place, there they took root like trees and put forth leaves and fruit consistent with the climate. Let us draw from this observation a few conclusions, which seem to explain what would otherwise be striking singularities of human history.

Firstly, it is clear why all sensual peoples fitted to their country are so attached to its soil and cannot bear to be separated from it. The constitution of their body and of their mode of life, all the joys and occupations to which they have been accustomed since childhood, their entire mental horizon are a product of the climate. Rob them of their land, and you have robbed them of everything.

“The lamentable fate of the six Greenlanders,” Cranz* tells us, “that were brought to Denmark on the first voyage, is thus related; that notwithstanding the kindest treatment and the best purveyance with stock-fish and train, yet they often cast an eye northward towards their native country with sorrowful countenances and pitiable sighs, and at last took to flight in their kayaks, but were forced in upon the shores of Scania by a hard wind, and so brought back to Copenhagen, where two of them died for grief. Two of the residue fled once more, and only one of them was brought back again, who wept bitterly whenever he saw a little child hanging on its mother’s neck, from which it was concluded that he must have had a wife and children. But no one could speak with them, and therefore also they could not be prepared for baptism. The two last lived ten or twelve years in Denmark, and were used in the pearl-fishery at Kolding, but being constrained to such rigorous labour, and that in winter too, one of them died at it, and the other fled once more, and was not overtaken until 60 or 70 leagues from land, upon which he also died for grief.”11

No amount of tears and outpourings of human sentiment can express the desperate heartache that a Negro slave must feel when, either bought or abducted, he leaves the shores of his homeland, never to see them again in his lifetime. “You must be constantly on guard,” says Rømer,12* “that no slave gets hold of a knife, in the fort as well as on board the ship. During the passage to the West Indies, you have more than enough to do to keep them in good humor. For that reason the officers are equipped with European hurdy-gurdies. Drums and pipes are also brought along, the slaves are allowed to dance, and they are assured that they are being taken to a pleasant land where they will have many wives and good food, etc. And yet we have heard of deplorable incidents when slaves have overrun the ship’s crew, murdered them, and let the ship drift ashore.” And how many yet unhappier instances have been known of these kidnapped wretches driven by despair to suicide! Sparrman13 informs us, directly from the mouth of a slave-holder, that in the evening they fall into a fury that incites them to commit murder on anyone, even on themselves, for “the melancholy remembrance of the painful loss of their country is most apt to arise during the silence of the night, when it ceases to be dissipated by the bustle of the day.”* And what right do you ogres have even to approach the land of these unfortunates, much less snatch them from it by theft, fraud, and force? For thousands of years, this part of the world has been theirs, as they belong to it; their ancestors purchased it at the greatest cost to themselves: the price they paid was their Negro figure and complexion. When fashioning them, the African sun adopted them as its children and set on them its seal; which, wherever you take them, will convict you as robbers, as thieves of men.

Secondly, the wars that savages wage on behalf of their country, and their captured, tormented, and vilified countrymen, are cruel and violent. Hence the inveterate hatred that the Americans have for the Europeans, even if they are treated tolerably well, for they will not let go of the feeling: “You do not belong here! This land is ours.” Hence the treachery of all so-called savages, even if they seem quite appeased by the courtesy of Europeans. From the first moment that their hereditary national spirit awakes, the fire, which for so long had smoldered beneath the ashes, blazes up and rages fiercely, often not subsiding until the natives have sunk their teeth into the flesh of the intruders. To us this seems abhorrent, and doubtless it is so; yet the Europeans compelled them to this atrocity: for why did they come to their country? Why did they conduct themselves there like grasping, bloodthirsty, overbearing despots?14 For thousands of years, its inhabitants had thought themselves the universe. They had inherited it from their ancestors, along with the barbarous practice of ruthlessly butchering those who would seize their territory from them, take them from it, or infringe on their liberties. Between foreigner and foe, therefore, they make no distinction; they are like the Venus flytrap,* which, rooted to the ground, ensnares every insect that draws near: the right to devour an uninvited or insolent guest is the tribute they exact, as cyclopic a prerogative as any enjoyed in Europe.*

Lastly, I recall those joyful scenes when an estranged son of Nature once more sets eyes on the shores of his fatherland and is restored to the embrace of his maternal soil. When the highborn Fula priest Job ben Solomon15* returned to Africa, he was welcomed with brotherly affection by every Fula, as “the second of their countrymen ever to be delivered from slavery.” And how ardently had he longed for this! How unfulfilled was he by all the friendships and honors bestowed on him in England, which as an enlightened and right-thinking man he gratefully acknowledged! He could not rest easy until he was certain of the ship that would carry him home. And this longing has nothing to do with a man’s station or the comforts of his land of birth. The Hottentot Coree* discarded his armor and all his European finery to resume the austere life of his people.16 Instances of this kind can be found in every region of the earth, and the most inhospitable lands exert the strongest pull on those born there. The very hardships overcome, which have formed body and soul since childhood, instill in the native the climatic patriotism that the inhabitant of a fertile and populous plain feels to a lesser degree and the citizen of a European metropolis scarcely at all. But it is time to examine the term climate more closely; and since some in the philosophy of human history have made so much of it, while others have disputed its influence almost entirely, we too shall raise only problems.



III. What Is Climate, and How Does It Affect the Formation of Man’s Body and Soul?

The two most fixed points of our globe are the poles: without these, its rotation and, indeed, very likely the globe itself would not be possible. If we knew the genesis of the poles, if we were acquainted with the laws of terrestrial magnetism and its effects on the different bodies of the earth, would we not have found the warp that Nature, in the formation of beings, then variously interwove with other, higher forces? In spite of so many fine experiments having been made, this phenomenon remains on the whole little understood:17 and consequently we are also still in the dark respecting the basis of all climates in the polar regions. Perhaps one day the magnet will be for us in the realm of physical forces what it has already been, just as unexpectedly, for us on land and at sea.

The rotation of our globe on its axis and around the sun offers us a more exact means of indicating the climates; but here too it can be difficult and deceptive to apply even universally recognized laws. The zones of the ancients are unconfirmed by more recently acquired knowledge of remote parts of the world, founded as they were, considered from a physical point of view, on ignorance of these. It is the same with heat and cold, reckoned according to the quantity of sunbeams and their angle of incidence. As a mathematical problem, their effect has been calculated with minute care; but the mathematician himself would regard it as an abuse of his rule were the philosophical historian of climate to build conclusions on it without admitting exceptions.18 Here the proximity of the sea, there the wind, here the elevation or depression of the land, there the neighboring mountains, and in a fifth spot rain and mists give the general law such a particular and localized determination that often the most contiguous places experience the most disparate climates. Moreover, the latest experiments have shown that every living being has its own peculiar manner of receiving and radiating heat; indeed, that the more organic [organisch] a creature’s structure, and the more it exhibits a self-active vital force, the greater its capacity of producing relative heat and cold.19 The old saw that man can live only in a climate that does not exceed the temperature of the blood has been disproven by experience; nevertheless, the newer theories of the origin and operation of animal heat are a long way from having achieved the perfection necessary for us to think in any way of a climatology of the human body, let alone of the faculties of the soul [Seelenvermögen] and the so very arbitrary uses to which they are put. It is surely common knowledge that heat causes the fibers to lengthen and relax, that it thins the fluids and promotes transpiration, that it is therefore also capable in time of rendering the solid parts soft and spongy, and so on; this law remains unassailable on the whole.20 By it and its opposite, cold, various physiological phenomena have been neatly explained;21 but general inferences from such a principle, or even from part of it, like relaxation or transpiration, for example, to entire nations and regions of the world, indeed to the subtlest functions of the human spirit and the most accidental institutions of society, are speculative: and all the more so, the more acute and systematic is the mind making and stringing together these inferences. They are invalidated at almost every step by examples from history, or even by physiological principles, because there are always too many forces operating alongside and partly in opposition to one another. Even the great Montesquieu has been criticized for erecting his climatic spirit of the laws on the basis of a fallacious experiment on a sheep’s tongue.* It is true that we are clay in the hands of the climate; but its fingers form us so variously, and the laws that counteract it are so numerous, that perhaps only the genius of mankind can equalize the relation of all these forces.

________

It is not by heat and cold alone that the atmosphere affects us: for, according to the latest observations, the surrounding air is a vast repository of other forces that harm or help us. Through it flows electricity, that mighty stream of fire whose influence on the organism is still almost entirely unknown to us: for we are as ignorant of the intrinsic laws of its nature as we are of the means by which the human body absorbs and elaborates it. We live by inspiration of the air; but its balsam, our vital nutriment, remains a mystery to us. If we now add the various, virtually unnamable ways in which the local character of its components is modified by the exhalations of all the bodies in the area; if we recall that the most remarkable, often terrible and for millennia ineradicable consequences have arisen, often from some invisible, evil seed to which the physician could only give the name of miasma; if we consider the secret poison that has brought us smallpox, the plague, syphilis, as well as other diseases that have since vanished in the lapse of ages; and if we take into account how little we know not of the Harmattan, the Simoom, the Sirocco, and the northeasterly wind of Tartary,* say, but even of the properties and effects of our own winds; then we shall appreciate just how much groundwork has yet to be done before we can arrive at a physiological-pathological climatology, let alone a climatology of all the sensitive and cognitive powers [Denk- und Empfindungskräfte] of man. Nevertheless, every intelligent effort to that end has earned its laurels, and posterity will bestow many noble wreaths on the present.22

________

Finally, the elevation or depression of a country, its nature and productions, the food and drink that men there enjoy, the mode of life they pursue, the labors in which they are engaged, their clothing, even their habitual attitudes, pleasures, and arts, alongside a host of other circumstances that in their vital connection exert a significant influence—they all form part of the picture of the ever-changing climate. What human hand is capable of imposing order on this chaos of causes and effects and fashioning it into a world in which every individual thing, and every individual region, is rightly served and none receives too much or too little? The best and only thing we can do is to survey, after the manner of Hippocrates23 with his perspicuous simplicity, the climate of particular regions and then gradually, ever so gradually draw general conclusions. Natural historians and physicians are here the students of Nature and teachers of the philosopher: to them we are grateful, and on behalf of posterity, for many accounts of individual regions that shall contribute to a general theory of climates and their influence on man. Since, however, this is not the place for detailed observations, we shall confine ourselves to a few wide-ranging remarks in what follows.

1. As our earth is a globe and the firm land a mountainous ridge raised above the sea, so numerous causes have conspired to promote on it a climatic community that pertains to the life of all living things. Not only do day and night, and the circular dance of the alternating seasons, periodically alter the climate of each continent; but the strife of the elements; the reciprocal action of land and sea; the situation of the mountains and plains; and the periodic winds that arise from the revolutions of the globe, from the changing of the seasons and the time of day, and from so many other lesser causes, all support this salutary conjunction of the elements, without which everything would sink into somnolence and decay. It is one atmosphere that surrounds us, one electric ocean in which we live; but both (and probably the magnetic current with them) are in eternal motion. The sea evaporates; the mountains condense the moisture into rain and streams that gush down on every side. Thus do the winds relieve one another; thus do years or successions of years fulfill the sum of their climatic days. Thus do the different regions and ages lift and sustain one another; everything on our globe is interconnected. If the earth were flat or square, as the ancient Chinese believed, then its corners might harbor the climatic monsters that now are absent from its regular structure and the movement this communicates to terrestrial objects. Around Jupiter’s throne the Horae whirl, and what forms beneath their feet is an imperfect perfection, because all is built on the union of heterogeneous things; but their intimate love and marriage to one another produce everywhere the offspring of Nature: sensuous regularity and beauty.

2. The habitable land of our earth is concentrated in regions where the majority of living beings assume the form most suitable to them; this situation of the continents has an influence on all its climates. Why in the southern hemisphere does the cold begin so close to the dividing line? The natural philosopher answers: “Because there is so little land there; hence the influence of the frigid winds and ice floes of the Antarctic Pole reaches far to the north.” We thus realize what fate would have befallen us had all the firm land of the earth been scattered into islands. But in fact three continents are connected and warmed by their proximity to one another; the fourth, lying remote from them, is for this very reason colder; and in the southern ocean, as soon as the Tropic of Capricorn is crossed and the land becomes scarce, we encounter deformity and degeneration. Hence fewer of the more perfect terrestrial species are established there; the southern hemisphere was ordained to be the great reservoir of our globe, so that the northern hemisphere might enjoy a better climate. By geography and climate, too, men were meant to coexist with one another, to be neighborly, exchanging not only the plague, distempers, and climatic vices, but also climatic warmth and other benefits.

3. The earth’s mountainous structure not only altered its climate in countless ways for the great variety of living things, but also safeguarded the human species from degeneration as much as possible. Mountains were necessary to the earth; but there is only one ridge on which Mongols and Tibetans dwell. The lofty Cordilleras, and so many other peaks, are uninhabitable. Arid deserts were also made rare by the mountains: for these rise like conductors to the sky and pour out their horn of plenty in fertilizing streams. Finally, the barren coast, damp, chilly, and craggy, is everywhere more recently formed land, which man could settle only later when his powers [Kräfte] were more fully developed. The Quito valley was assuredly inhabited before Tierra del Fuego, and Kashmir before New Holland or Nova Zembla.* The central and broadest belt of the earth, with the finest climates between sea and mountains, was the nursery of our species, and to this day is still the most populated part of the world.

There can be no question that, as the climate is a system of forces and influences, to which plants as well as animals contribute, and which stands in a reciprocal relationship to all living things, so man was installed as the master of earth in this respect also, that he might alter the climate by his art. Ever since he stole fire from heaven and learned to forge iron; ever since he brought not only the beasts but also his fellows under his sway, and reared them, and the plants, to serve his needs, he has been instrumental in changing the climate by various means. Once Europe was a dank forest, as were other regions now under cultivation. It was cleared of trees, and as the climate changed, so did the inhabitants themselves. Without police* and art, Egypt would have remained nothing more than the mud of the Nile; Egypt had to be claimed from its waters; and both here and in Asia beyond, the animate creation has adapted itself to the artificial climate. We may therefore consider mankind as a troop of enterprising, though diminutive giants, who gradually descended from the mountains to subjugate the earth and alter the climate with their feeble fists. How far they have come in this regard the future will tell.

4. Finally, if I might be permitted to generalize about a matter that rests so completely on particular cases, local and historical, I shall add, though with a little amendment, several provisos that Bacon makes in his history of revolutions.24 The effect of the climate indeed extends to bodies of every kind, but preeminently to the more delicate: to moistures, air, and ether. It is diffused over the mass rather than the individual, but through the former touches even the latter. It is not limited to a single moment but is spread over vast expanses of time, though it often reveals itself belatedly and then perhaps only through minor circumstances. Lastly, the climate does not compel but inclines;* it produces that elusive disposition [Disposition], which, though visible in the larger picture of the manners and mode of life of indigenous peoples, is difficult to delineate, especially in isolation. Perhaps one day there will be a traveler who travels, without prejudice and exaggeration, for the spirit of the climate. For now, however, our duty is to observe the vital forces for which every climate is created and which by their very existence modify it in various ways.



IV. The Genetic Force Is the Parent of All Forms on Earth, Which the Climate Affects Either Adversely or Beneficially

He who witnessed for the first time the marvel that is the creation of a living being—what amazement he would feel!25* From globules suspended in streams of nutritive fluid, an animated point arises: and from this point an earthly creature is engendered. Now the heart becomes visible and, weak and imperfect though it may be, begins to beat; the blood, present before the heart, starts to redden; now the head appears, now the eyes, mouth, sense-organs, and limbs. Though no chest cavity yet exists, there is already movement in its internal parts; though the intestines have yet to develop, the animal opens its beak. The tiny brain is still not encased by the head, nor the heart by the chest: the ribs and bones resemble gossamer; but soon wings, feet, toes, and pelvis become differentiated; and the embryo receives more nourishment. What was bare is now covered; the chest and head close up, while the viscera remain pendent. But at length these too take shape, as ever more of the substance is consumed; the tissues solidify and ascend; the abdomen is sealed, the animal readied. It no longer swims, but reclines; now it wakes, now it sleeps; it stirs, it rests, it cries, it seeks an exit and, whole and complete in every part, enters the world. How would he who beheld this wonder for the first time describe it? There, he would say, is a vital, organic force;* I know not whence it comes or what lies within it; but that it exists, that it lives, that it appropriates its organic parts from the chaos of homogenous matter—that I can see; that is beyond question.

Were he to observe further, he would see that each of these organic parts is formed as it were in actu, by their own operation: the heart arises from the convergence of preexisting canals; when the stomach becomes discernible, there is already digestive matter within it. The same applies to all the arteries and vessels: the content was present before the container, the fluids before the solids, the spirit before the body that merely clothes it. And, observing this,26 what else would he say but that the invisible force does not produce forms arbitrarily, but rather that it only reveals itself, as it were, according to its inner nature. It becomes visible in a mass appurtenant to it and must, in some way and from somewhere, carry the type of its appearance within itself. The new creature is nothing but the realization of an idea of creative Nature, whose thought is ever active.

Were he to go on and notice that this creation is promoted by maternal or solar warmth, but that the egg, notwithstanding the available warmth and materials, will produce no living fruit without the father animating it; what else would he conclude but that while the principle of heat may indeed have some relation to the principle of life, which it promotes, the cause that actuates this organic force to give vital form to the inert chaos of matter must properly lie in the union of two living beings. Thus are we, thus are all living beings formed; each according to its kind of organization; but all according to the unmistakable law of a single analogy that prevails throughout all life on our earth.

Finally, he would learn that this vital force does not quit the fully formed creature, but continues actively to reveal itself: no longer by creating, for its creative work is done, but by maintaining, quickening, nourishing. From the moment the creature enters the world, it performs all the vital functions for which, and indeed to some extent by which, it was fashioned: the mouth opens, as opening was its first gesture, and the lungs draw breath; the vocal organs cry out, the stomach digests, the lips suck; it grows, it lives, all internal and external parts render reciprocal aid; by concerted and sympathetic action they attract, eliminate, and assimilate, assist one another in cases of pain and morbidity, in a thousand wonderful and unfathomed ways; what would, or could, anyone seeing this for the first time say but that the innate, genetic, vital force still inheres in the creature that was formed by its operation, in every one of its parts and in each of these after its own manner; that is, organically. It is present in the creature everywhere in the greatest variety, since only by virtue thereof is it a living whole that sustains itself, grows, and acts.

And this vital force we all have within us: it succors us in sickness and in health, assimilates homogeneous substances, separates those that are foreign, expels those that are injurious; eventually it becomes feeble with age and survives in some parts even after death. It is not the soul’s faculty of reason: for surely this itself did not form our body, with which it is unacquainted, and which it employs only as an imperfect, extraneous instrument of its thoughts. Yet this faculty is connected with the vital force, as all the forces of Nature stand in connection with one another: for even mental thinking [geistiges Denken] depends on the organization and health of the body; all the desires and impulses [Triebe] of our heart are inseparable from animal heat. These are facts of Nature, which no hypothesis can overturn, no scholastic pronouncement invalidate: their acknowledgment constitutes the first philosophy of the world and likely also the last.27* As I know with certainty that I think, and yet am unacquainted with my thinking power [denkende Kraft], so I feel and see with certainty that I live, even if I am ignorant of what the vital force might be. This faculty is innate, organic, genetic: it is the basis of my natural powers [Natur-Kräfte], the inner genius of my existence. Man is the most perfect being of earthly creation for no other reason than that in him the finest organic forces of which we are aware operate inherently in the finest instruments of organization. He is the most perfect animal plant, a native genius in human form.

________

If the principles that we have previously established are correct, and after all they are founded on incontestable experience, no degeneration of our species* can take place save by these organic forces. Whatever the climate may effect, every human being, every animal, every plant has its own climate: for each receives external influences in its own way and elaborates them organically. Even in his minutest fiber man does not suffer action like a stone or a water-bubble. Let us consider some of the stages or gradations [Schattierungen] of this degeneration.

The first stage of the degeneration of the human species is revealed in the external parts; not because these suffered or acted of themselves, but because the force inherent in us operates from within to without. By the most wondrous mechanism this force strives to expel from the body whatever is foreign and injurious to it; the first alterations to its organic structure must therefore become visible at the limits of its domain and so the most conspicuous varieties of mankind pertain to nothing more than skin and hair. Nature protected her internal essential pattern [Gebilde] by pushing the offending material as far away as possible.

Should the external modifying agency [Macht] encroach further, its effects are manifested in the same ways as the vital force itself acts: by nutrition and propagation. The Negro is born white; the parts that first turn dark28 furnish clear evidence that the miasma of his change,* which the outer air merely develops [entwickelt], operates genetically. The age of puberty, as well as a host of observations made on the sick, shows how wide is the empire commanded by the powers of nutrition and propagation [Kräfte der Nahrung und Fortpflanzung] in the human body. They connect the remotest members with one another; the very members that are also jointly affected [leidend] when nations degenerate. With the exception of the skin and genitals, therefore, the ears, throat and voice, nose, lips, head, and so on are precisely the areas that exhibit the most change.

Finally, since the vital force binds all the parts into a community and the organization is a highly intricate circle [ein vielverschlungener Kreis], with no real beginning or end, it follows that the innermost change of any consequence must eventually become apparent even in the solidest parts, which, from the skull down to the feet, enter into a new relation with one another by virtue of the internal force that is here affected [leidend]. Nature resists this transformation: even with monstrous births, where she is violently disturbed in her work, she possesses marvelous means of compensation, just as a defeated general shows the most guile in retreat. Nevertheless, the various national forms show that even this, the most difficult transformation of the human frame, was possible: for it was made possible by precisely the manifold complexity and subtle mobility of our machine, along with the numberless, multifarious agencies [Mächte] that operate on it. But even this difficult transformation was effected from within to without. For centuries nations have modified the shape of their heads, pierced their noses, bound their feet, and stretched their earlobes: meanwhile Nature continued on her course, and if for a time she was obliged to follow a path she would not otherwise have chosen, and supply fluids to the distorted body parts: then, as soon as she was capable, she extricated herself and completed her more perfect type. It was quite different once the deformity was genetic and produced by natural means; in such a case, deformities, even of individual parts, became hereditary. Let it not be said that the Negro’s nose was flattened either by art or by the sun. As the structure of this member is linked to the conformation of the whole skull, chin, neck, and back, and the sprouting spinal cord is, as it were, the trunk of the tree on which the thorax and all the limbs are developed, so comparative anatomy amply demonstrates29 that the entire figure is subject to degeneration and none of these solid parts could change without alteration of the whole. For this very reason the Negro figure is transmitted by inheritance and can only be reconverted genetically. Put the Moor in Europe, and he remains what he is; but let him marry a white woman and a single act of generation will bring about such change as the blanching climate would not have accomplished in centuries. So it is with the forms of every nation; regions alter them exceedingly slowly; but by intermixture with foreigners all Mongol, Chinese, or American traits vanish in just a few generations.

If it please my readers to proceed along this path, let us go a few steps further.

1. It must have struck every observer that amid the countless varieties of the human figure certain forms and relations not only recur, but pertain exclusively to one another. Among artists this is an established fact, and in the statues of the ancients we see that they posited this proportion—or symmetry, as they called it—not only in the length and breadth of the limbs, but also in the harmonious conformity of these with the spirit of the whole. The characters of their gods and goddesses, their youths and heroes, were so definite in their attitude that to some extent they may be identified by a single limb, and no figure would permit itself to be given an arm, breast, or shoulder that belonged to another. The genius of an individual living being inhabits each of these forms, animating this mere shell, and gives character to the whole as well as to the least detail of pose and movement. Among the moderns, the German Polycleitus, Albrecht Dürer,30 has carefully measured various proportions of the human body and rendered it quite clear to every onlooker that the shape of every part changes with its relation to the others. What if we combined Dürer’s precision with the feeling [Seelengefühl] of the ancients and studied the diversity of the principal forms and characters of men as these are manifested in a harmonious totality? I think that physiognomy* would thereby tread the old, natural path indicated by its name, according to which it is neither ethognomy nor technognomy, but rather ought to be the expositor of a man’s living nature, the interpreter, as it were, of his genius made visible. As within these limits it always remains true to the analogy of the whole, which is most eloquent in the face, so pathognomy must become its sister, physiology and semiotics its aide and companion: for man’s figure is but a housing for his internal mechanism; a congruent whole, where every letter is an element of the word but only the entire word has meaning. This is how we practice and employ physiognomy in ordinary life: the experienced physician sees from a man’s frame and structure the diseases to which he might be susceptible, and the physiognomic eye even of a child discerns the natural quality (ϕύσις) of the man in his person; that is, in the figure in which his genius reveals itself.

Furthermore. Shouldn’t these forms, these harmonies of coincident parts, admit of being recognized and, so to speak, arranged as letters in an alphabet? These letters will never be complete: for no alphabet in any language is; but a careful study of this living architecture of our species would certainly open a wide field for the characterization of human nature in its principal forms. If in this we refused to confine ourselves to Europe, and were even more reluctant to take our familiar ideal as the model of all health and beauty, but instead pursued living Nature everywhere on earth, in whatever harmonies of concordant parts it displays itself, on occasion multifariously but always in its entirety; then numerous discoveries regarding the concent* [Concentus] and melody of vital forces in man’s frame would doubtless reward these observations. Indeed, perhaps this study of the natural consensus [Consensus] of forms in the human body would carry us further than the doctrine of complexions and temperaments, so frequently applied and almost always to little avail. Even the keenest observers have made little progress, because they were lacking a definite alphabet with which to designate the multiplicity under investigation.31

2. As living physiology would everywhere have to light the way for such an allegorical history of the formation and degeneration of mankind, so the wisdom of Nature, which fashions and alters forms only according to a benign law of thousandfold compensation, would gradually emerge into view. Why, for instance, did our creative Mother separate the species? For no other reason than this: because she could thereby make and preserve their type [Typus der Bildung] more perfectly. We do not know how much more closely some of the present animal species may have approached one another at an earlier age of the earth; but we see that their limits are now genetically distinct. In the wild state, no animal mates with a member of a different species; and if the coercive art of man, or the wanton idleness in which pampered beasts wallow, causes its instinct, otherwise so certain, to grow unruly, then Nature will not allow wanton art to override her immutable laws. Either the union produces no fruit or else the mongrel breed, obtained by human intervention, is propagated only among the most contiguous species. Indeed, among these mongrel breeds themselves we see the deviation nowhere but at the extreme ends of the domain of form [Bildung], just as we have described in respect of the degeneration of mankind; but had the internal, essential type been vitiated, then no living creature would have subsisted. Thus neither a centaur nor a satyr, neither a Scylla nor a Medusa can be engendered according to the inner laws of creative Nature and the genetic, essential type of each species.

3. Finally, the most exquisite means by which Nature combined diversity and constancy of form in her species was the creation and conjugation of the two sexes. With what wonderful refinement and spirituality are the traits of both parents blended in the face and frame of their offspring, as if their souls had been poured into them in different proportions and the manifold natural forces of organization distributed among them! It is universally known that diseases and physical features, even proclivities and dispositions are hereditary; indeed, the forms of long-dead ancestors often return, as if by a miracle, in the stream of generation. Equally undeniable, though not easily explained, is the influence of the mother’s mental and bodily states on the fetus, the effects of which many an unfortunate specimen has carried with him throughout his life. Nature has therefore merged two currents of life so as to endow the developing creature with one whole natural force, which now resides in it according to the traits of both parents. Many a family [Geschlecht] in decline has been restored to grandeur by a healthy and cheerful mother; many an enervated youth had first to be roused in the arms of his wife to a vital, natural creature. Thus even in the genial formation of mankind Love is the mightiest of all the deities: she ennobles lineages [Geschlechter] and raises once more those who have fallen; a torch of the Divinity by whose sparks the light of human life is made to shine, here more dimly, there more brightly. Conversely, nothing is more inimical to the formative genius of Nature than cold antipathy; or, what is worse than antipathy, loathsome convenience. It compels together men who are not meant for one another and perpetuates wretches who are discordant with themselves. No beast ever sank so low as man has sunk by this degeneracy.



V. Concluding Remarks on the Conflict between Genesis and Climate

If I am not mistaken, then what I have previously said, or at least hinted at, marks the beginning of a boundary-line from which this conflict may be surveyed. No one, for instance, will expect that, in a foreign climate, the rose should become a lily or the dog a wolf. For Nature has drawn clear boundaries around her species and would rather let a creature perish than have it disturb or deprave her original pattern [Gebilde] in some essential way. Yet history has shown that the rose can in fact degenerate, that the dog can acquire certain lupine qualities; and here, too, the degeneration proceeds by an authority [Gewalt], either sudden or gradual, exerted over the countervailing organic forces. Both of these conflicting principles therefore have great efficacy; but each operates after its own manner. Whereas the climate is a chaos of very disparate causes, which therefore act slowly and variously, until at length they penetrate into the internal parts, modifying them by habit and by genesis itself; the vital force resists prolongedly, vigorously, uniformly, identical only to itself. Since, however, it is not independent of external affections [Leidenschaften], it must adjust to them over time.

Instead of a general view of wider conflict I would prefer an instructive examination of particular cases, of which the field of geography and history offers a bountiful crop. We know, for instance, what effect adopting native customs or retaining European habits had on the Portuguese colonies in Africa and the Spanish, Dutch, English, and German settlements in America and the East Indies. Had all of this been painstakingly examined, we might go on to consider older transplantings; for example, those of the Malays to the islands, the Arabs to Africa and the East Indies, the Turks to their conquered territories; then the Mongols, Tartars, and finally the swarm of nations that overspread Europe during the great migration. We would never lose sight of the climate from which a people came, the mode of life it brought with it, the country that lay before it, the tribes with which it mixed, the revolutions it has undergone in its new seat. Were this careful research carried forward into the centuries of which we have more certain knowledge, then perhaps we might also draw conclusions as to those earlier movements of peoples with which we are acquainted only through ancient epics or the correspondences of mythology and language: for at bottom all the nations on earth, or most of them at any rate, have migrated sooner or later. And in this way we would obtain, together with several for purposes of illustration, a physico-geographical history of the descent and degeneration of our species according to climate and epoch, which at every step would furnish us with the most significant results.

Without wishing to preempt the inquiring mind that might undertake this task, I shall set down a few observations from recent history as brief examples of my preceding investigation.

1. A too speedy, too abrupt transition to an opposite hemisphere and climate has rarely been salutary to a nation: for Nature has not drawn her boundaries between distant lands in vain. The history of conquests, as well as of the trading companies, but most especially of the missions, would make for a sad and sometimes ridiculous picture, even were we to present this subject and its consequences impartially, using the testimony of the emigrants themselves. A shudder of disgust runs over us as we read the accounts of many European nations, who, sunk in the most dissolute voluptuousness and insensible pride, have degenerated in mind and body and no longer possess even the capacity for enjoyment and compassion. They are puffed-up simulacra of men, untouched by every noble, active pleasure, and in whose veins lurks retributive death. If to these we add the thousands of wretches for whom both Indies have become a charnel house; if we read the descriptions of tropical diseases furnished by English, French, and Dutch physicians; and if we then cast a glance in the direction of the pious missionaries who so often have refused to abandon the habits of their order or their European mode of life; then what illuminating results do we meet with on every side, which—alas!—also belong to the history of mankind!

2. Even the European industriousness of more refined colonies in other parts of the world is not always able to alter the effect of the climate. “In North America,” remarks Kalm,* “the inhabitants of the country, sooner acquire understanding, but likewise grow sooner old, than the people in Europe. It is nothing uncommon to see little children, giving sprightly and ready answers to questions that are proposed to them, so that they seem to have as much understanding as old men. But they do not attain to such an age as the Europeans; and it is almost an unheard of thing, that a European, born in this country, should live to be eighty or ninety years of age. For the first inhabitants frequently attained a great age; and likewise those who are born in Europe attain a greater age here, than those who are born here of European parents. The women cease bearing children sooner than in Europe, some leaving off in their thirtieth year. It has also been observed that European colonists, whether they were born here or over there, always lost their teeth much sooner than common, yet the Americans always keep fine, entire white teeth.”32 These passages have been erroneously taken to show that America is injurious to the health of her own offspring; but she is a stepmother only to foreigners, who, as Kalm explains, live in her lap with different constitutions and different manners.

3. Do not suppose that human art, with an impetuous and imperious act of will, can turn a remote corner of the earth into another Europe by felling its trees and cultivating its soil: for the whole of living creation is interconnected and should be modified only with great care. The selfsame Kalm reports from the mouths of old American-born Swedes that the rapid clearing of the forests and tilling of the land not only has led to a considerable decrease in edible fowl, countless multitudes of which once lived on the water and in the woods; in the fish with which brooks and rivers once teemed; in lakes, streams, and springs; in rainfall; in the thick, tall woodland grass, and so on; but also seems to be adversely affecting longevity, health, and the seasons. “The Americans,” he says, “who at the time of the first arrival of the Europeans reached the age of a hundred years or more, now hardly reach half the age of their parents; the blame for which lies not only with the deadly brandy and their altered way of life, but probably also the loss of so many odoriferous herbs and strong plants, which occasioned a pleasant scent to rise every morning and evening. Winter was in those days more seasonable, cold, healthy, and constant; now spring comes later and, like the seasons in general, is more inconstant and changeable.” So says Kalm, and however local in scope we might think his account, it would nevertheless prove that Nature is not fond of excessively abrupt and violent transitions, even in the best labor that men can perform, namely the working of the land. Might we not refer the enervation of the so-called cultivated Americans of Mexico, Peru, Paraguay, and Brazil to this, among other things, that we have changed their country and mode of life without being able, or willing, to give them a European nature? All the nations that dwell in forests, and follow the customs of their forefathers, are courageous and strong; they enjoy a green old age like their trees; but in fields and meadows, deprived of the cool, damp shade, they sadly waste away; their strength and their courage are left behind in the groves. Read, for example, the touching story of the isolated but flourishing family that Dobrizhoffer removed from their wilderness:33 the mother and daughter died soon afterward, both appearing to their surviving son and brother in visions, until at length, without pain or symptom of disease, he quietly expired.* This alone helps us to understand how nations who once were valiant, cheerful, and hearty could in a short time become as soft as the Jesuits in Paraguay and travelers in Peru depict them as being; a softness that pains the reader to contemplate. In the course of centuries, this coercion of Nature might have had beneficial effects in one or two places,34 though I have my doubts, even were it everywhere possible: but for the first generations, both of the cultivators and the cultivated, this does not seem to be the case. For Nature is everywhere a living whole and will be gently obeyed and improved, but not subjugated by force. Nothing has become of any of the savages suddenly transported to the hustle and bustle of a European metropolis: exalted like the gleaming finial of a tower, they pined for their plains; and when they returned, often awkwardly, to their old way of life, it was now spoiled and unenjoyable. It is the same with the violent remaking of savage climates by European hands.

O sons of Daedalus, you whirligigs of fate! What gifts were in your hands to bring happiness to the peoples of the world, in humane and tender fashion! And yet almost everywhere a proud, defiant avarice has set you on a very different path! Any newcomer from a strange land who sought to naturalize himself with the indigenous inhabitants not only enjoyed their love and friendship, but eventually found that their mode of life was not altogether unsuited to the climate. Yet how few and far between were such individuals! And how seldom did a European earn from natives these words of praise: “He is a reasonable man as we are!” And does not Nature avenge every outrage perpetrated on her? What happened to the conquests, the factories, the invasions of bygone times, when an ill-adapted people strayed into a distant, foreign country only to pillage and lay waste to it? The quiet breath of the climate has blown them away, or consumed them, and it was no difficult thing for the natives finally to knock over the rootless tree. By contrast, the tranquil plant that has accommodated itself to the laws of Nature not only preserves its own existence but also scatters beneficently the seeds of culture in new soil. The next millennium may decide how our genius has done good or harm to other climates and how other climates have done good or harm to our genius.
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Book 8


AS WITH a sailor who would soar up from the ocean’s waves to navigate the air, so it is with me: for, having spoken of man’s forms and physical powers, I now come to his mind and venture to explore its versatile properties throughout our wide world on the basis of exotic, deficient, and partly dubious reports. Here the metaphysician has it easier. He establishes an idea of the soul and deduces from it whatever may be deduced, without regard to location or circumstances. But the philosopher of history starts not from abstractions but from history alone: so that he runs the risk of drawing erroneous conclusions if he does not find at least some general connection among the countless facts. I shall try this way all the same, preferring to skirt the coast rather than pilot a ship through the skies; in other words, I shall keep to facts that are certain, or deemed to be so, separating them from my conjectures and leaving it to those more fortunate to arrange and employ them in a better manner.


I. The Sensibility of Our Species Varies with Its Forms and Climate; But It Is a Human Employment of the Senses That Everywhere Leads to Humanity

All nations, the sickly albinos being perhaps the exception, share the same five or six human senses: the Insensibles of Diodorus, or the deaf and mute tribes, are but legends. Nevertheless, anyone who is attentive to the variety of external sensations even among us, and then considers the numberless multitudes living in all the climates of the earth, will find himself as if before an ocean where wave is lost in wave. Every man has his own measure, his own tuning, as it were, by which his sensuous feelings are adjusted to one another, so that in extraordinary cases often the most marvelous indications show how an individual is disposed to this or that matter. Hence physicians and philosophers have already compiled entire collections of peculiar and singular sensations—that is, of idiosyncrasies—which are often as strange as they are inexplicable. For the most part, we notice them only in conjunction with diseases and unusual events; in daily life they go unobserved. Language, too, has no term for them, because each man speaks and understands only according to his own sensibility [Empfindung]; different organizations therefore lack a common criterion for their different feelings. Even in the clearest of the senses, namely sight, these differences are manifest; not only with respect to the proximity or remoteness of things, but also their shape and color: hence many artists have their characteristic style of rendering the contours of a figure, and almost every one of them paints with his own palette. It does not fall to the philosophy of the history of mankind to exhaust this ocean, but by some striking differences to call attention to the more subtle ones that surround us.

The most general and the most indispensable sense is touch: it is the basis of the others and one of man’s greatest organic excellences.1 It has brought us convenience, inventions, and skills; and perhaps contributes more to the formation of our ideas than we suspect. But how various is this organ even among men, according as it is modified by way of life, climate, application, exercise, and finally the genetic irritability of the body itself. The skin of some American tribes, for example, is said to exhibit an insensibility to pain, observable even in women and during the most agonizing surgical operations;2 if this fact be true, then I think it may be explained by physical as well as mental circumstances. For centuries, many nations in this part of the world have exposed their naked bodies to biting winds and the stings of insects; and, seeking some measure of protection from these, have anointed themselves with pungent salves; they also pluck out the hair that helps to soften the skin. Their diet has consisted of bitter gruel, alkaline roots, and herbs; and the close harmony between the organs of digestion and that of feeling, namely the skin, is well known: which is why with many diseases this sense vanishes completely. Even their immoderate enjoyment of food, after which they will just as happily endure the most terrible hunger, seems to bear witness to this insensibility, which is also a symptom of many of their distempers3 and therefore ought to be numbered among the weals and woes of their climate. With it, Nature has gradually armed them against evils that, were they more sensitive, they could not have borne, and their Art has followed in the footsteps of Nature. The North American suffers pain and torment with heroic impassivity as a matter of honor; to which he has been educated since youth and in which the women are not inferior to the men. Therefore, stoic apathy even under physical pain became a natural habit for them; and their feebler appetite for pleasure, notwithstanding the vivacity of their other natural powers, even that lethargic unfeelingness that has sunk many a subjugated nation into a kind of waking dream, would seem to follow from this cause. Brutes must they have been: they who, from a still greater deficit of human sentiment, abused and put cruelly to the test a deficit that Nature bestowed on her children for their solace and comfort.

Experience has shown that an excess of heat and cold cauterizes or benumbs external feeling. Those peoples that walk barefoot on the sand acquire soles like iron-shod boots, and some have been known to stand on glowing coals for twenty minutes. Corrosive poisons can so transform the skin that a man may plunge his hand in molten lead; and severe cold, as well as anger and other emotions, also tend to deaden feeling.4 Contrariwise, the most delicate sensitivity seems to occur in regions, and with a mode of life, that favor the gentlest contraction of the skin and, as it were, a harmonious extension of the nerves of touch. The East Indian enjoys perhaps the most exquisite sense-organs. His palate, which has never been debilitated by fermented liquors or stimulating foods, is able to detect the faintest by-taste in pure water, and his fingers replicate the most intricate works such that it is impossible to tell the copy from the original. His mind is calm and serene, a soft echo of the feelings by which he is gently moved on all sides. So the water ripples about the swan; so the breeze soughs through the diaphanous foliage of spring.

Excepting a warm and mild climate, nothing is more conducive to such heightened feeling than cleanliness, temperance, and exercise: three virtues of life in which we are surpassed by many nations that we dub unpolished [ungesittet] and which seem particularly to appertain to those residing in pleasant lands. Washing the mouth, frequent bathing, love of exercise in the open air, even the healthy and sensual rubbing and stretching of the body, which was as familiar to the Romans as it still remains a common practice among the Indians, Persians, and many Tartar tribes across a wide swathe of territory, promotes the circulation of the fluids and maintains the elasticity of the limbs. The inhabitants of the most bounteous regions live moderately; they have no notion that an unnatural irritation of the nerves and a daily silting up of the blood can be pleasures for which man was supposedly made; not once since the beginning of the world have the Brahmins and their ancestors tasted flesh or wine. Since it is plain what power these victuals exert over the whole sensitive system even in animals, then how much stronger must their influence be on the finest flower of all organizations, namely mankind. Moderation in sensuous enjoyment is without doubt a more effective method of attaining the philosophy of humanity than a thousand learned and artificial abstractions. Peoples of coarse feeling, in a savage state or harsh climate, all live gluttonously: for afterward they must often go hungry; mostly they eat whatever comes their way. Peoples possessed of finer sense also appreciate finer pleasures. Though their meals may be simple and though they may consume the same foods every day, yet they delight in rich unguents, fine perfumes, splendor, ease; and their greatest pleasure is sensual love. If we were speaking merely of the fineness of the organ, there can be no doubt as to where our preference might lie: for no polished [gesitteter] European would hesitate in choosing between the Greenlander’s blubber and train oil and the Indian’s spices. But the question we ought to be asking ourselves, notwithstanding our lettered culture, is whom we resemble more on the whole: the former or the latter? The Indian finds his happiness in dispassionate tranquility, in an uninterruptible enjoyment of serenity and bliss; he breathes voluptuousness; he floats in a sea of sweet dreams and invigorating fragrances. Our idea of luxury, by contrast, at whose bidding we disturb and plunder every quarter of the globe: what does it demand, what does it seek? New and pungent aromatics for a jaded palate, exotic fruits and foods in such abundance and heaped confusion that often we do not even savor them, intoxicating liquors that rob us of our wits and peace of mind: whatever we can think of to titillate and thereby wreck our constitution is the great quotidian aim of our lives. By this are ranks distinguished and nations made happy. Made happy? Why must the poor go hungry and, their senses dulled, eke out a wretched existence of sweat and toil? So that the great and the good may daily dull their own senses in more refined fashion, without taste, and perhaps to the eternal nourishment of their brutality. “The Europeans eat everything,” says the Indian, who owing to his more delicate nose recoils at their mere exhalations. According to his lights, he must class them among the pariahs, who as a mark of deepest contempt are permitted to eat what they please. In many Muhammadan lands, too, and not just from religious enmity, the Europeans are called unclean animals.

Nature can hardly have given us a tongue so that a few papillae might become the goal of our arduous lives or even the cause of misery to other unfortunates. She invested it with a sense of taste, partly so that she might sweeten the duty of satisfying the rage of hunger and draw us to our labors in more pleasant chains; and partly so that this organ should be the vigilant guardian of our health, a part it has long since ceased to play in all voluptuous nations. Cattle know what is good for them and choose their herbs with timid caution; they avoid what is poisonous and harmful and are seldom mistaken. Men who dwelt among beasts were able to distinguish their food like them, but lost this faculty in human society; just as those Indians forfeited the refinement of their smell when they abandoned their simple diet. In peoples living in healthy freedom, this sensory guide is still largely intact. Never or only very rarely are they wrong about the fruits of their land; indeed, the North American is able to track his enemies by their scent and the Antillean to tell apart the footprints of different nations by smell. Thus even man’s most sensual, animal-like powers can grow if they are cultivated and exercised; but the best means of cultivating them is to proportion all to a truly human mode of life, so that none predominates and none is lost. This ratio varies with country and climate. The inhabitant of torrid regions eats with a savage relish foods that we find utterly disgusting: for his nature demands them as medicine, as a salutary blessing.5

Finally, sight and hearing are the noblest senses, for which man, as his organic disposition already attests, was principally created: for in him the instruments of these senses are more artfully constructed than in any other animal. To what remarkable degrees of acuteness have many nations brought the eye and ear! The Kalmyk sees smoke that no European eye can discern; the wary Arab in his silent desert hears sounds far, far away. If these keen and refined senses are exercised with unbroken concentration, then many nations once again demonstrate how far the practiced man outdoes the unpracticed even in the most trifling things. Hunting tribes know every bush and tree in their land; the North Americans never go astray in their forests: they stalk their enemy over hundreds of miles and still find their way back to their huts. Dobrizhoffer tells us how the polished [gesitteten] Guaraní imitate* with astonishing precision any piece of exquisite workmanship that is put before them; but after listening to verbal descriptions, they can frame scarcely any ideas and invent nothing. This is a natural consequence of their education, in which the mind is formed not by words but by objects present to sight, whereas those in receipt of verbal instruction have often heard so much that they are no longer capable of seeing what lies immediately before them. The soul of the free child of Nature is, as it were, divided between eye and ear; he knows with accuracy the objects he has seen; he relates with fidelity the tales he has heard. His tongue does not stammer, nor his arrow err: for why should his mind stammer and err when it saw and heard truly?

A wise dispensation of Nature for a being in whom the first buds of his enjoyment and understanding shoot forth from sensuous perceptions! If our bodies are healthy, and our senses well-ordered and well-trained, then the foundations of a serenity and inner joy have been laid, the loss of which speculative reason can hardly make good. The basis of man’s sensuous happiness generally consists in his living where he lives, enjoying what lies before him, and not troubling himself with retrospective or prospective cares. If he keeps himself at this point of equilibrium, then he will be whole and strong; but if, when he ought to be enjoying and thinking solely of the present, his mind should wander: then how he is torn and enfeebled, often living more arduously than the beasts that happily are confined to a narrower sphere. The eyes of the carefree child of Nature gaze on his mother and are quickened, without his knowing it, by the very sight of her vesture; or they are put to work in pursuit of his occupation and, as they enjoy the succession of the seasons, barely grow old even in advanced age. Undistracted by half-thoughts and unconfused by written characters, his ear hears all of what it receives; it drinks in the spoken words that, referring to particular objects, are more gratifying to the soul than volumes of mute abstractions. Thus lives, thus dies the savage: sated, but never weary of the simple pleasures delivered by his senses.

But Nature has bestowed still another beneficial gift on our species by not withholding, even from those of its members most meagerly supplied with ideas, the first buds of a more refined sensibility [Sinnlichkeit]: the invigorating art of music. Before the infant can speak, he is capable of song or at least of appreciating its charms when he is sung to; and even among uncivilized [ungebildeten] peoples music is the first of the fine arts to move the soul. The picture that Nature presents to the eye is so diverse, ever-changing, and vast that imitative taste must long grope about, assaying the barbarisms associated with the monstrous and garish before it learns just proportion. But music, however crude and simple it may be, speaks to every human heart: together with dance, it is the universal celebration of Nature throughout the world. A pity, then, that most travelers, owing to excessive delicacy of taste, say nothing of the naïve tones of foreign peoples. Useless as they may be to the musician, they are instructive to the investigator of mankind: for a nation’s music, even in its most imperfect passages and fondest melodies, reveals that nation’s internal character—that is, the proper attunement of its sensitive organ—more deeply and truly than the most exhaustive description of external contingencies.

The more I trace the whole sensibility of man, in his various regions and modes of life, the more I find that Nature has everywhere proven herself a kind mother. Where an organ was less capable of being gratified, she excited it less and let it sink into a gentle slumber for thousands of years. Where she has refined and opened the organs to the world, she scattered all around the means to delight them to their satisfaction so that the whole earth, containing every organization of mankind, whether checked or allowed to unfold, sounds to her like a symphony in which every possible note is, or will be, struck.



II. The Imagination of Men Is Everywhere Organic and Climatic, but Everywhere Guided by Tradition

We can form no concept of anything that lies beyond the sphere of our perception: the story of that King of Siam who refused to believe in the existence of ice and snow* is in a thousand respects our own. The ideas of every native and sensuous people are therefore limited to its own region; if it affects to understand words describing objects quite foreign to its experience, then we shall long have reason to question how deep this understanding truly be.

“The Greenlanders,” says the venerable Cranz,6 “like to hear Europeans relate something of their country; but they could comprehend nothing unless it were explained to them by means of a comparison; for instance: ‘such a city has so many inhabitants, that such or such a number of whales would be required to feed them for one day. But they however eat no whales, they eat bread that grows like grass out of the ground, and the flesh of diverse creatures, some of which have horns. They are also carried from place to place either on the backs of very strong beasts or in a vehicle drawn by them.’ Then they think they know it all and, accordingly, bread they call grass, oxen reindeer, and horses great huge dogs. They admire all, and express a desire of living in such a fine and fertile land, until they hear that it often thunders and that there are no seals there to be caught. They also hear with pleasure of God and divine things, if you only allow the validity of their superstitious fables and customs too.” Let us compose after Cranz7 a little catechism of their physico-theology, showing that they are unable to answer and interpret European questions except by reference to their own field of view.


QUESTION: Who created heaven and earth and all you see around you?

ANSWER: We cannot say. We do not know him. It must have been some mighty person. Or things have always been as they are and will always remain so.

QUESTION: Do you have a soul?

ANSWER: Oh, yes. It can decrease and increase. Our angekoks can repair it when it is maimed, bring home a lost or fugitive one, and change a sickly soul for the sound and sprightly soul of a hare, a reindeer, a bird, or an infant. When we go on a long voyage, our soul is often left at home. At night it elopes from the body, and goes a hunting, dancing, or visiting while the body sleeps.

QUESTION: What happens to the soul after death?

ANSWER: It goes to the Elysium in the abysses of the ocean. There dwells Torngarsuk and his mother; there summer is perpetual and a shining sun is obscured by no night. There is the fair, limpid stream and an exuberance of fowls, fishes, seals, and reindeer, which are all to be caught without toil or even found in a great kettle boiling alive.

QUESTION: And do all men go there?

ANSWER: Only those who have been dexterous and diligent at their work, who have performed great exploits, have mastered many whales and seals, undergone hardships, have been drowned in the sea, or died in childbed.

QUESTION: How do they get there?

ANSWER: Not easily. They must spend five whole days, or even longer, sliding down a rugged rock, which is coated in blood and gore.

QUESTION: Do you not see the beauty of the celestial bodies? Should not paradise be there?

ANSWER: It is there, too, in the loftiest sky, beyond the rainbow. The flight thither is so easy and swift that the soul rests the very same evening in the mansion of the Moon, who was a Greenlander, and there it can dance and play at ball with the other souls. The Northern Lights are this dance of sportive souls.

QUESTION: And what else do they do up there?

ANSWER: They live in tents round a vast lake, where fish and fowl abound. When this lake overflows, it rains upon the earth. But should the dam break, there would be a general deluge. Only worthless, lazy wretches ascend up into this aerial void; the industrious go to the bottom of the sea. The former souls must often starve, are meager and languid, and have no repose on account of the rapid rotation of the heavens. Wicked people and witches are banished there; they are so infested with ravens that they are not able to keep them off their hair.

QUESTION: How was mankind created?

ANSWER: The first man, Kallak, sprang out of the earth and soon afterward his wife sprang from his thumb. A Greenlandic woman once gave birth to the Kablunoet, the foreigners, and some dogs; hence those are as wanton and fecund as these.

QUESTION: And will the world endure forever?

ANSWER: Once already the world was overset and all mankind were drowned. The only man who escaped alive smote the ground with his stick, and out sprang a woman, and these two repeopled the world. For the time being the globe of the earth still stands on its posts, which are so rotten with age that they often crack; and they would have sunk in long ago, if they had not been continually kept in repair by our angekoks.

QUESTION: But what do you make of those beautiful stars?

ANSWER: They were once Greenlanders or animals, who by some peculiar fatality were transported thither, and according to the quality of their diet their aspect is pale or red. The planets in their conjunctions are two females that visit or wrangle together; shooting stars are souls taking a tour from heaven to hell. That great constellation (Ursa Major) is a reindeer; the seven stars are dogs hunting a bear; those (Orion’s Belt) are the Bewildered Men, who could not find their way home from seal-catching and so were translated among the stars. The moon and sun are two mortal siblings. Malina, the sister, was teased by her brother in the dark. Endeavoring to escape by flight, she soared aloft and became the sun. Anninga followed her up into the firmament and became the moon; still the moon keeps running round the virginal sun in hopes of catching her, but in vain. When he is tired and hungry in his last quarter, he sets out from his house to hunt seals, stays several days abroad to recruit and fatten, and this produces the full moon. He rejoices when the women die, and the sun in revenge has her joy in the death of the men.



I would receive little thanks were I to go on in this vein, sketching the fancies of various peoples. Had someone the inclination to travel through this realm of the imagination, the true limbo of vanity encircling our earth, I should wish him endowed with the spirit of calm observation, which, free of all hypotheses of affinity and descent, shall find itself everywhere at home, while also knowing how to draw instruction from every folly of his brethren. For my part, I shall advert to a few general observations respecting this shadowy world that peoples and their fantasies have brought to life.

1. Everywhere it is stamped with the character of climates and nations. Compare the Greenlandic mythology with the Indian, the Lappish with the Japanese, the Peruvian with the Negro: a complete geography of the poetic mind. If the Icelandic Völuspá were read and explained to a Brahmin, he would scarcely be able to form an image of its contents; and the Icelander would find the Vedas just as alien. Their own mode of representation is stamped all the more deeply on every nation because it is peculiar to them, related to their heaven and their earth, springs from their own way of life, and has been passed down from their forefathers. Where a foreigner is utterly perplexed, they believe that they have clearly understood; where he laughs, they are quite serious. The Indians say that the destiny of man is inscribed on his brain, the fine lines of which represent the illegible letters of the book of Fate: often the most arbitrary national ideas and opinions are brain-pictures such as these, figments of the imagination interwoven with and inextricably linked to body and soul.

2. How came this to be? Did each individual belonging to these companies of men invent his own mythology and grow to love it as though it were his personal property? Not at all. He invented nothing; he inherited it. Were it the product of his own reflection, then his own reflection might have led him from the bad to something better; but that is not the case here. Dobrizhoffer8 suggested to a whole troop of brave and clever Abipones how ridiculous was their terror at the conjuror who was threatening to change himself into a tiger, and whose claws they fancied they could already feel against their flesh: “You daily kill tigers in the plain without dread,” he said to them, “why then should you weakly fear a false imaginary tiger in the town?” To which an intrepid Abipone replied: “You Fathers don’t understand these matters. We never fear, but kill tigers in the plain, because we can see them. Artificial tigers we do fear, because they can neither be seen nor killed by us.” Here, it seems to me, lies the essential point. Were all ideas as clear as ideas of sight; had we no other conceits than those we derive from and compare with objects of vision, then the source of error and deception would be dammed up or at least readily identifiable. But most products of national imagination are the offspring of the ear and of oral tradition. The ignorant child listens with curiosity to the tales that flow into his mind like mother’s milk, like a festive wine of his paternal lineage, and afford it nourishment. They appear to him to explain what he has seen; they inform the youth about his tribe’s way of life and of the glory of his ancestors; they initiate the grown man into his occupation, as determined by nation and climate, and so they become inseparable from his whole existence. Throughout his life, the Greenlander or the Tungu actually sees only what he heard told in his childhood, and thus he gives it credence as though it were an ocular truth. Hence the terrified practices of so many of the remotest peoples on the occasion of lunar and solar eclipses; hence their fearful belief in spirits of the air, ocean, and other elements. Wherever there is motion in Nature, wherever a thing seems to be alive and undergo change without the eye able to perceive the laws by which that change is effected; there the ear hears voices, hears words that explain the mystery of what is seen by what is unseen: the imagination is exerted and satisfied after its own fashion—that is, with imaginings. The ear is the most timid, the shyest of all the senses; it perceives vividly, but obscurely: it cannot collate, cannot compare until clarity is achieved: for its objects pass by in a stupefying stream. Charged with rousing the mind, it can rarely provide distinct and satisfactory instruction without the aid of the other senses, particularly the eye.

3. We therefore see among which peoples the imagination must be strained to the highest degree: namely, among those that love solitude and inhabit the wild regions of nature: wastelands, rocky country, the storm-beaten seashore, the foot of volcanoes, or other prodigious and turbulent tracts of the earth. Since the earliest times, the deserts of Arabia have been the birthplace of extravagant conceits, and those who indulged in them were for the most part solitary men full of wonder. In solitude did Muhammad receive the revelation of the Koran: his excited fancy transported him to heaven and showed him all the angels, prophets, and other worlds: his mind is never more inflamed than when it depicts the Buraq of the lonely night, the great day of judgment, and other exalted objects.* How far afield has the superstition of the shamans spread! From Greenland and Lapland, along the entire benighted coast of the Arctic Sea, deep into Tartary, and almost throughout the whole of America. Everywhere there are magicians, and everywhere frightful images of Nature constitute the world in which they live. More than three quarters of the globe subscribe to this creed: for even in Europe most of the nations of Finnic and Slavic origin still cling to the sorceries of Nature-worship, and the superstition of the Negros is nothing but shamanism adapted to their genius and climate. In the cultivated countries of Asia, it has been displaced by positive, more elaborate religions and political institutions; but it can be glimpsed here and there, when it allows itself to be so glimpsed, in outlying districts and among the populace, before it again acquires a formidable ascendancy on several of the South Sea Islands. The worship of Nature thus encompasses the globe: and its fantasies have fastened, in any given climate, on every superior force and object of fear that intersects with the needs of man. In ancient times it was the cult of almost every people on earth.

4. That the mode of life and genius of each people have exercised a powerful influence here scarcely requires mention. The shepherd regards Nature with different eyes than those of the fisherman and hunter: and these occupations in turn vary from one region to the next just as much as national character. I was surprised, for example, to observe in the mythology of the Kamchadals, who dwell so far to the north, a bold lasciviousness that one would sooner expect to find in a southern people; but their climate and their genetic character shed some light even on this anomaly.9 Their frigid land is dotted with volcanoes and hot springs, so that severe cold and blazing heat contend with one another: their lewd manners, like their rude mythological fables, are a natural product of both. It is the same with those tales of the exuberant, chattering Negros, which have neither beginning nor end;10 it is the same with the concise, fixed mythology of the natives of North America;11 it is the same with the florid fantasies of the Indians,12 which breathe, as they do themselves, the voluptuous repose of paradise. Their gods bathe in oceans of milk and sugar, their goddesses sit by cool lakes in the cup of sweet-scented flowers.* In short, the mythology of every people is the imprint of the particular way in which they viewed Nature: specifically whether, according to their climate and genius, they found good or evil to predominate in her works, and how they sought to justify the one by means of the other. Thus, even in its wildest strokes and most poorly executed features, mythology is a philosophical attempt of the human mind, which dreams before it awakens and gladly lingers in its infantile state.

5. There is a common tendency to see the angekoks, sorcerers, magicians, shamans, and priests as the authors of these fictions, with which they hoodwink the people, and to believe the matter satisfactorily explained once they have been labeled impostors. In most places, that is indeed what they are; but let us never forget that they themselves belong to the people and were therefore the dupes of even older legends. They were born and brought up amid the accumulated imaginings of their tribe; their consecration required fasting, solitude, straining of the fancy, the exhaustion of body and soul; so that no one became a sorcerer until his familiar spirit had appeared to him: and thus in his own mind was the work first accomplished that afterward, throughout his life, he performed for others with renewed exertions of thought and mortifications of the flesh. Even the most incredulous travelers could not help but be amazed at hocus-pocus tricks of this sort, witnessing such effects of the power of imagination as they had scarcely reckoned possible and often were at a loss to explain. Of all the faculties of the human mind, the fancy has been the least examined and is perhaps the least susceptible of examination: for, while it is connected with the whole fabric of the body, and particularly with the brain and nerves, as so many wondrous diseases attest, it seems to be not only the bond and basis of all the finer mental faculties, but also the knot that ties body and mind together: the budding flower, as it were, of the entire sensuous organization that is then put to further use by the cognitive powers. Thus, it is necessarily the first thing to be transmitted from parents to their offspring, which again is confirmed by many instances of deviations from Nature, along with the undeniable resemblance of external and internal organism, even in the most accidental characteristics. It has long been a point of controversy as to whether there are innate ideas, and as the term has been commonly understood, they surely do not exist; but if instead we mean the disposition to receive, combine, and extend certain ideas and images, then it seems that not only does nothing speak against but rather everything for them. If a child can inherit six fingers, or the family of the Porcupine Man in England* his monstrous scales; if the structure of the head and face is often clearly passed on: why should it come as a surprise to find that the structure of the brain, perhaps even its most intricate convolutions, might also be hereditary? Though we may have no inkling of them, diseases of the imagination are rampant among many nations: when a man falls sick, his brothers strive to alleviate his symptoms because they feel in themselves the genetic disposition to the same affliction. The brave and hearty Abipones, for instance, are subject to a periodic madness,* of which the raver remains ignorant during his lucid intervals: he is as healthy as he was before; only his soul, they say, has left him. To bring about this deranged state, the elders of some peoples decree dream festivals,* where the dreamer is permitted to do anything that his spirit commands. Dreams generally possess a marvelous force among all peoples with copious imaginations: indeed, dreams were likely the first muses, the parents of fiction and poetry proper. They introduced men to forms and things that no eye had ever seen, but the desire for which lay in the human mind: for what could be more natural than deceased loved ones appearing in dreams to those they had left behind and that they, who for so long had lived with us in our waking hours, might now wish to live with us as shades in a dream? The history of nations will show how Providence has employed the organ of imagination, by which it could act so powerfully, immediately, and naturally on men; but it was horrible when deceit or despotism abused it and exploited for its own ends the vast, still untamed ocean of human dreams and fantasies.

Great Spirit of the Earth! With your gaze you survey all the dreams and shadowy figures that chase one another across our terrestrial globe! For we are shadows and only dreams of shadows does our fancy contrive.* As little as we are able to breathe pure air, as little can pure reason at present communicate itself fully to our compound tenement made from dust. Yet, even by the mazy paths of the imagination, it is to this that mankind are being educated; they are attached to images because these furnish an impression of things; even in the thickest fog they see and seek the rays of truth. Happy is he, and a chosen one, who advances, as far as he can within the narrow limits of his life, from phantoms to essence—that is, from childhood to manhood—and in this respect also passes through the history of his brothers with a pure spirit. The mind is exalted and expanded when it ventures to step outside the constricted circle that climate and education have drawn around us and learns from other nations at least what we may lack. How much, which we long presumed essential, we find elsewhere to be wanting and indeed superfluous! Notions that we have often recognized as the most general principles of human reason vanish from this place or that according to the climate, as the land vanishes in a haze behind the departing ship. What one nation considers indispensable to its sphere of thought has never crossed the mind of another or is even judged pernicious. Thus we wander about the earth in a labyrinth of human fancies; but where is the center of the labyrinth back to which all the winding paths lead, like refracted rays to the sun? That is the question.



III. The Practical Understanding of Mankind Has Everywhere Developed in Response to the Demands of a Particular Mode of Life; but Everywhere It Is the Flower of National Genius, the Offspring of Habit and Tradition

It is customary to divide the nations of the earth into hunters, fishermen, herdsmen, and farmers;* and on the basis of this division not only to determine their degree of culture, but also to define culture itself as a necessary consequence of this or that mode of life. All well and good if these modes of life were clearly distinguishable to begin with; but they vary almost from region to region and so merge into one another that it becomes exceedingly difficult to apply this abstract classification. The Greenlander who harpoons the whale, chases the reindeer, and kills the seal is both fisherman and hunter; but in a manner quite different from that in which the Negro catches fish or the Araucanian hunts in the deserts of the Andes. The Bedouin and the Mongol, the Laplander and the Peruvian are herdsmen; but how unalike they are, as the first tends camels, the second horses, the third reindeer, and the fourth alpacas and llamas. The farmer in Ouidah and the farmer in Japan no more resemble each other than do the English and Chinese merchant.

Need alone seems equally incapable of producing culture, even when sufficient powers are present in the nation and awaiting an occasion for their development: for as soon as man’s indolence has come to terms with his wants, and together they have begotten the child he names convenience, he persists in his condition and cannot be impelled to improve it without effort. Hence there are other operative causes that determine, one way or another, the mode of life of a people; but for our purposes let us assume that it has been so determined and instead inquire as to the active powers of the mind expressed in various modes of life.

In the absence of some particular impetus to culture, human beings who subsist on roots, herbs, and fruits will long remain idle and limited in their powers. Formed in a pleasant climate and sprung from a gentle stock, their way of life is also gentle: for why should they quarrel when bountiful Nature bestows on them everything without toil and moil? But their arts and inventions, too, are merely adequate to their daily needs. The inhabitants of those islands whom Nature provisioned with fruits, especially the wholesome breadfruit, and under fair skies clothed with bark and branches,* lived a quiet, happy life. Birds, the story goes, perched on the shoulders of the Chamorro and sang undisturbed; they were unacquainted with bow and arrow, for no wild animal had ever required them to defend themselves. They were strangers even to fire: their mild climate allowed them to live comfortably without it. A similar case is furnished by the peoples of the Carolines and other fortunate islands of the South Sea, though in some of them society had risen to a higher stage of culture and, owing to several causes, combined a number of disparate arts and occupations. Where the climate becomes harsher, men must resort to more arduous and varied modes of life. The New Hollander tracks his opossum and kangaroo, shoots birds, catches fish, eats the roots of the yam: he has united as many ways of life as he requires for his rude comfort, rounding off its asperities until he can live happily after his own fashion. It is the same with New Caledonians and New Zealanders; even the wretched Fuegians are no exception. They had canoes of bark, bow and arrow, baskets and vessels, fire and shelter, clothing and hatchets—that is, the beginnings of every art by which the most civilized [gebildetsten] peoples of the earth have perfected their culture; but there, under the yoke of oppressive cold, in the most barren and rugged country, everything still remains in a rudimentary state. The Californians display as much understanding as their surroundings and mode of life afford and demand. The same is true of the natives of Labrador and of all the nations on the indigent margins of the earth. Everywhere they have reconciled themselves to want and from traditional habit live happily in their enforced activity. Whatever is not compelled by necessity they neglect: as deftly as the Eskimo paddles in his kayak, he has not yet learned to swim.

On the largest land mass of our globe men and animals are more crowded together; hence the understanding of the former was exercised by the latter in a greater variety of ways. Admittedly, the residents of many American swamps were obliged to have recourse to snakes, lizards, iguanas, armadillos, and alligators; but most nations became hunters of a nobler sort. Is an inhabitant of North or South America lacking any ability to fulfill his life’s vocation? He knows the animals that he pursues, their haunts, habits, and wiles, and arms himself against them with strength, guile, and practice. The boy grows up aspiring to the fame of a hunter, as in Greenland he would seek the renown that is a seal-catcher’s due: he hears tell of these glories in conversations, songs, and tales of derring-do, and sees them enacted before him in gestures and enthusiastic dancing. From childhood he learns how to fashion and make use of the implements of the chase; weapons are his toys, while women he scorns: for the narrower the sphere of life and the more definite the work in which perfection is sought, the sooner this is achieved. Nothing therefore deflects the ambitious youth from his course; rather, everything excites and encourages him when he lives under the gaze of his people, in the condition and occupation of his forefathers. Were someone to compile a picture book of the skills exhibited by different nations, he would find them scattered all over the earth and each flourishing in its proper place. Here the Negro leaps into the surf, where no European would dare follow; there he climbs trees so high that we almost lose sight of him. This fisherman goes about his business with such dexterity, as if he were charming the fish into his net; this Samoyed encounters a polar bear and does not hesitate to take it on; two lions are no match for a Negro who combines strength and cunning. The Hottentot launches himself at the rhinoceros and hippopotamus; the Canary Islander skips like a chamois across the steepest rocks; the sturdy, manly woman of Tibet carries the stranger over the tallest mountains on earth. The children of Prometheus, who were composed of the parts and instincts of every animal, and from these learned all their arts and abilities, have now surpassed them altogether: this one here, that one there.

That man learned most of his arts from Nature and from animals is beyond doubt. Why does the Chamorro clothe himself with tree bark? Why do the American and Papuan adorn themselves with feathers? Because the former lives among trees and obtains from them his food; because the brightly plumed birds native to the countries of the latter are the finest things that ever they set eyes on. The hunter disguises himself like the game he pursues and builds lodges like the beaver; other nations roost like birds in trees or make their nests on the ground. The beak of the bird was the model for man’s spear and arrows, just as the design of his boat, swimming nimbly on the surface on the water, was patterned after the shape of the fish. From the snake he acquired the deadly art of poisoning his darts; and the remarkably widespread custom of painting the body likewise began in imitation of the birds and beasts. Why, thought man, should they be so beautifully ornamented, and decked out with such variety, while I must put up with a pale, even complexion because my climate and indolence suffer me to go uncovered? And so he began to daub his person with symmetrical decorations; even the nations that wear clothing envied the ox its horns, the bird its crest, the bear its tail—and copied them. The North Americans celebrate and give thanks to the bird that brought them corn; and most local medicines were evidently learned by observing animals. All this, to be sure, required the sensuous mind of men in a state of nature, who, living freely among these creatures, did not yet think themselves infinitely superior. It proved difficult for Europeans even to find out what the natives in other parts of the world daily made use of; after many tedious attempts, they were at last obliged to obtain the secret by force or by fraud.

The man who lured brute animals to his side, ultimately bringing them under his control, made incomparably greater strides: the vast difference among neighboring nations, living with or without these substitutes for their own powers, is plain as day. Why did remote America, at the time of its discovery, lag so far behind much of the Old World that the Europeans could treat its inhabitants like a flock of harmless sheep? It is not solely a matter of physical powers, as the example of countless forest-dwelling peoples still show: for in stature, swiftness of foot, and ready dexterity they exceed, man for man, most of the nations that throw dice for their land. Nor is the cause to be sought in the faculty of understanding, at least as it pertains to the individual: the American knew how to provide for himself and lived happily with his wife and children. The answer therefore lies with art, with weapons, with the closer association of European peoples, but most of all with the availability of tamable animals. Had the American possessed just the horse, whose warlike majesty he tremblingly acknowledged; were the ferocious dogs, which the Spanish loosed against him as fellow soldiers in the pay of His Catholic Majesty, instead his to command; then the conquest would have been bought more dearly, and a retreat to their mountains, deserts, and plains would at least have remained open to an equestrian nation. Even today, all travelers agree that the horse makes the greatest difference among the American peoples. The horsemen in North and especially South America stand so far apart from the persecuted wretches of Mexico and Peru that one would scarcely recognize them as brothers and neighbors from the same region of earth. The former have not only preserved their freedom, but have also become more virile in body and mind than they probably were when their land was discovered. The horse, which they got from the oppressors of their brethren, who here operated as unwitting instruments of Fate, may one day perhaps be the liberator of the entire continent; as the other domesticated animals that have been introduced to them have already in some measure been conducive to a more comfortable life and at a future time might yet become the means of facilitating a distinctive culture in the west. But as all this is in the hands of Fate alone, so too it was by her decree, and lay in the nature of this corner of the globe, that America was for so long unacquainted with either horse or ass, either dog or ox, either sheep or goat, either swine or cat or camel. There were fewer species of quadruped, because this land was less extensive, separate from the Old World, and much of it probably rose later from the bosom of the ocean than the other continents; and so fewer could be tamed. The alpaca and llama, the vicuña of Mexico, Peru, and Chile were the only domesticable and domesticated beasts; for even the Europeans, with all their understanding, have been unable to add to these and failed to turn the grison, puma, tapir, or sloth into useful household animals.

In the Old World, by contrast, how many domesticated animals there are! And how much they have contributed to the active understanding of mankind! Without the camel and horse, the deserts of Arabia and Africa would be inaccessible; the sheep and the goat have supported the family economy, the ox and the ass agriculture and trade. In a simple state, man lived amiably and companionably with these beasts; he dealt kindly with them and acknowledged his debt to them. So lives now the Arab or Mongol with his steed, the shepherd with his flock, the hunter with his hounds, the Peruvian with his llama.13 It is widely known that all of man’s helpful creatures thrive, too, when they are treated humanely: they learn to understand and love man; they develop capacities and dispositions found neither in the wild animal nor in the abused, which, in dull obesity or with haggard, worn-out frame, loses even the powers and instincts of its species. Within a certain sphere, then, man and beast have formed each other together: the practical understanding of the first has been strengthened and expanded by the last, the capacity of the last by the first. When we read of the dogs of the Kamchadals, we are hardly sure which is the more rational creature, the dog or the Kamchadal.

In this sphere, the first exercise of human understanding now stands still; indeed, every nation accustomed to this sphere has had difficulty in leaving it: and in particular all have dreaded submission to the yoke of agriculture. Notwithstanding that North America has fine grasslands; that every nation loves and defends its property; that many have been taught by Europeans to value gold, brandy, and some of the conveniences of life: yet the tilling of the fields, the cultivation of maize and other garden vegetables, as well as the whole management of the household, is left to the women. The warlike hunter would not choose to become a gardener, shepherd, or plowman. The so-called savage prefers the free and active life of Nature to everything else: surrounded by dangers, it rouses his powers, his courage, his resolve, and rewards him with health throughout his career, with independence and peace at home, with renown and honor among his tribe. He desires, he needs nothing more; so how could he find new happiness in a different state, the comforts of which he does not recognize and the annoyances of which he does not relish? Read the unembellished speeches of those we dub savages; is there any mistaking the sound intellect and sense of natural justice they contain? Even in this condition, though with rude hand and adapted to few purposes, the form of man has been finished with as much perfection as was possible here: so that he may enjoy serene contentment and, after long, uninterrupted health, a peaceful passing from this existence. The Bedouin and Abipone are both happy in their estate; the former shudders at the thought of the bustling city, as the latter recoils at the idea of being interred in a churchyard: to both it feels like being buried alive.

Even where agriculture has been introduced, great pains were taken to fix men to a single plot of land and establish the distinction of mine and thine: many peoples residing in small Negro kingdoms where farming is practiced still have no conception of this, since, as they say, the earth is a common good. Every year they parcel out the arable ground among themselves and cultivate it with a little effort; but once the harvest has been gathered, the soil once again reverts to joint ownership. Generally speaking, no mode of life has wrought so many changes in the sentiments of men as agriculture on enclosed land. By giving rise to arts and occupations, towns and cities, and consequently police [Policei] and laws, it has necessarily paved the way for that terrible despotism that, once it was known that every man could be found in his field, prescribed to each what he alone ought to be and do there. The soil no longer belonged to man; now man belonged to the soil. Soon even the feeling of powers once exerted was lost by their disuse: sunk in cowardice and slavery, the oppressed passed from misery and impoverishment to voluptuous ease. Hence why, throughout the world, the tent-dweller regards the cottager as a tethered beast of burden, as a degenerate strain of the species.* To the former even the severest want becomes a pleasure as long as it is seasoned and rewarded with freedom and self-determination; while the sweetest delicacies are poisons as soon as they relax the soul and deprive a mortal creature of the only enjoyments of his fleeting existence: dignity and liberty.

Do not think that I mean to depreciate a mode of life that is one of the most excellent means whereby Providence has prepared men for civil society: for I too eat the bread of the land. But let us do justice also to those other modes of life that, according to the constitution of the earth, are destined, just as much as the agrarian, to be the educators of mankind. Only a tiny fraction of the inhabitants of this globe cultivates the ground in a manner identical to our own, and they were appointed to their discrepant existence by Nature herself. Those numerous nations that subsist on roots, rice, fruits; on fishing, fowling, and hunting; the countless nomads who might buy bread from their neighbors or raise a few crops; all the peoples that till the soil without converting it into private property or by leaving the work to the womenfolk and serfs: they are not properly farmers. What a small sliver of the world is therefore reserved to this artificial way of life! Now, Nature has attained her end either everywhere or nowhere. The practical understanding of man was to blossom and bear fruit in all its varieties; hence so multifarious an earth was bestowed on so multifarious a species.



IV. The Sensations and Instincts of Men Are Everywhere Adapted to the Conditions in Which They Live and to Their Organization; But Everywhere They Are Governed by Opinions and Habit

The primary purpose of every being is self-preservation. From the grain of dust to the sun, everything strives to remain what it is: to which end the animal has been stamped with instinct; to which end man has been furnished with his analogue of instinct, namely reason. In obedience to this law, driven by ravenous hunger, he searches for food everywhere: without knowing why or wherefore, he seeks from infancy to exercise his powers, to be in motion. The weary do not summon sleep, yet sleep comes unbidden to renew their existence; to the sick the inner vital force gives succor when it can or, accompanied by sighs and groans, at least desires to do so. Throughout his life man defends himself against everything by which he is assailed; and even without his cognizance Nature has made arrangements, both in and around him, to support, protect, and maintain him in his efforts.

There have been philosophers who, on account of this instinct of self-preservation, have classed our species with the beasts of rapine and claimed his natural condition to be a state of war. There is clearly much impropriety in this assertion. To be sure, man is a robber when he picks the fruit of a tree; a murderer when he kills an animal; and the cruelest oppressor on earth when with his foot, or with his breath perhaps, he extinguishes countless invisible forms of life. Everyone knows the lengths to which the gentle Indian and extravagant Egyptian philosophies have gone to render man quite harmless; but such speculations are in vain. Our eyes cannot peer into the chaos of the elements: and even if we abstain from consuming the flesh of larger animals, we cannot help but swallow a myriad of the minute creatures found in water, air, milk, and vegetables.

Setting these musings to one side, then, let us consider man among his brothers and ask: is he by nature a beast of prey to his own kind? Is he an unsociable being? By his make and shape, he is not the first and by birth still less the second. Conceived in the lap of Love and suckled at her breast, he was raised by men and received from them a thousand undeserved blessings. To that extent, therefore, he is formed in and for society, without which he could have neither sprung into existence nor become a man. His unsociability begins with an infringement on his person, by his coming into collision with others; but here again he is no exception: for he is acting in accordance with the great law of self-preservation that governs all beings. Nevertheless, let us see what means Nature has devised to restrain him as best she could, even in these circumstances, and to his satisfaction, thereby preventing a war of all against all.

1. Man being the most multiplex and intricately wrought [vielfach-künstlichste] creature, so great a diversity of genetic characters occurs nowhere else in the realm of the organic. Blind, domineering instinct is absent from his subtle frame; his thoughts and appetites do not run in parallel but deviate to a degree unknown in any other species. As a consequence of his nature, then, man will tend to clash with his fellows less often: for this nature is distributed throughout a prodigious variety of dispositions, sentiments, and instincts and individualized, so to speak. What seems to one man a matter of indifference, another finds captivating; and thus each is surrounded by a world of enjoyment, a creation made for him alone.

2. On this divergent species Nature bestowed an ample space, the wide and prolific earth, where mankind were to be scattered by the most varied climates and modes of life. Here she raised mountains, there she placed rivers and deserts in order to separate men; to the hunters she gave the extensive forests, to the fishermen the broad sea, to the herdsmen the outspread plains. She is therefore not to blame when birds, deceived by the fowler’s art, fly into his net, where they fight over food, peck out one another’s eyes, and contaminate the air they breathe: for Nature put the bird in the air and not in the fowler’s net. Behold those savage tribes: how unsavagely do they live side by side! None envies the other; each obtains and enjoys in peace what is his. To take the malicious and perverse character of men crowded together, of emulous artists, contending politicians, and jealous scholars, for universal traits of the human species runs contrary to the truth of history; the greater part of men is ignorant of such prickles and the festering sores their scratches leave behind: for they live in the open air and not in the pestilential atmosphere of cities. Whoever insists that laws are necessary because otherwise there would be law-breakers, presupposes what he ought first to prove. If you do not cram people into suffocating prisons, there is no need to provide them with a system of ventilation. If you do not rouse them to artificial fury, there is no need to invent counterarts by which to restrain them.

3. Nature has also abbreviated, as much as she could, the time that men must spend together. Man requires a protracted education, and even then he is still feeble. He has a child’s temperament: prone to sudden bursts of anger that are just as quickly forgotten; often disgruntled, but harboring no resentment. As soon as he has reached maturity, a new impulse awakens in him, and he leaves his father’s house. Nature is here at work: she pushes him out so that he might build his own nest.

And with whom does he build it? With a creature so unlike and yet like him, made as deficient in martial passions as could be consistent with the purpose of their union. The nature of woman is different from that of man; she feels differently, she acts differently. Woe be to him whose wife is his rival or outstrips him in the manly virtues! She shall rule him through obliging kindness alone: and thus the apple of discord becomes once again the apple of love.

This is as far as I wish to pursue the history of the individuation of mankind; with discrete households and families, the ground has been laid for the development of new societies, laws, customs, and even languages. What is revealed by these distinct and unavoidable dialects, which are found in indescribable profusion on our earth and often at such little remove from one another? They reveal that the object of our Parent was not to crowd her children together, but to diffuse them. If possible, no tree shall deprive another of air and stunt its neighbor’s growth, or bend and warp itself into some wretched shape so as to breathe more freely. Each shall find its own spot, so that it may rise up spontaneously from its root and put forth its leafy crown.

Not war, therefore, but peace is the natural condition of man unoppressed: for war is a state of emergency, not of his original enjoyment. In the hands of Nature, war, even when it includes cannibalism, is never the end; but occasionally a severe and dismal means that even the Mother of all things could not entirely avoid, yet which, by way of compensation, she has employed toward ends all the more noble, rich, and varied.

Before we may come to unhappy Enmity, let us therefore speak of gladdening Love. The whole earth is her empire; but everywhere she appears under different guises.

As soon as the plant is fully grown, it blooms: florescence is therefore determined by the period of growth, which in turn is determined by the heat of the sun that drives it upward. Whether the human blossom arrives early or late is likewise dependent on the climate and everything pertaining to it. On our little earth, it is remarkable how much the age of puberty varies according to region and mode of life. A Persian girl marries at eight and becomes a mother at nine, while the viragos of ancient Germany were thirty years old before they turned their minds to love.

We can all see that these differences must have considerably altered the relation of the sexes to each other. The oriental bride is a child when given in marriage; she blooms early and soon fades: she is accordingly treated like a child, like a flower, by her more mature husband. Now, since in those warmer regions the amorous instinct not only stirs earlier in both sexes but operates more intensely, would not the next step obviously be for the man to abuse the privileges of his sex by desiring to gather a bouquet of these fleeting flowers? For mankind, this step was of great consequence. Not only did the husband’s jealousy cause him to confine his several wives in a harem, where their accomplishment [Ausbildung] could not possibly keep pace with that of the males; but, as girls were educated for the harem and the company of other women (indeed, the infant was often sold or betrothed at the age of two), how could it be otherwise than that the husband’s entire intercourse, the household arrangements, the rearing of children, and finally even fertility itself, must in time be affected by this disparity? It has been sufficiently proven that too early a marriage on the part of the woman and too powerful a stimulus on the part of the man is conducive neither to soundness of body nor fertility of the species. Indeed, the accounts of many travelers suggest the likelihood that in some of these regions more daughters are born than sons, which, provided these observations have some basis in truth, may be an effect as well as a continuing cause of polygamy. To be sure, this is not the only instance of Nature being diverted from her course by human art and inflamed sensuality: for otherwise she maintains a nice proportion between the births of both sexes. But as woman is the most delicate bud of our earth, and love has always been the mightiest motor in creation, so the manner of her treatment was bound to become the first critical point of separation in the history of our species. Everywhere woman was the original bone of contention cast between men’s desires and by her nature, as it were, the first crumbling brick in the human edifice.

For example, let us accompany Cook on his final voyage. If on the Society Islands and in neighboring territories the female sex seemed to be votaries of Cytherea, giving themselves up for a nail, ornament, or feather; and with the husband, too, ready to bargain away his wife for some gewgaw that he coveted; then the scene evidently changes with the climate and the character of other islanders. Among peoples where the man wielded the war hatchet, the woman was more completely banished to the house: his ruder manners made her severer, too, so that neither her beauty nor her ugliness was exposed to the eyes of the world. I am convinced that no circumstance better enables us to distinguish the true character of a man, or of a nation, than the treatment of women. Most peoples whose way of life is a hard struggle have reduced the female sex to domestic animals* and charged them with performing all the homely duties: by having carried out one bold, hazardous, and manly undertaking, the man now fancied himself free of the yoke of such petty inconveniences and left these to the womenfolk. Hence the great subalternity of the sex among most savage nations in every region of the earth; hence, too, the disdain for their mothers exhibited by sons as soon as they arrive at the years of maturity. From an early age, they were raised to feats of valor, thus frequently reminded of the prerogatives of man, and a kind of rude spirit of bellicosity and sedulity [Kriegs- oder Arbeitsmut] soon took the place of tender affection. From Greenland to Hottentot country, this disregard for women is prevalent in all uncultivated nations, though in every people and on every continent it assumes a different form. In a condition of slavery, the Negress is far inferior to the Negro, while the most wretched Carib thinks himself a king in his own home.

But it is not only woman’s frailty that appears to have subordinated her to man: in most places her greater sensibility, her guile, and generally the subtler mobility of her mind has contributed still more to this outcome. The Orientals, for example, are at a loss to understand how the limitless freedom of the female sex in Europe, the seat of gynaecocracy, can obtain or endure without posing the slightest threat to men; with them, they suppose, everything would be thrown into commotion were these fickle, wily, and enterprising creatures not brought to heel. For many of their tyrannical customs they offer no justification save that by some action or other women have in the past merited such harsh decrees, to which men were compelled for the sake of their peace and security. This is how in India they account for the inhuman practice of burning a widow on her husband’s pyre: the life of the man, they say, would not have been safe without this horrific remedy, which requires that she immolate herself with him; and, when we read of the lascivious scheming of the women in these lands, of the bewitching charms of Indian dancers, of the intrigues in Turkish and Persian harems, we might almost believe something of this sort. The men were too incapable of preventing sparks from igniting the tinder of their lubricity, but also too feeble and lazy to unravel the tangled, flimsy web of female faculties and machinations and turn them toward better ends. Being feeble and voluptuous barbarians, they therefore sought peace in barbarous fashion, subduing by force those whose guile they could not conquer with reason. Read what Greeks and Orientals have written of woman, and you will find plenty of material with which to explain her astonishing fate in most warm climates. To be sure, the blame for all this ultimately lies with the men, whose dull brutality did not in fact eradicate the evil they so clumsily contained: as is evident not only from the history of culture, which by rational formation [Bildung] has put woman on a level with man, but also from the example of certain nations that, though deficient in cultural refinement, are no less rational. The ancient German, even in his primeval forests, recognized what is noble in woman and admired the finest qualities of her sex, namely prudence, fidelity, courage, and chastity; but, of course, he was helped to this insight by his climate, his genetic character, his whole mode of life. He and his wife grew like the oaks around them: slowly, resiliently, and sturdily; his country lacked the enticements of seduction; instead, necessity and their long-established constitution gave both sexes an impulse to virtue. Daughters of Germany, be mindful of the fame of your foremothers and strive to emulate it: among few nations does history celebrate the things for which they are celebrated; among few nations has man honored the virtue of woman as he did in ancient Germany. In most nations that live under a similar constitution, the women are slaves; but your mothers were friends and counselors, as is every worthy woman to this day.

Let us now pass to the virtues of woman as they are revealed in the history of humankind. Even among the most savage peoples woman is distinguished from man by a more delicately obliging disposition, by a love of ornament and beauty; and these qualities are manifest even where the nation must contend with a hostile climate and the most dreadful scarcity. Everywhere woman adorns herself; and though in some places there is little that can serve for embellishment, yet in the first days of spring the bountiful earth brings forth at least a few scentless flowerets, presaging what she might accomplish at other times of the year. Cleanliness is another feminine virtue, to which she is inclined by her nature and excited by her desire to please. The arrangements, the often excessive laws and customs, by which all wholesome nations have segregated diseased women and rendered them harmless, put many cultivated peoples to shame. Hence they had no knowledge of, and remain unacquainted with, a great many of the infirmities that with us are both the effect and again the new cause of that profound depravity that a wanton and morbid effeminacy has transmitted to a wretched posterity. The mild leniency, the tireless activity, by which the gentle sex, free from the abuses of culture, excel themselves throughout the world, is deserving of even louder acclaim. With resignation they bear the yoke that man’s raw, superior strength, his love of leisure and idleness, as well as the excesses of their own ancestors, have imposed on them as hereditary custom; and the best examples of this are often found among the most miserable peoples. It is not dissembling when in many regions a nubile daughter must be forced to accept the burdens of marriage; she runs from the hut, she flees into the desert; tearfully she puts on her bridal garland, the last flowering of her free and frivolous youth. Most of the wedding songs of such nations are songs of encouragement, of consolation, and even of lamentation,14 which we are apt to mock because we no longer feel their innocence and truth. Tenderly she takes leave of all that was so dear to her youth; she quits the home of her parents, dead to them forever, gives up her former name, and becomes the property of a stranger, who will likely be a tyrant to her. Those things that are most invaluable to a human being she must surrender to him: her person, her liberty, her will, perhaps even her life and welfare; and all this for charms of which the virgin is still innocent and which, soon perhaps, will be drowned in a sea of troubles. Happily, Nature has endowed and adorned the female heart with an indescribably tender and intense feeling for the personal worth of man. Thanks to this feeling she endures even his severities, willingly turning her gaze upward to contemplate with sweet devotion all that she thinks noble, great, valiant, and uncommon in him. With sympathetic interest she listens to his talk of manly deeds, which, when evening comes, lightens the load of her trying day and fills her with pride that, since she must belong to someone, she belongs to such a man. The love of the romantic in the feminine character is therefore a beneficent gift of Nature, a balm for her and a cheering reward for him: for the finest prize the lad strives to win has always been the love of a fair maiden.

Finally, the sweet maternal affection with which Nature furnished this sex is almost independent of cool reason and far removed from the selfish desire for reward. The mother loves her child not because he is loveable, but because he is a living part of her own self, the offspring of her heart, the imprint of her nature. Hence her bowels of compassion are moved when he wails in distress, and her heart leaps when he is happy; her blood flows more gently when she is still connected to him, as it were, by the breast at which he drinks. All the uncorrupted nations of the earth are imbued with this maternal feeling: though climate changes everything else, it could not change this; only the most depraved institutions of society were able in time to make vicious ease more alluring than the exquisite pangs of motherly love. The Greenlander continues to suckle her son into his third or fourth year, because the climate offers no food fit for infants: with indulgent patience, she endures the misbehavior and boisterous spirits of his awakening virility. The Negress summons strength exceeding that of any man when some monster attacks her child; with wide-eyed amazement, we read stories of her maternal intrepidity and recklessness of her own life. When death at last robs the doting mother, whom we call a savage, of her chief consolation, of that charge that gives her existence meaning, the feeling that overcomes her defies all description; read in Carver of the grief of the Sioux woman who had lost her husband and four-year-old son.15 How, then, are these nations lacking in sentiments of true feminine humanity, unless perhaps want and bitter necessity or a false point of honor and some rude hereditary custom did not occasionally lead them astray? The germs of that feeling for all things great and noble not only lie scattered everywhere, but are everywhere as fully developed as the mode of life, climate, tradition, or particularity of the people will allow.

That being so, the husband will not be outdone by his wife: for has not every manly virtue that we can think of flourished somewhere on this earth? The courage to rule over the world, to enjoy life with a measure of freedom yet not without activity, is perhaps the first virtue of men; it is surely the one that has found the widest and most varied expression, as necessity has required it almost everywhere and every region, every custom has steered it in a different direction. Soon, therefore, man sought fame in dangers, and his triumph over these was the most precious jewel of his life. This inclination was passed from father to son, fostered by his early upbringing, and within a few generations became a hereditary disposition. In the born hunter, the ringing of his horn and the cries of his hounds evoke a response that no one else can share; to this the impressions received in childhood contributed; even the physiognomy and brain of the hunter are transmitted to posterity. So it is with every other mode of life pursued by free and active peoples. A nation’s songs are the best witnesses to its peculiar sentiments, impulses, and ways of seeing things; a true commentary, dictated straight from its own joyful mouth, on its manner of thinking and feeling.16* Even usages, proverbs, and maxims do not convey as much as songs. But still more might be disclosed by the characteristic dreams of nations, if we had examples of them or travelers transcribed them. In dreams and at play, man reveals himself as he really is, but in the former most of all.

A father’s love for his children is the second virtue that is best brought out by a manly education. The father early familiarizes his son with his own mode of life: he teaches him his arts, awakens in him an appreciation of his fame, and in him loves himself when he will be old or after he has gone. This feeling is the basis of all tribal honor and tribal virtue on earth: it makes education a public, an eternal work; it is the means by which all the excellences and prejudices of one generation are bequeathed to the next. Hence in almost all peoples and tribes the shared joy when the son becomes a man and equips himself with the tools and weapons of his father; hence the father’s profound grief when he loses his proudest hope. Read the Greenlander’s lamentations for his son;17 hear Ossian mourn his Oscar*—and in them you will see the bleeding wounds of the paternal heart, the finest wounds of the manly breast.

The grateful love of the son for his father is surely only a small recompense for the instinct with which the father loved his son; but even this is Nature’s design. As soon as the son becomes himself a father, his heart pours out affection on the heads of his own sons: the fuller stream flows downward, not upward, for only in this way is the ever-growing chain of new generations preserved. It should not therefore be rebuked as unnatural when some peoples, oppressed by want, prefer the child over the decrepit parent or, as some accounts claim, even go so far as to encourage the death of the superannuated. Such an act springs not from animosity, but from dire necessity or even from a cold benevolence: since they cannot feed or take the old with them, they would rather, with friendly hand, give them a painless end, a euthanasia, than leave them to be torn apart by wild beasts. Reduced to the last extremity, and stricken with sorrow, cannot one friend kill another and thereby bestow on him, who is beyond rescue, a favor he could not otherwise confer? But that the fame of these elders never perishes from the mind of their descendants is demonstrated by the songs and battles, the histories and legends of most nations, and especially by the abiding esteem for them and the way of life that they have transmitted.

Finally, common dangers arouse common courage; they thus cement the third and noblest bond uniting men: friendship. In countries and modes of life that make joint enterprises necessary, valiant souls strike up a league of amity that even death cannot dissolve. Such were those friends of immortal memory from the heroic age of Greece, such were those celebrated Scythians; and such are still to be found among peoples fond of the hunt, war, forays into woods and wildernesses, or adventures of any kind. The farmer knows only his neighbor, the craftsman his guild-brother, whom he aids or envies; finally, the money-changer, the scholar, the courtier—how much remoter are they from that freely chosen, active, tried and true friendship with which the wanderer, the prisoner, or the slave, groaning with the next man to whom he is chained, are sooner acquainted. In times of need, in pressing circumstances, souls become allies. A dying man calls on his friend to avenge his spilt blood and rejoices at the prospect of meeting him again beyond the grave. The latter burns with an inextinguishable fire to seek retribution for the former’s shade, to liberate him from his dungeon, to stand by him in battle, and to share with him the fortune that fame brings. A confederacy of small nations is therefore nothing but a sworn band of blood-brothers who set themselves apart by their love for one another or their hatred of the rest. Such are the Arabs and many of the Tartars; so are most of the peoples of America. The most sanguinary wars between them, which seem a disgrace to mankind, originally sprang from their noblest sentiment, from the feeling that the honor of the tribe had been insulted or its trust broken.

I shall refrain for the time being from entering into further discussion of the different forms of government of male and female regents of the earth. For, since the principles we have hitherto adduced are not yet sufficient to explain why one man should rule over millions of his brethren by right of birth, why he may command them according to his will without contract or constraint, deliver thousands to their deaths without having to answer for his actions, drain the treasury without accountability and to cover that profligacy by levying the most oppressive taxes precisely on the poor; since we are still less able to determine from the first dispensations of Nature why a brave and bold people, that is, thousands of decent men and women, often kiss the feet of a weakling and worship the scepter with which a maniac beats them down, or which god or demon inspired them to surrender their reason and their faculties, and frequently indeed their lives and all the rights of mankind, to the whims of one, and to reckon it the highest boon and their greatest joy should the despot beget a future despot—since, I say, all these things appear at first sight to be the most perplexing riddle that mankind poses, and happily or unhappily the greater part of the earth is unacquainted with these forms of government; then equally we cannot number them among the primordial, necessary, and universal laws of human nature [Naturgesetze der Menschheit]. Husband and wife, father and son, friend and foe designate particular relations and names; but leader and king, hereditary lawgiver and judge, absolute sovereign and governor of the state, on his own behalf and on behalf of all his as yet unborn posterity—these concepts demand a different explication than we can give them here. It is enough that we have hitherto considered the earth as a hothouse of natural sentiments [Sinne] and endowments, capacities and arts, mental powers and virtues, and in quite remarkable variety; but let us now turn our attention to a different question: to what extent is man thereby entitled or enabled to make his own happiness? Indeed, where does the measure of that happiness lie?



V. The Happiness of Man Is Everywhere an Individual Good; Consequently It Is Everywhere Climatic and Organic, the Offspring of Practice, Tradition, and Habit

The very word “happiness” [Glückseligkeit] implies that man is neither capable of pure bliss [Seligkeit] nor in a position to create it for himself. For he is the son of Fortune [Glück], which has placed him in this locality or that one, and has determined the capacity of his enjoyment, the kind and measure of his gladness and sorrows, according to the country, time, organization, and circumstances in which he lives. It would be mad pride to presume that, in order to live happily, the inhabitants of the rest of the world must be Europeans: for would we ourselves have become what we are if we had lived outside Europe? He who put us here, and others there, gave them an equal right to the enjoyment of earthly life. Since happiness is an internal state, its measure and determination lie not without us but within the breast of every individual: another being has no more right to compel me to feel as he does than he has authority to impart to me his sensibility [Empfindungsart] and to trade his existence for mine. Therefore let us not, from proud indolence or habitual arrogance, set the form and standard of human happiness higher or lower than did the Creator: for he alone knows what should be each mortal’s purpose on this our earth.

1. We were given our organically complex [vielorganischen] body, with all its senses and limbs, to use and exercise.* Without this, our vital fluids curdle; our organs grow weak; the body, a living cadaver, dies long before it breathes its last; it wastes away in a slow, miserable, and unnatural death. If Nature, therefore, would grant us health, the first indispensable foundation of happiness, she must first confer on us practice, toil, and labor and thereby induce man to seek his well-being rather than allow him to forfeit it. For that reason, as the Greeks say, the gods sell mortals every blessing in exchange for their labor,* not from envy but from kindness, because in this very struggle, in this striving for the refreshments of repose lies the greatest enjoyment of well-being, the feeling of active, aspiring powers [Kräfte]. Mankind languishes only in those climates or conditions where an enervating idleness, a voluptuous lethargy buries the body alive, turning it into a pale corpse or a burden to itself; but in other regions and modes of life—indeed, precisely in the harshest of these—there flourishes the most robust frame, the healthiest and most beautiful symmetry of limbs. Peruse the history of nations and read what Pagès, for example, says about the figure of the Choctaw and the Tejas, and the character of the Visayans, Indians, and Arabs.18* Even the most oppressive climate makes little difference to the duration of human life, and it is precisely want that fortifies the cheerful poor to engage in wholesome labor. Even the bodily deformities that occur here and there on earth as a genetic character or as the result of hereditary customs are far less injurious to health than our artificial embellishments, our hundred strained and unnatural modes of life: for what is the stretched earlobe of the Araucanian, the plucked beard of the East and West Indian, or a pierced nose compared to the narrow, anguished breast, the knock-knees and misshapen feet, the crooked or rachitic figures and cramped bowels of so many European ladies and gentlemen of quality? Let us therefore return thanks to Providence that, since health is the basis of all physical happiness, this foundation has been laid far and wide throughout the earth. Those peoples, whom we suppose Providence treated in stepmotherly fashion, were perhaps her dearest children: for though she did not prepare them a leisurely banquet of sweet poisons, she offered instead, through the hard hands of toil, the cup of health and a vital warmth that restores from within. Children of Dawn, they blossom and soon fade; to them an often heedless serenity, an intense feeling of well-being is the happiness, end, and enjoyment of life. Could there be any other, a gentler and longer lasting one?

2. We boast of the fineness of our mental powers; but let us learn from sad experience that not every refinement guarantees happiness; indeed, that many organs are rendered unfit for use precisely by their being overly delicate. Speculation, for example, is a pleasure reserved only for a few idle men, and even to them it is often like the raptures of oriental opium-eaters: enervating, distorting, soporific, dreamlike. The waking, healthy employment of the senses; an active understanding applied to the real occurrences of life; a keen attention accompanied by quick recollection, prompt resolve, and felicitous effect; these alone are what we term presence of mind, inner vitality, which therefore bring their own reward in the feeling of a present, effective power, in happiness and joy. Do not fancy, mankind, that happiness resides in untimely, exorbitant refinement or accomplishment [Ausbildung], or that the dead nomenclature of all the sciences, the acrobatic exercise of all the arts, can divulge to a living being the science of life. For the feeling of happiness is obtained not by learning names by rote or studying the arts. A head stuffed with knowledge, even were it golden knowledge, oppresses the body, constricts the breast, dims the eye, and becomes a morbid burden on the life of him who carries it. The more we divide our mental powers by their refinement, the more the powers left idle deteriorate; suspended from the gallows of art, our limbs and faculties wither on this glittering cross. The blessing of health springs only from the use of the whole mind, and of its active powers in particular; and here let us once more express our gratitude to Providence for not pampering the human species in general and for appointing our earth to be anything but an auditorium of the learned sciences. In most peoples and conditions of man, the mental powers are wisely left knotted together and are developed and disentangled only when necessity demands it. Most nations of the earth think and act, love and hate, hope and fear, laugh and cry like children; so that at least they enjoy the innocent happiness of childhood dreams. Pity the poor fellow who must first rack his brains to find pleasure in life!

3. Lastly, as our well-being is a tranquil feeling rather than a luminous thought, so it is the sentiments of the heart rather more than the operations of profound reason that repay us with love and joy in life. How well has our great Mother done, therefore, to plant in the breast of man, almost independently of motives and artificial incentives, the source of benevolence toward himself and others: the true humanity of our species, for which it was created. Every living being rejoices at life; he does not ask or ponder why he is here; his existence is an end and his end is existence. No savage ever committed suicide, just as no animal kills itself: he propagates his species, without knowing to what purpose, and, even in the harshest climate, endures every trouble and travail simply to survive. This simple feeling of existence, deep and irreplaceable, is therefore happiness, a tiny drop in the infinite ocean of the All-Blissful, who is in all things and feels himself in all things and exults in all things. Hence that imperturbable serenity and joy that many a European has admired in the faces and lives of foreign peoples, precisely because his own unquiet agitation prevents him from attaining a similar state of mind; hence also that frank benevolence, that easy and accommodating civility exhibited by every nation fortunate enough not to be compelled to defend or avenge itself. According to the reports of impartial observers, this is so universally diffused throughout the earth that we might call it the character of mankind, were it not, alas, equally characteristic of their ambivalent nature to restrain that frank benevolence, that obliging serenity and joy in oneself and in others, and thereby arm themselves, whether from reason or misapprehension, against future necessity. Why should a creature who is happy in himself not wish to see others happy and contribute where he can to their happiness? Only because we ourselves, confronted on all sides by scarcity, have so many needs and are made still needier by our art and cunning; and so our existence narrows and a cloud of suspicion, anxiety, toil, and care cloaks a countenance that was fashioned for open and sympathetic joy. Yet even here Nature has taken the human heart in hand and molded the sensitive clay in such disparate ways that where she could not satisfy by giving she at least did so by denying. The European has no inkling of the fiery passions and fancies that glow in the Negro’s breast, and the Indian has no notion of the restless desires that chase the European from one end of the earth to the other. The savage, who cannot show his affections in an extravagant manner, tends rather to be quiet and composed in this regard; conversely, where the flame of benevolence scatters bright sparks, there it also soon blazes out and is extinguished. In short, human feeling has received every form that, in the different climates, circumstances, and organizations of men, obtained on our globe; but everywhere the happiness of life lies not in the teeming throng of sensations and thoughts as such, but in their relation to the actual, inner enjoyment of our existence and what we reckon as belonging to our existence. Nowhere on earth does the rose of happiness blossom without thorns; but what grows from these thorns is everywhere, no matter what shape it bears, the beautiful though fleeting rose of man’s joy in living.

If I am not mistaken, then from these simple assumptions, the truth of which is felt in every breast, several conclusions may be drawn that remove at least some of the doubts and errors concerning the destination of mankind. What could it mean, for example, that man, as we know him here, should be so made as to permit an infinite growth of his mental powers, a progressive expansion of the scope of his sensations and activities; indeed, that man should be made for the state [Staat], as the goal of his species, and every generation only for the last generation, which will sit enthroned on the dilapidated scaffolding of the happiness of all those who came before? The sight of our fellow creatures, and even the experience of every individual life, runs contrary to this plan attributed to creative Providence. Neither our head nor our heart is formed for a store of thoughts and feelings increasing beyond measure; neither our hand is fashioned, nor our life calculated for that purpose. Do not our finest mental powers fade as well as flourish? Do they not, with passing years and changing circumstances, fluctuate and relieve one another in friendly strife or, rather, as they reel and dance the round? And who has not learned that a limitless amplification of his feelings only weakens and vitiates them, while casting to the winds in loose threads what ought to have composed the cord of love, or clouding the other’s eyes with its burnt ashes? As it is impossible for us to love others more or differently than ourselves, because we love them only as parts of ourselves, or rather ourselves in them; so that soul is happy that like a higher spirit embraces much within his sphere of activity and from restless beneficence counts it as himself; but miserable is the soul whose feeling, choked with words, is of use neither to himself nor to others. The savage who loves his own self, his wife, and his child with quiet joy and whose ardent activities are limited to his tribe as well as to his life is, to my way of thinking, a more real being than that civilized [gebildete] shadow smitten with the shadow of his entire species; in other words, with a mere name. The savage has room in his crude hut for every stranger, whom he receives as his brother with disinterested kindness and thinks not to ask where he hails from. The deluged heart of the idle cosmopolite offers shelter to no one.

Do we not then see, my brethren, that Nature has done all she could not to spread us too thinly, but to keep us in bounds and accustom us to the ambit of our lives? Our senses and powers have their measure; the Hours of our days and ages join hands only in turn, so that those who come relieve those who depart. When the old man dreams, he is still young, his imagination plays tricks with him. And that lustfulness of the soul, which, preempting even carnal desire, instantly transforms itself into disgust—is it the pleasure of paradise? Or is it not rather the hell of Tantalus, the maddening torment of the Danaids, doomed to draw water in sieves for all eternity? Your sole art here below, o man, is moderation; Joy, the child of heaven, for which you yearn, is around you, in you, a daughter of Sobriety and calm Enjoyment, sister of Contentment and Satisfaction with your existence in life and death.

Still less do I understand how man is supposed to be made for the state such that his first true happiness necessarily arises from its establishment: for how many peoples on earth know nothing of any state and are yet happier than some who have crucified themselves for its benefit. I have no wish to enter into details concerning the use or harm that these artificial institutions of society bring; but since every art is merely an instrument and the most artful instrument perforce requires the most care and subtlety in handling it, then it ought to be obvious that, with the greater size and complexity of a state, the danger of creating unhappy individuals increases beyond measure. In large states, hundreds must go hungry so that others may guzzle and gorge; tens of thousands are oppressed and persecuted to death so that one crowned fool or savant may give rein to his whims. Lastly, since, as all students of politics say, every well-organized state must be a machine governed by the thought of one man, how could happiness be augmented by us serving as a thoughtless cog in this machine? Or perhaps, against our better instincts and judgment, by tethering ourselves for life to a Wheel of Ixion, which leaves us damnable wretches with no comfort other than perhaps smothering the last activity of our free and self-determining soul, as though it were a beloved but sickly child, and seeking felicity in an insensible machine? O, if we be men, then let us thank Providence that this was not decreed the universal goal of mankind. Millions on this globe live without a state; and must not each of us, even in the most artificial state, if he would find happiness, begin where the savage begins: namely, by gaining and maintaining his physical health and mental vigor, a happy home and a happy heart, not from the state but from his own resources? Father and mother, husband and wife, child and brother, friend and fellow man—these are relations of Nature by which we become happy. The state can provide us with instruments of art; but unfortunately it can rob us of something much more essential: ourselves.

It was therefore a kind dispensation of Providence to prefer the easier happiness of individuals to the artificial ends of great societies and, as much as possible, spare each age the costly machinery of state. Nations have been wonderfully separated, not only by forests and mountains, by seas and deserts, by rivers and climates, but especially by languages, inclinations, and characters; so that the work of overbearing despotism was made more difficult and all the peoples of the world were not packed together in the belly of a wooden horse. No Nimrod has yet succeeded in driving, for his own sake and that of his dynasty, the inhabitants of the universe into a single enclosure; and though it were for centuries the object of combined Europe to rule as tyrant over all the nations of the earth, and impose one kind of happiness, then this would-be Felicitas is still far from her goal. Weak and foolish would our creative Mother have been, had she linked the sole true destination of her children, to be happy, to the political mechanism of a few latecomers and expected the end of terrestrial creation to be realized by their hands. You men from every corner of the globe, who have perished through the eons, you have not lived, and manured the earth with your ashes, so that at the end of time your descendants would be made happy by European culture—what is wanting in a proud thought of this sort that it be not deemed an offence against the majesty of Nature?

If we are to encounter happiness on earth, then it must reside in every sentient being and be there by nature: even art, if it assists us in attaining gratification, must become second nature. Here every man has the measure of his bliss within himself: he carries about him the form to which he is fashioned and within the clear boundaries of which he alone can be happy. For this very reason Nature has exhausted every variety of human form on earth, that she might find for each in its time and place an enjoyment with which she might charm mortals throughout their lives.
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Book 9



I. For All That Man Fondly Imagines That He Produces Everything from Himself, yet He Depends on Others for the Development of His Faculties

Not only philosophers have raised human reason to an original and pure potency [Potenz], one that is independent of the senses and organs: the sensuous man, too, imagines in the reverie of his life that he has become all that he is by himself. This conceit, particularly in the latter instance, is perfectly explicable. The feeling of spontaneity, with which he has been endowed by the Creator, excites him to action and bestows on him the sweetest reward of a self-performed act. The years of his childhood are forgotten; the germs that he then received, and still daily receives, lie dormant in his soul; he sees and enjoys only the budding stem and delights in its vigorous growth, its fruit-bearing branches. The philosopher, however, who knows from experience the genesis and scope of a man’s life, and could trace through history the whole chain of the formation of our species, must, I think, since he is everywhere reminded of dependency, soon find his way from his ideal world, in which he feels alone and all-sufficient, back to our real one.

As little as man, by virtue of his natural birth, springs from himself, so little is he self-born in the use of his mental powers [Kräfte]. Not only is the germ of our internal dispositions genetic, like our bodily frame, but the development of this germ depends on Fate, which planted us either here or there and has placed about us, according to the time and our years, the means of our formation. Even the eye must learn to see, the ear to hear: and the art with which we acquire language, the chief vehicle of our thoughts, is no secret to anyone. Evidently, Nature has adapted our entire mechanism, together with the constitution and duration of each period of our lives, to these foreign aids. The brain of infants is soft and still attached to the cranium: its grooves slowly form, and it grows firmer with each passing year, gradually hardening until it no longer receives any new impressions. It is the same with the child’s limbs and instincts. Those are delicate and fitted for imitation; these absorb what they see and hear with wondrously quick attention and inner vitality. Man is therefore an artfully wrought machine, albeit one endowed with a genetic disposition and an abundance of life; but the machine does not actuate itself, and even the most capable man must learn how to set it in motion. Reason is the aggregate of the observations and exercises of the mind, the sum of the education of our species: an education that, by following the external models with which he has been provided, the pupil at length finishes in himself as an artist external to the work.

Here, then, lies the principle of the history of mankind, without which there could be no such history. If man received everything from himself and developed it independently of extrinsic objects, then a history of a man might be possible, but not of men in general. But as our specific character resides precisely in this, that, born almost without instinct, we are raised to manhood only by lifelong practice, on which both the perfectibility as well as the corruptibility of our species rests, so it is precisely thereby that the history of mankind is made a whole: that is, a chain of sociability and formative tradition from the first link to the last.

Hence there is an education of the human species:* precisely because every man becomes a man only through education and the whole species lives solely in this chain of individuals. To be sure, were someone to say that the species is educated, and not the individual man, then I would not understand him: for species and genus are merely abstract ideas except insofar as they exist in particular beings. If I invested this abstract idea with all the perfections of humanity, culture, and loftiest enlightenment that an abstract idea will admit, then I would have contributed as much toward the true history of our species as if I were to speak in general terms of animalkind, stonekind, and metalkind and adorn them with the loveliest attributes that cannot possibly coincide in a single entity. On this Averroist path,* where the entire human species is held to possess but one rather mean soul in which every individual has a partial share, our philosophy of history shall not tread. Conversely, however, were I in respect of man to limit myself to individuals and deny the chain by which each is joined to another and to the totality, I would find again and again that I am at odds with man’s nature and the plain facts of his history: for not one of us has become a man of himself. The whole image [Gebilde] of humanity within him is connected by a spiritual genesis, namely education, to his parents, teachers, and friends; to all the circumstances of his life; and therefore to his nation and its forefathers; and lastly to the whole chain of the species, some link of which touched one of the powers of his mind. In this way, nations descend from families and families from their progenitors: the stream of history narrows as we near its source, and all our habitable earth is transformed into the schoolhouse of our family, which, though consisting of many departments, classes, and rooms, follows a single course of instruction, transmitted, with various additions and alterations, by our ancestors to subsequent generations. Now if we can trust that a teacher, with his limited understanding, would not introduce distinctions among his pupils without reason, and agree that humankind encounters everywhere on earth a sort of artificial education that is consistent with the requirements of time and place; then will any person of good sense, observing the fabric of our earth and man’s relation to it, fail to conjecture that the Father of our species, who has determined the bounds of their habitation,* also made this determination as the teacher of our species? Will anyone who observes a ship deny that its builder had a purpose? And who, comparing the elaborate construction of our nature with every climate of the habitable earth, can escape the conclusion that, even in view of educating the mind, the climatic diversity of multigenerous [vielartigen] man was an end of terrestrial creation? But while locality alone is not decisive, because living beings resembling ourselves are also needed to instruct, train, and form us; yet it seems to me that there is an education of the human species and a philosophy of history as surely, and as truly, as there is a mankind; that is, a cooperation of individuals, by which alone we were made men.

At once the principles of this philosophy become as obvious, simple, and unmistakable to us as the natural history of man: and these principles are termed tradition and organic powers [Kräfte]. All education proceeds only by imitation and practice; hence by the model passing into the copy. And is there a better name for this than transmission? But the imitator must have powers to receive what is communicated, or communicable, and to assimilate it like the food by which he subsists. What he receives, how much, and from whom; how he uses, applies, and makes it his own can therefore be determined only by the powers of him who receives. Hence the education of our species is in a twofold sense genetic and organic: genetic by the communication, organic by the reception and application of that which is communicated. Call this second, lifelong genesis of man what we will: whether culture [Cultur], by analogy with the tillage of the land, or enlightenment,* after the operation of light; it matters not, for the chain of culture and enlightenment reaches to the ends of the earth. Even the Californian and Fuegian learned to fashion bow and arrow and to employ them; they have language and ideas, practices and arts, which they learned just as we learn them: to that extent, therefore, they are really cultivated and enlightened, though at the lowest step of this scale. The difference between enlightened and unenlightened, cultivated and uncultivated peoples is thus not one of kind but of degrees. Here the portrait of nations has infinite shades that change with time and place: and, as with any other picture, much depends on the standpoint from which we regard the figures. If we take the notion of European culture for our basis, then sure enough culture will be found only in Europe; and if we then establish arbitrary distinctions between culture and enlightenment, neither of which, if it be of the right sort, can exist without the other, then we shall lose our moorings and drift among the clouds. But if we keep our feet on the ground and take the most general view of what Nature herself, knowing best the end and character of her own creature, had put before us as a means of forming man [menschliche Bildung]: then this is nothing else than the tradition by which he is educated to a particular mode of life and form of human happiness. This is as universal as the human species, and indeed often most active among savages, though in a narrower sphere. If man remains among men, then he cannot escape this culture, whether it be formative or deformative: tradition supervenes, molding mind and body. As tradition is, as mind and body are shaped, so man is, so is he fashioned. Even children who were reared among brute animals acquired some human culture after they had spent a little time living in the company of men, as most of the well-known examples demonstrate; whereas an infant, surrendered to a she-wolf from the moment of its birth, would be the only uncultivated human being on earth.

What follows from this fixed point of view, confirmed as it is by the whole history of our species? First, a principle that offers encouragement and consolation both to our lives and to this reflection: namely, as the human species has not arisen of itself; indeed, as it becomes aware of dispositions in its nature that exceed all admiration, so the Creator must have appointed means, attesting to his wise and paternal goodness, for the formation [Bildung] of these dispositions. Was the physical eye so beautifully formed for nothing? And does it not encounter before it golden rays of light, which were created for it, just as the eye was for them, and which realize the wisdom of its design? It is the same with all the senses and organs: they discover the means of their consummation [Ausbildung], the medium for which they were created. And why should it be any different with the spiritual senses and organs, on the use of which the character of mankind, as well as the mode and measure of their happiness, is founded? Should the Creator have failed here to achieve his purpose and therefore the purpose of Nature as a whole, insofar as it depends on the use of human powers? Impossible! Every delusion on this score must lie with us, who either impute erroneous aims to the Creator or try our best to frustrate them. But since there must be limits to this frustration and no design of the All-Wise can be confounded by a creature of his thoughts, let us be sure and certain that God’s intentions for the human species on this earth remain unmistakable even in the greatest confusions of its history. All the works of God have this property, that, though they are all part of one whole that extends further than we can see, each is yet a whole in itself and bears the divine character of its destination. So it is with the plant and with the animal; can it be otherwise with man and his destination? That thousands lived for the sake of one, every generation for the sake of the last, every individual for the sake of the species—that is, for the image of an abstract term? The All-Wise does not indulge in such sport; he does not invent such thin and shadowy dreams; in each of his children he loves and feels with fatherly affection, as if this creature were the only one in existence. All his means are ends; all his ends means to greater ends, in which the Infinite, filling all things, reveals himself. What every man is and can be must therefore be the end of the human species: and what is that? Humanity and happiness on this spot, in this degree, as this link and no other in the chain of formation [Kette von Bildung] that extends throughout the entire species. Wherever and whoever you were born, o Man, you are precisely where and who you ought to be. Do not break the chain or set yourself above it, but bind yourself to it! Only in its interconnections, in what you give and receive—and so your activity in both instances—will you find life and peace.

Second. Much as it flatters man that the Deity has engaged him as an assistant, and left his formation in this world to him and his kindred, the very means that the Deity has chosen shows the imperfection of our terrestrial existence, inasmuch as we are not yet human beings, but are daily becoming so. What a poor creature is this: he has nothing of himself, but acquires everything from model, instruction, practice, and is thereby pressed into shape like wax! Let him who takes pride in his reason observe the antics of his fellow creatures throughout this wide world or listen to the cacophonous strains of their history. Is there any inhumanity to which some man, nation, or often even a host of nations, has been unable to accustom themselves, so that many, if not most, have feasted on the flesh of their brothers? Is there any conceit so foolish that it has not been hallowed by tradition somewhere or other? No rational creature can stand lower than man: for throughout his life he is not only a child in his reason, but a ward of the reason of others. Into whoever’s hands he falls, by them he is molded; and I do not believe that any form [Form] of manners is possible that has not been embraced at some point by a people or some individual belonging to that people. Every vice and every cruelty is exhausted in history until eventually, here and there, a nobler form of human thought and virtue appears. Because of the means chosen by the Creator, that our species should be formed only by our species, it could not be otherwise; follies, as well as the rare pearls of wisdom, were bound to be inherited; the way trodden by mankind came to resemble a labyrinth, with devious paths on every side, where but few routes lead to the goal at its center. Happy is the mortal who reaches it, or conducts others there; whose thoughts, inclinations, and desires, or even just the radiant glory of his silent example, have had a lasting effect on the more beautiful humanity of his brethren. God works on earth only through great men whom he has chosen; there is no finer crown with which to adorn religion and language, art and science, indeed governments themselves, than these laurels of the moral progress unfolding in the souls of men. Our body molders in the grave and our name becomes a shadow on the earth; yet only when we are incorporated in the voice of God—that is, in formative tradition—can we live on, anonymously but actively, in the minds of our descendants.

Third. The philosophy of history, following as it does the chain of tradition, is accordingly the true history of mankind, without which every external event in the world must seem only a hazy or terrifying prodigy. It is a dreadful prospect to behold, in the revolutions of the earth, nothing but ruin heaped on ruin, eternal beginnings without end, strokes of fate without fixed purpose! The chain of formation [Kette der Bildung] alone fashions from these fragments a whole, in which, though the figures of individual men are lost, the human spirit lives on, everlasting and ever-acting. Illustrious names that, as genii of mankind, shine forth in the history of culture like luminous stars in the night of ages. If the passage of eons has caused many of the edifices that they raised to crumble, and submerged much gold in the mud of oblivion, so be it: the labors of their lives were not yet in vain. For what Providence would save of their works has been saved under other forms. No human monument can endure intact forever on earth: it was erected in the flux of generations by the hands of one age for that age alone and becomes harmful to posterity the instant it renders unnecessary or impedes their renewed endeavors. Even the mutability and imperfection of all human activity were therefore part of the Creator’s plan. Folly had to appear so that wisdom might vanquish it; the decaying fragility of even the finest works was inseparable from their materials, so that men might exert themselves afresh to improve or build atop their rubble: for all of us here are merely toiling away and exercising our powers in this workshop. Since each must depart this place, he can be unmoved by what posterity chooses to do with his accomplishments; and a good soul would even find it distasteful if the succeeding generations merely venerated these, blankly and stupidly, without undertaking anything of their own. He does not begrudge them their new efforts: for what he carried with him from this world is his fortified power [Kraft], the rich and internal fruit of his human activity [Übung].

Golden chain of formation, wrapped around the earth and extending through every individual to the very throne of Providence: since I first perceived you and traced in your finest links the sentiments of a father, mother, friend, and teacher, history is no longer what it once seemed to me, abominable devastation on a hallowed earth. A thousand atrocities stand there, veiled in ugly praise; a thousand more surround them resplendent in all their ugliness; thereby signalizing everywhere that rare yet true merit of effective humanity that, in our world, has ever gone its way, quietly and inconspicuously, and seldom knew the consequences that Providence drew from its life, like spirit distilled from the mash. Only amid storms can the noble plant flourish; only by opposing false pretensions can the sweet labor of men emerge victorious. Indeed, it often seemed to sink under the weight of its pure intentions; but it did not succumb. The seed from the ashes of the good germinated with all the more beauty in the future and, watered with blood, usually shot up to an unfading flower. The machinery of revolutions therefore no longer misleads me; it is as necessary to our species as ripples to a stream, which prevent it from becoming a stagnant pool. Forever rejuvenated in its external forms [Gestalten], the genius of humanity blossoms and, by means of palingenesis, moves onward in nations, generations, and races [Geschlechtern].



II. The Particular Means of Forming Man Is Language

In man, and indeed even in the ape, there is found a singular instinct of imitation, which seems not at all the consequence of rational reflection, but rather a direct result of organic sympathy. As one string causes its neighbors to resonate, and the vibratory capacity of bodies increases with their purity, density, and homogeneity, so human organization, the most exquisite of all, is also, more than any other, necessarily adjusted such that it re-echoes with, and feels deep within itself, the tone produced by every other creature. The history of disease shows that not only emotions [Affekten] and the pain arising from physical injuries, but even madness, can be communicated sympathetically.

In children, therefore, we observe in a high degree the effects of this consensus [Consensus] of beings tuned to the same pitch; indeed, for this very reason their bodies remain, for many years, a softly reverberating stringed instrument. Actions and gestures, even passions and thoughts, are transmitted to them unnoticed, so that at least they are disposed to what they cannot yet practice and unconsciously follow an instinct that is a kind of mental assimilation. With all savage peoples, those sons of Nature, it is no different. Born pantomimes, they vividly imitate everything that is recounted to them or that they wish to express, thereby displaying their peculiar manner of thinking in dances, games, jests, and conversations. Their fancy arrived at these images by way of imitation: the treasury of their memory and language consists in types of this sort; hence their thoughts pass so easily into action and vital tradition.

Yet through all this mimicry man would still not have attained to the artful characteristic of his species, namely reason; this he acquires by language alone. Let us linger on this miracle of divine appointment: with the exception of the genesis of living beings, it is perhaps the greatest of terrestrial creation.

Were someone to present us with a puzzle, asking not only how ocular images and all the perceptions of our various senses might be represented by tones, but also how these tones could then be communicated with such inherent power that they express and stimulate thoughts—then doubtless we would consider this problem the flight of a madman who, substituting quite disparate things for one another, would make color into tone, tone into thought, thought into a descriptive sound. But the Deity has actively solved this problem. An exhalation from our mouths becomes a picture of the world, the imprint [Typus] of our thoughts and feelings in the mind of another. Everything human that men have ever thought, desired, done, and will yet do depends on a puff of expelled air: for all of us would still be roaming about the forests had this divine afflatus not inspired us and floated on our lips like an enchanting note. The whole history of mankind, therefore, with all the treasures of its tradition and culture, is nothing but a consequence of the solution to this divine puzzle. What renders it yet more singular to us is that, while we arrive at this solution in our daily employment of discourse, we fail to understand even the connection between the organs engaged in this process. Hearing is related to speech [Sprache]: for as species degenerate, the auditory and vocal organs are clearly subject to mutual change. We also recognize that the entire body was adapted so as to enable their consensus; but we do not comprehend the internal mode of their cooperation. That all emotions, particularly pain and joy, become tones; that what is heard by the ear excites the tongue; that images and sensations can be mental marks [geistige Merkmale] and these marks in turn meaningful and even moving speech—this requires the concent* [Concent] of so many dispositions [Anlagen]; a voluntary alliance, as it were, which the Creator saw fit to establish between his creature’s most various senses and instincts, powers and members, in a manner no less wondrous than that in which he conjoined body and soul.

How singular that a puff of expelled air should be the sole, or at any rate the best, vehicle of our thoughts and sensations! Without its incomprehensible union with all the operations of our mind, which are otherwise so dissimilar to it, these operations would not have taken place; the finest concoctions of our brain would have remained idle and the whole design [Anlage] of our being unfulfilled, as is amply demonstrated by the examples of men raised among beasts. Those born deaf and mute, though they have for years inhabited a world of gestures and other signs representing ideas, nevertheless still behave like infants or human animals. They act by analogy with what they see and do not understand; for all the wealth furnished by sight, they are left incapable of a properly associative reason. A nation has no idea for which it has no word: the most vivid intuition remains an obscure feeling until the mind finds a distinctive mark [Merkmal] for it and by means of a word incorporates it into the memory, recollection, and understanding—and ultimately into the understanding of mankind, which is tradition. Pure reason without language is on earth a utopian country. It is no different with the passions of the heart and all the social inclinations. Language alone has made man human, by damming the vast torrent of his emotions and with words erecting rational monuments to them. The lyre of Amphion did not build cities; no magic wand transformed deserts into lush gardens: this was the work of language, mankind’s great companion. Through language, men extended a welcome to one another, entered into society, and sealed the bonds of love. Language framed laws and united the generations; only through language, in inherited forms of the heart and mind, did a history of mankind become possible. Even now I behold Homer’s heroes and feel Ossian’s laments, though the shades of both bards and their heroes vanished centuries ago from this earth. A puff of expelled air has made them immortal and summons their figures before me; the voice of the dead rings in my ear; I hear their long-silenced thoughts. Whatever the mind of man has devised, what the sages of old have contemplated, reaches me, if it please Providence, by way of language. Through language my thinking mind is linked to the mind of the first man who thought and possibly the last; in short, language is the character of our reason, by which alone it is given shape and propagated.

A little closer inspection, however, shows how imperfect is this means of our formation, not only as the instrument of reason, but also as the bond between man and man; so that we can scarcely conceive of a more insubstantial, flimsy, and evanescent tissue than that with which the Creator chose to connect our species. Kind Father, was no other calculus* [Calcul] of our thoughts, was no more intimate connection of men’s hearts and minds possible?

1. No language expresses the things themselves, but only names: human reason does not therefore cognize things; rather, it has only marks [Merkmale] of these, which it designates with words. This is a humbling observation, which imposes narrow limits and a very insubstantial form on the entire history of our understanding. All of our metaphysics is metaphysics; that is, an abstract and systematic index of the names behind observations of experience. As a system and an index, this science can be very useful, and to a certain extent must guide our artificial understanding in every other science. But considered on its own terms, and according to the nature of things, it furnishes not one complete and essential concept, not one intrinsic truth. All our science reckons with abstract, individual, and external marks, which do not touch the inner existence of any single thing, because we have absolutely no organ with which to perceive or express it. We do not know, nor can we ever become acquainted with, any force that might reside in its essence: for even that which animates us, and thinks in us, we can enjoy and feel but never know. We are therefore unable to grasp the nexus between cause and effect, as we cannot peer into the interior of that which either acts or is acted on and have absolutely no notion of the being of a thing. Our poor reason is therefore nothing but a designative reckoner [bezeichnende Rechnerin], as its name in many languages suggests.*

2. And with what does it reckon? Perhaps with the very marks that it has abstracted, no matter how imperfect and inessential they may be? Nothing less! These marks are in turn conveyed by arbitrary vocalizations, quite inessential to them, with which the mind thinks. Thus, it reckons with counters, sounds, and cyphers: for no one familiar with any two languages will believe that there is an essential connection between speech and thought, let alone between speech and the thing itself. And there are far more than just two languages in the world, in all of which reason reckons and satisfies itself with the magic-lantern play of an arbitrary arrangement! Why is this? Because reason, too, possesses only inessential marks and in the end is indifferent as to whether it uses this cypher or that one for its designation. A gloomy prospect for the history of mankind! Errors and opinions are therefore unavoidable in our nature, not from the fault of the observer, but owing to the very process by which we generate concepts and transmit them by reason and language. If we thought with things instead of abstract marks, and expressed the nature of these things instead of arbitrary signs: then farewell to error and opinion, for we should find ourselves in the land of truth. At present, however, we are a long way from there, though we fancy that we stand on its border: for what I know of a thing is only an external and detached symbol thereof, wrapped in a different arbitrary symbol. Does another understand me? Does he associate the same idea that I associate with a word? Or does he have no associations at all? Regardless, he continues to reckon with the word and passes it on to others, though perhaps only as an empty shell. So it has been with all philosophical sects and religions. The founder had at least a clear notion of what he was saying, though not yet a true one; while his disciples and successors understood him after their own manner; that is, they invested his words with their own ideas until at length only vacant sounds echoed in the ears of men. Our sole means of propagating human thoughts has manifest imperfections; and yet our formation [Bildung] is bound up with this chain. We cannot escape from it.

This has momentous consequences for the history of mankind. Firstly: given this means of our formation, ordained as it was by the Deity, our species can hardly have been made for mere speculation [Spekulation] or pure intuition [Anschauung]: for both activities are exceedingly imperfect in our sphere. Not for pure intuition, which either is a delusion, because no one perceives the interior of things, or remains utterly incommunicable because it admits of no marks and words. He who intuits is scarcely able to lead others along the path by which he attained his ineffable treasures, and must leave it up to them and their genius how far they too might participate in his intuitions. The door is thereby necessarily opened to a thousand futile torments of the mind and to countless kinds of cunning tricks, as the history of every nation shows. Just as little can man have been fashioned for speculation, the genesis and communication of which is no more perfect, and which soon fills the heads of its parroters with vacuous words. Indeed, if these two extremes, speculation and intuition, should ever meet, and the metaphysical enthusiast simply gesture at a wordless reason crammed with intuitions: in that case, poor mankind, you would find yourselves floating in a realm of nonentities, between frigid heat and burning cold. By language the Deity conducted us along a safer path, a middle way. By this means we acquire only ideas of the understanding, these being sufficient for the enjoyment of Nature, the application of our powers, the healthy employment of our life: in short, the formation of humanity. We ought not to breathe ether, for which our machine is not fitted, but the salubrious atmosphere of earth.

And are men as remote from one another in the domain of true and useful ideas as proud speculation supposes? The history of nations, as well as the nature of reason and language, almost precludes me from believing so. The indigent savage, who perceives but few things and has still fewer ideas to connect, proceeds no differently in combining them than the foremost philosophers. He possesses language just like them and through it has exercised his understanding and his memory, his fancy and recollection, a thousand times over. Whether he did so in a wider or narrower circle is immaterial: he exercised them after the manner of human beings. The philosopher of Europe is at a loss to identify a single mental power that is unique to him; indeed, Nature provides ample compensation even in the proportion of these powers and their exercise. Among many savages, for instance, memory, imagination, practical intelligence, quick resolve, correct judgment, vivacity of expression flourish to a degree seldom encountered in European scholars with their artificial reason. These, by contrast, reckon with verbal concepts and cyphers, infinitely subtle and elaborate combinations, to be sure, that the natural man does not entertain; but is a sedentary calculating machine [Rechenmaschine] the archetype of all human perfection, happiness, and strength? Let us grant that the savage thinks in images that he is not yet capable of conceiving abstractly; even if he had no fully developed idea—that is, no word—for God and yet experienced God as the great spirit of creation active in his life: oh, then he lives gratefully because he lives contentedly. And if he believes in the immortality of the soul, but cannot demonstrate it in verbal cyphers, then he goes to the land of his forefathers with more equanimity than many a word-wise sceptic.

Let us therefore venerate beneficent Providence, which by the imperfect yet universal means of language, has made men more inwardly alike than they appear on the outside. All of us arrive at reason by language alone; and we arrive at language by tradition, by faith in the word of our fathers and forefathers. As he would be the most unteachable learner of language who demanded a cause and a reckoning from his first words, so a similar faith in such important matters as experience and the observation of Nature must guide us, with firm confidence, throughout the whole of our lives. Whoever does not trust his senses is a fool and bound to become an idle speculator; whereas he who exercises his senses with assurance, and thereby subjects them to examination and correction, will alone gain a treasure of experience for his mortal existence. To him language, with all of its limitations, is sufficient: for its purpose is merely to make the observer attentive and lead him to an active use of his own mental powers. A more refined idiom, as penetrating as a sunbeam, could not be universally diffused and, for the present sphere of our less noble endeavors, would be a veritable curse. It is the same with the language of the heart: it can say little and yet it says enough; indeed, to a certain extent, our human language is fashioned more for the heart than it is for reason. While gesture, movement, and the thing itself can come to the aid of the understanding, yet the sentiments of our heart would remain buried in our breast if this melodious stream did not convey them in gentle waves to the heart of another. Hence, too, why the Creator chose the music of tones for the organ of our formation: a language for sentiment; a language of father, mother, child, and friend. Creatures that cannot yet touch one another intimately stand as if behind bars and whisper to one another words of love. Beings who spoke the language of light or some other organ would necessarily possess a quite altered shape and chain of formation.

Second. The best essay on the history and diversity of the human heart and understanding would therefore be a philosophical comparison of the languages: for every one of them is imprinted with the understanding and character of a people. Not only do the organs of speech vary from region to region; not only are certain letters and sounds unique to almost every nation; but the very act of giving names, even in designating audible things—indeed, in the immediate utterances of the emotions, in interjections—differs everywhere on earth. This disparity is still greater with objects of sight and sober reflection, before becoming, with metaphorical expressions, figures of speech, and finally with the structure of the language itself, with the relation, order, and consensus of its constituent parts, almost limitless—but always such that the genius of a people is nowhere more fully revealed than in the physiognomy of their language. For instance, whether a nation has many names or much action; how it expresses time and person; what conceptual order it prefers: all this is often extremely characteristic in the finest details. Some nations have a separate language for the male and female sex; in others, social ranks are distinguished by the simple pronoun “I.” Active peoples possess an abundance of verb modifications; more refined nations a multitude of adjectives that they have raised to abstractions. Lastly, the most singular feature of human languages is their designation of sentiments, the expressions of love and respect, of flattery and threats, in which the foibles of a people are often manifested to an absurd degree.1 Why am I still unable to cite even one work that has fulfilled, in some measure at least, the wish of Bacon, Leibniz, Sulzer,* and others, for a general physiognomy of peoples according to their languages? The grammars and travel accounts of individual nations furnish plenty of material for such a work: the labor ought not to be infinitely difficult and tedious, provided that one ignored the irrelevant and better employed whatever is brought to light. No step of this inquiry would want for instructive elegance, because the peculiarities of every people, in their practical understanding, imaginings, manners, and modes of life, would lie spread before the observer, to be used in all sorts of ways, like a garden of mankind; ultimately furnishing the richest architectonics of human ideas, the best logic and metaphysics of a sound understanding. The laurel crown has yet to be won, and one day a second Leibniz will lay claim to it.

A similar task would be a history of the language of particular nations in the wake of the revolutions that have befallen them. As an example, we Germans might take our own native language. For, though it has avoided intermixture with foreign tongues, as others have not, it has changed substantially, even in respect of its grammar, since the time of Otfrid.* The comparison of various cultivated languages with the various revolutions of the peoples who speak them would produce, with every stroke of light and shade, a mutable picture of the manifold progress of the human mind, which, I am convinced, from the evidence of its various dialects, has flourished during every age on earth. There are nations in the infancy, youth, manhood, and senility of the species: indeed, how many peoples and languages have been grafted on others or risen from their ashes!

Lastly, the tradition of traditions: writing. If speech is the means of human formation of our species, then writing is the means of learned formation. All nations that have been excluded from this artificial tradition have remained, by our measure, uncultivated; those that have participated in it, no matter how imperfectly, have perpetuated their reason and laws by written characters. The mortal who invented this method of tethering the fugitive mind, not only by words but by letters, acted as a god among men.2

But what was plain to see in connection with spoken language is here even more obvious: namely, that though this means of perpetuating our thoughts may render the mind and speech more determinate, it has also limited and constrained them. Not only did letters gradually extinguish those vivid accents and gestures that previously had allowed speech to make such a strong impression on the heart; not only have dialects, and hence the characteristic idioms of particular tribes and peoples, thereby grown fewer in number: but even men’s memory and the intensity of their mental power have been enfeebled by the artificial assistance of prescribed forms of thought. The human mind would long ago have suffocated under the weight of books and learning, had not Providence, by various destructive revolutions, breathed new life into it. Shackled with letters, the understanding trudges wearily on; our best thoughts are silenced by dead written characters. But none of this prevents us from regarding the tradition of writing as the most enduring, quiet, and effective institution of God, by means of which nation acts on nation, one century on another, and in time perhaps the whole human species will be united by a single chain of fraternal tradition.



III. All the Arts and Sciences of the Human Species Have Been Invented by Means of Imitation, Reason, and Language

As soon as man, guided by whichever god or genius it may have been, set out to appropriate to himself a thing as a distinctive mark [Merkmal] and substitute an arbitrary sign for this given mark—that is, as soon as the least rudiments of the language of reason began to take shape—he was all at once on the way to every art and science. For what is human reason otherwise doing, in the invention of these, than marking [bemerken] and designating [bezeichnen]? To a certain extent, then, language, as the most difficult art, provided a model for all the others.

For instance, the man who apprehended a mark with which to denominate the animals thereby laid the foundation for domesticating those that could be tamed, employing those that are useful, and in general conquering for himself everything in Nature: for in each of these appropriations he did nothing but mark the attributes of a tamable, useful creature that he intended to make his own and to designate this by speech or some cypher [Probe]. In the gentle sheep, for example, he marked the milk sucked by the lamb and the wool that warmed his hand, and sought to take both for himself. On the tree, to the fruit of which he was driven by hunger, he marked leaves, which he could sew together to fashion an apron,* and wood with which he could build a fire, and so on. Thus he mounted the horse that would carry him, keeping it so that it might carry him again: he watched how the animals defended and nourished themselves and how Nature raised her offspring and protected them from danger. And thus he came upon the road to every art, by nothing more than the internal generation of a discrete mark and the retention of it in an action or some other sign—in short, by language. Through language and it alone were perception, recognition, recollection, possession, and a chain of thought made possible; and thus in time were born the arts and sciences, daughters of designating reason and intentional imitation.

Bacon has already called for an art of invention:* but, because its theory would be difficult and perhaps even useless, a history of inventions might instead be the instructive work that established the gods and geniuses of the human species as an everlasting model for posterity. Everywhere we would see how fate and chance have presented a new mark to the eye of one inventor or a new designation, which would serve as an instrument, to the mind of another; and, for the most part by juxtaposing two long-familiar ideas, have fostered an art that would exert an influence for millennia to come. Often such an art was invented and subsequently forgotten: its theory existed but was not carried into practice until some happy soul put this hoard of gold into circulation or, with a mere lever and a new place to stand, moved worlds.* Perhaps there is no history that so manifestly demonstrates that a higher destiny governs human affairs than the history of that in which we are apt to take most pride: the invention and improvement of the arts. In every case, the mark and the vehicle of its designation had long been there: but now it was remarked; now it was designated. The genesis of art, like that of man, was a moment of delight, a marriage between sign and idea, body and spirit.

With reverence do I trace the inventions of the human mind back to the simple principle of its recognizant and designating reason: for precisely this is what is truly divine in man; this is his characteristic excellence. All those who avail themselves of a learned language wander as if in a dream of reason; they think with the reason of others and are wise only by imitation: for is he who employs the art of others himself an artist? But he whose mind generates his own thoughts and gives them their own form; he who sees not with the eye alone, but with the spirit and designates not with the tongue, but with the soul; he who succeeds in eavesdropping on Nature in her workshop, in espying new marks of her operations, and turning them by instruments of art to some human purpose: he is properly a man and, as such individuals seldom appear, a god among men. He speaks, and thousands parrot his words; he creates, and others sport with what he brought forth: he was grown to adulthood, and for centuries perhaps those who come after him are once more children. How rare have been inventors in the human species; how indolently and lethargically do we adhere to what we have without troubling ourselves with what we lack: a glance at the world, and the history of nations, confirms this a hundred times over. Indeed, the history of culture itself furnishes ample proof.

With the arts and sciences, therefore, a new tradition extends throughout the human species: yet while but a lucky few are granted the privilege of forging a new link in the chain, the rest are attached to it like duly industrious slaves and mechanically drag the chain along. As sugar and coffee have passed through many busy hands before they reach me, and my only distinction is to consume them; so our reason and mode of life, our erudition and training in the arts, our military and political science, represent the confluence of foreign thoughts and inventions, which came to us from all over the world, without any merit on our part, and in which, since our childhood, we have either sunk or swum.

It is therefore an idle boast when, in respect of what we call enlightenment, art, and science, so many undistinguished Europeans claim superiority over the other three quarters of the globe and, like the madman who beheld the ships coming into the harbor,* fancy all the inventions of Europe their own, with no justification save that they were born in the confluence of these inventions and traditions. Poor wretch, did you invent any of these arts? Did your thoughts contribute to the traditions you have imbibed? Your having learned to apply these is the work of a machine; your having absorbed the juice of knowledge is the triumph of a sponge that happened to grow in this particular damp spot. Though you may helm a frigate all the way to Tahiti and batter the New Hebrides with your cannon, yet in truth you are neither more skilled nor intelligent than the Hebridean or Tahitian, who deftly steers the boat that he built with his own hands. It was precisely this fact that savages dimly perceived as soon as they became more closely acquainted with Europeans. At first they supposed them, with their panoply of tools, unknown, higher beings, before whom they prostrated themselves and whom they greeted with awe; but as soon as they realized that Europeans were vulnerable, mortal, susceptible to disease, and physically feebler, they came to fear the art and slew the man who was by no means the equal of his art. This holds true for all the culture of Europe. If the language of a people, especially in books, is witty and elegant, it does not follow that everyone who reads those books and speaks that language is witty and elegant. How he reads, how he speaks—that is the question; and even then, he would only ever be thinking and reading after someone else: he follows another’s thoughts and designative power [Bezeichnungskraft]. The savage, who in his narrower circle thinks for himself and expresses himself more truthfully, definitely, and emphatically, who within the bounds of his actual existence is capable of employing his senses and limbs, his practical understanding, and his few implements, with skill and presence of mind: he is, man for man, more civilized [gebildeter] than that polite* or learned automaton who, like a child, stands elevated on a lofty platform, built—alas!—by the hands of others or indeed the labors of the entire preceding age. Man in a state of Nature, by contrast, though more limited, is healthier and abler, standing with his feet planted firmly on the ground. No one will deny that Europe is an archive of art and the excogitations of the human intellect: there its treasures have been deposited by the fatality of events; there they have been multiplied and pressed into service. But not everyone who uses them has the understanding of the inventor; on the contrary, his own understanding has grown sluggish by this very use. For if I possess another man’s tool, I shall hardly contrive one for myself.

A far more difficult question is this: what have the arts and sciences contributed to the happiness of mankind,* or how far have they increased it? I do not believe that this question can be answered with a simple yes or no, because here, as everywhere, it all depends on the use to which an invention is put. That there are more elaborate [künstlichere] and refined tools in the world; that therefore more can be done with less; that we can accordingly spare ourselves a great deal of effort if we so choose: this is not in doubt. It is also indisputable that every art and science establishes a new social bond: that common need without which men in a state of art [künstliche Menschen] may no longer live. But whether the opposite is true, that every increased need extends the narrow circle of human happiness; whether art has ever really been able to add anything to Nature; or whether Nature is diminished by art and can do perfectly well without it; whether all scientific and artistic gifts have not excited desires in the human breast that make the attainment of man’s finest gift, namely contentment, much harder and rarer because these desires, and the internal restlessness to which they have given rise, forever resist contentment; lastly, whether by men flocking together, and their increased sociability, many cities and countries have been turned into poorhouses, into an artificial lazaretto and hospital, in the fetid atmosphere of which pallid mankind waste away, equally artificially, and as they are supported by so many unearned alms of science, art, and government, have for the most part adopted the manner of beggars and, addicted to all the beggarly arts, therefore endure the fate of beggars—in this matter and so many others shall luminous History, the daughter of Time, give us instruction.

Heralds of Fate, geniuses and inventors, on such useful and perilous heights do you practice your divine vocation! You invented, but not for yourselves; nor did it lie within your power to determine how the present, and futurity, should apply your inventions, how they should enhance them, or what novelties they would invent by analogy with or in opposition to them. Often the gem lay buried for hundreds of years, as hens scratched the ground where it lay, until it was found, perhaps by some unworthy fellow, and set in the monarch’s crown, where it does not always shine with advantageous luster. You, however, went about your work and bequeathed to posterity treasures that were either unearthed by your restless minds or delivered into your hands by the Fate that governs all things. You left it to Fate to decide the effects and utility of your discovery; and Fate did as it saw fit. In periodic revolutions, it either perfected thoughts or suffered them to perish, always mixing and balancing the poison with the antidote, the benefit with the harm. The inventor of gunpowder did not imagine that the spark thrown into his black dust would wreak such devastation on man’s powers, in both the political and physical realm. Still less could he anticipate, what even we dare not suspect, how in this powder-keg, the dreadful throne of many a despot, a salutary seed might one day germinate and give the aftertimes a different complexion. For does not the storm clear the air? And, when the giants of the earth have been vanquished, must not Hercules himself turn his hand to more wholesome labors? The man who first observed the direction of the magnetic needle foresaw neither the happiness nor the misery that this magic gift, abetted by a thousand other arts, would bring to every corner of the world, until a new catastrophe, perhaps, makes amends for ancient evils or engenders new ones. So it is with glass, money, iron, clothing, writing and printing, astronomy, and all the sciences of artificial government. The marvelous connection that seems to prevail in the development and periodic continuation of these inventions, the singular manner in which one limits and mitigates the effects of the others: this all belongs to God’s supreme stewardship of our species, to the true philosophy of its history.



IV. Governments Are Orders of Men, for the Most Part Established on the Basis of Inherited Tradition

The natural condition of man is society: for in this he is born and raised, to this he is led by the awakening instincts of his fair youth, and the sweetest names among mankind—father, child, brother, sister, beloved, friend, provider—are ties that, deriving from the law of Nature, obtain in every primitive human society. With these ties, therefore, the first governments among men are also established: groups of families without which our species cannot subsist, laws framed and sufficiently limited by Nature. Let us call these the first stage of natural government: and they will always remain the highest and the last.

Here Nature concluded her foundation of society and left it to the understanding, or the needs, of man to build taller structures on this footing. In areas of the world where individual tribes and clans are less reliant on one another, they also interact less: hence they gave no thought to grand political edifices. Such places would include the coasts inhabited by the fisherman, the grasslands of the herdsman, the forests of the hunter: here the wider relations among human beings, beyond the bounds of patriarchal and domestic authority, are based for the most part solely on compact and commission [Vertrag und Auftrag]. A nation of hunters, for instance, go to the chase; if they require a leader, it will be a leader of the hunt; for which position they choose the most skilled, whom they freely obey in pursuit of a common purpose. All gregarious animals have such leaders: an excursion, the defense of territory, an attack, or indeed any joint venture of a group makes necessary such a king of the game [König des Spiels]. Let us call this constitution the second stage of natural government: it obtains among all peoples that simply follow their needs and, as the phrase has it, live in the state of nature. Even the elected judges of a nation belong to this stage of government: the wisest and best are elected to their office with a given mandate [Geschäft], and their jurisdiction ends when that mandate has been fulfilled.

But how different it is with the third stage, hereditary government! Where do Nature’s laws terminate in this case? Or where do they begin? It was only natural that the wisest and justest man should be elected judge by parties to a dispute; and if he should prove himself to be such, then he might continue in that capacity until gray with age. But when the old fellow dies, why is his son to become judge? That he was sired by the wisest and justest father is not reason enough: for wisdom and justice are not transmitted by procreation. Still less would the nation, by the nature of the office, be bound to recognize him as judge simply because the father had once been elected to that post on account of his personal qualities: for the son is not the same person as the father. And if the nation wished to establish as law, for all the generations as yet unborn, that he must be so recognized and entered into an agreement, in the name of their reason and for all perpetuity, that every descendant of this line will be born the judge, leader, and shepherd of the nation; that is, the most valiant, just, and wise of his people; and universally acknowledged as such by virtue of his birth: then it would be difficult to reconcile a contract of inheritance of this sort, if not with justice, then with reason. Nature does not distribute her noblest gifts by family; and the right of blood, according to which an unborn shall be entitled, by right of birth, to rule over others unborn, at that future moment when both sovereign and subjects will have entered the world, is to my mind one of the obscurest principles ever formulated in human language.

There must have been other grounds for the introduction of hereditary government among men: and history does not conceal them from us. What gave Germany, what gave cultivated Europe, its governments? War. Barbarian hordes overran this part of the world; their chieftains and noblemen divided the land and its inhabitants among themselves. This gave rise to principalities and fiefdoms, to the enserfment of subjugated peoples. The conquerors were in possession: and the changes effected in that possession over time were once again determined by revolution, war, arrangements among the powerful—and therefore always by the right of might. History marches along this royal road, and the facts of history are irrefutable. What brought the world under the sway of Rome? Greece and the Orient under the sway of Alexander? By what means have all the great monarchies, ever since Sesostris and the legendary Semiramis,* been founded and in turn destroyed? War. Violent conquest thus assumed the place of right, which afterward became law only by the lapse of time; or, as political theorists are fond of saying, by silent contract. But in this case the silent contract is nothing more than the stronger taking what he wants and the weaker surrendering what he cannot retain or acquiescing to what he cannot alter. And thus the right of hereditary government, like almost every other hereditary possession, is attached to a chain of tradition, the first link of which was forged by either power or good fortune and which has been extended, occasionally with wisdom and benevolence, but more often than not with renewed good fortune and overwhelming force. Heirs and successors received what the progenitor took; and that the Haves were given more and more, until they had plenty, requires no further explanation: it is the natural consequence of that initial seizure of lands and their inhabitants that we mentioned above.

We should beware of thinking that this is true only of monarchies, those monsters of conquest, and that the states preceding them might have had a different origin: for how in the world might they have had a different origin? As long as a father ruled over his family, he was a father and permitted his sons likewise to become fathers, whom he sought to influence through counsel alone. As long as several tribes, having freely deliberated, elected judges and leaders in a particular affair, then these officeholders were merely servants of the common interest, the appointed elders of the assembly. The title of lord, of king, of absolute, arbitrary, hereditary despot had never been heard by peoples under such a constitution. But if the nation nodded off and allowed their father, leader, and judge to rule at his pleasure; if, drowsily grateful, and in recognition of his merit, power, wealth, or for some other reason, they pressed the hereditary scepter into his hand, that he might watch over them and their children like a shepherd his flock: then the relationship between the two sides cannot be conceived otherwise than one of inferiority and superiority—in other words, the right of might. If Nimrod first slays beasts and afterward subdues men, then in both instances he is a hunter.* The leader of a colony or horde whom men followed like animals soon claimed man’s rights over the brutes. So it was with those who cultivated the nations: as long as they cultivated them, they were the fathers, the educators of the people, custodians of the laws for the common good. As soon as they became absolute or even hereditary rulers, they were the strong dominating the weak. Often a fox took the place of the lion,* and the fox became the stronger. For strength consists not in force of arms alone: deviousness, cunning, and artful deception are in most cases more effective. In short, the great difference in the physical and mental endowments of human beings, as well as in their good fortune, has given rise, according to the differences in region, mode of life, and age of man, to subjugations and despotisms here on earth: so that in many countries, alas, one merely succeeds another. Warlike mountaineers, for example, overran the peaceful plain: climate, hardship, and want having made them sturdy and brave, they spread over the earth as its masters; until, in this milder country, they were themselves brought low by luxury and in time became the prey of others. Thus was our ancient Tellus subdued, its history thereby forming a dismal tableau of manhunts and conquests: almost every little frontier, every new epoch, is recorded in the book of ages with the blood of the victims and the tears of the oppressed. The most celebrated names in the world have been the murderers of mankind, executioners either already wearing crowns or grasping after them: and, what is still more distressing, the noblest men were often compelled by necessity, to stand on this black-draped scaffold and witness the oppression of their brethren. Why has the history of the world’s empires been written with so few rational results? Because, as the greatest, and indeed most, events show, it unfolds with so few rational results: for not humanity, but rather the passions have gained dominion over the earth and now driven its peoples together, now set them against one another, as if they were wild animals. If it had pleased Providence for us to be governed by higher beings, how different would be the history of mankind! But for the most part it has been heroes—that is, ambitious, cunning, and enterprising men vested with power—who, guided by their passions, began to spin the thread of events and continued to weave the tapestry as Fate willed it. If nothing else in world-history revealed the baseness of our species, we would discover it in the history of our governments, according to which the greater part of this planet ought to bear the name not of Earth, but Mars or child-devouring Saturn.

Shall we indict Providence for having created the different regions of the globe so unequally as well as for having distributed her gifts so unequally among human beings? The charge would be idle and unjust: for it runs counter to the evident purpose of our species. If the earth was to become habitable, there had to be mountains and rugged mountaineers living on their slopes. If these poured down to conquer the bountiful plains, then the plains were for the most part deserving of conquest: for why did they allow themselves to be conquered, why did they grow soft and flabby at Nature’s breast, sinking into childish wantonness and folly? We can assume as a principle of history that no people is oppressed unless they desire to be oppressed and thereby show themselves worthy of slavery. Only the coward is a born servant; only the half-wit is appointed by Nature to do the bidding of someone wiser than he: each is content with his station and would be unhappy were he in a position of command.

Besides, the natural inequality of human beings is not as great as it becomes through education, as the condition of the same people under different forms of government clearly shows. Under the yoke of despotism even the noblest nation soon relinquishes its dignity: the very marrow in its bones is crushed; and as its most refined and precious gifts are misused for mendacity and deceit, fawning servility and extravagance, is there any wonder that at length it accustoms itself to this yoke, embracing it and garlanding it with flowers? Deplorable though this fate of mankind be, both in life and in history, since scarcely any nation would have risen again from the abyss of habitual slavery without the miracle of a complete palingenesis; yet this misery is evidently the work not of Nature but of man. Nature extended the bonds of society no further than the family; beyond that she gave our species the liberty to establish itself and to construct its most exquisite work of art, the state, as it saw fit. If men arrived at good establishments, they were set fair; if they chose or endured tyranny and bad forms of government, then they had to shoulder the burden. Our kind Mother could do no more than instruct them by reason, by the tradition of history, or by their own feelings of misery and pain. It was therefore the internal degeneracy of mankind alone that opened the door to the vices and depravities of human government: for, even under the most oppressive despotism, does not the slave always share with his master in the spoils, and is not the despot always the vilest slave?

But even in the midst of the deepest depravity our indefatigably kind Mother does not abandon her children and at least sweetens the bitter draught of oppression with forgetfulness and habit. As long as nations remain vigilant and retain their quick vigor, or wherever Nature nourishes them with the hard bread of toil, there can be no effeminate sultans; a bleak country and an austere mode of life are the fortress of their freedom. Conversely, where peoples drifted off to sleep, nestled in her softer bosom, and suffered the net to be thrown over them, behold: there our consoling Mother comes to the aid of the oppressed and at least proffers her milder gifts: for despotism always presupposes a kind of weakness, and therefore several conveniences, the latter deriving either from gifts of Nature or of Art. In most despotically governed countries, Nature feeds and clothes man almost without any effort on his part, so that he may accommodate himself, as it were, to the raging hurricane and, once it has passed, inhale her bracing airs; thoughtlessly and lacking in dignity, to be sure, yet not entirely without enjoyment. In general, the lot of man and his destination to earthly happiness entail neither dominion nor servitude. The poor man can be happy, the slave free in his chains; the despot and his lieutenants, and often their whole issue, are usually the most miserable and despicable slaves.

As all the propositions that I have touched on up to this point must find their proper illustration in history itself, so the former will be developed as the thread of the latter is unwound. But for the moment allow me the opportunity to make several remarks of a more general character.

1. An easy, though wicked, principle on which to found the philosophy of human history might be the following: “Man is an animal in need of a master and expects to receive from this master, or a combination of masters, the happiness that is his final destination.”* Let us turn this proposition on its head: The man who is in need of a master is an animal; but as soon as he becomes a man he no longer has need of a master as such. Nature has appointed no master for our species; only animal vices and passions make one necessary. The wife requires a husband and the husband a wife; the uneducated child demands parents to rear him; the sick a physician; the disputant a referee; the mob a leader: these are natural relations inherent in the very idea of the thing. But nothing in the idea of “man” implies that he needs a despot who is likewise a man: we must first suppose him weak, so that he needs a protector; dependent [unmündig], so that he needs a guardian; unruly, so that he needs a tamer; detestable, so that he needs an avenging angel. All human governments therefore arose only from adversity [Not] and exist on account of this persistent adversity. As he is a bad father who brings up his son to remain in a permanent condition of immaturity and in permanent want of a tutor; as he is a bad physician who exacerbates an illness so that he might continue to be indispensable for as long as his patient cheats death; so the same applies to the educators of mankind, the fathers of the fatherland, and to those under their tutelage. Either the latter must be altogether incapable of any improvement, or it must be obvious, from the thousands of years during which men have been governed, what became of them and to what end the former raised them. Such ends will be revealed very clearly in the sequel of the present work.

2. Nature educates families; the most natural state [Staat] is therefore one people with one national character. Under such an arrangement this character may be preserved for thousands of years and, if a compatriot prince takes an interest, reach full development by the most natural means: for a people is as much a growth of Nature as a family; only with more branches. Nothing seems so plainly opposed to the end of government as the unnatural enlargement of states, the riotous mixing of races [Menschengattungen] and nations under one scepter. The scepter of human authority is much too slight and weak that such incongruous elements could be engrafted on it: for that reason, they are cemented together in a fragile machine, called the machinery of state, without internal vitality and sympathy among the constituent parts. Realms of this sort, which prevent even the best monarch from assuming the title of father of the fatherland, appear in history like those symbols of monarchies in the visions of prophets, where the lion’s head is combined with the dragon’s tail, the eagle’s wings united with the bear’s feet,* to form a single unpatriotic political structure. Such machines, resembling Trojan horses, stick together and thereby guarantee one another’s immortality; since, devoid of national character, there is no life in them and only the curse of Fate could condemn to immortality those united by force: for the political art by which they were assembled is the same that toys with nations and human beings as with inanimate bodies. But history furnishes ample proof that these instruments of human pride are fashioned from clay and, like all clay on this earth, must crumble or disintegrate.

3. As the chief end of every association of men is mutual aid and security, so a natural order is best for the state too: namely, that each of its members should be what Nature disposed him to be. As soon as the sovereign takes the place of the Creator and, from discretion or passion, would make the creature into something that God never intended, this heaven-commanding despotism spawns every disorder and inevitable disaster. Since all ranks established by tradition to a certain extent work against Nature, who reserves her gifts to no one estate, it is no wonder that most peoples, after trying sundry forms of government and experiencing the burdens of each, have at length gone back in desperation to that which turned them wholly into machines: to hereditary despotism. Like that Hebrew king who was asked to choose among three evils, they said, “Let us fall into the hand of the Lord and not into the hand of man.”* They surrendered themselves to the mercy of Providence and awaited with resignation whichever ruler it deigned to send. For the tyranny of aristocrats is an exacting tyranny, and mob rule a true Leviathan. Hence all Christian sovereigns profess to reign by the grace of God, thereby admitting that they wear their crowns not by merit, which obtains not before birth, but by the approbation of Providence, which suffered them to be born into this position. They must prove by their own endeavors that they deserve the crown and so, as it were, vindicate Providence, which deemed them worthy of their exalted office: for the office of prince is nothing less than to be God among men, a superior genius in a mortal frame. The few who recognized this call to greatness shine like stars in the endlessly murky night of ordinary rulers, quickening the lost wanderer on his dispiriting journey through the political history of mankind.

O for another Montesquieu to give us a taste of the spirit of laws and governments prevailing on our globe during those centuries best known to us! Not according to the empty names of three or four forms of government,* which are nowhere alike and never remain unchanged; and not according to well-considered principles of the state: for no state is built on a single verbal principle, and still less does it stay true to that principle in all its ranks and at all times; and not by means of isolated examples drawn from all nations, ages, and regions of the world, out of which, in this confusion, the genius of our earth itself could not construct a whole; but rather only by the philosophical and vital exposition of civil history, in which, monotonous though it seems, yet no scene occurs twice and which, dreadfully instructive, completes the picture of the vices and virtues of mankind and their regents, ever altered, ever the same, as time and place dictate.



V. Religion Is the Oldest and Most Sacred Tradition in the World

Weary and spent from all the changes according to regions, times, and nations, do we find nothing on this globe that might be the common property and excellence of our fraternal race [Brudergeschlecht]? Nothing less than the disposition to reason, humanity, and religion: the three graces of human life. The rise of the state was belated and in it the arts and sciences rose later still; but families are the eternal work of Nature, the enduring economy by which she plants in mankind the seed of humanity and nurtures its growth. Though languages vary from people to people and from climate to climate; yet the same human reason, and its search for distinguishing marks, is discernible in all languages. Finally, the traces of religion, however different its outward form, are found even among the poorest and rudest peoples inhabiting the very edge of the earth. The Greenlander and the Kamchadal, the Fuegian and the Papuan, betray some inkling of it in their myths and customs; indeed, were there among the Anzichi, or the sylvan tribes of the East Indies, a nation wholly destitute of religion, then this very deficiency would testify to the extremity of their savage condition.

How came these peoples by their religion? Did each of these wretches invent for himself his divine worship after the manner of a natural theology? No: these toilers and moilers invent nothing; in everything they follow the traditions of their forefathers. Nor were they prompted to this invention by any external occasion: for if they learned to fashion bow and arrow, fishing-hook and clothing, from animals or from Nature, then in which beast or natural object did they observe religion? From which of these might they have learned to worship? Here too, then, tradition is the propagator not only of their language and rudimentary culture, but also of their religion and sacred rites.

It follows directly from this that religious tradition could employ no other means than those to which reason and language themselves resorted: symbols. If the thought must become a word in order to be communicated, if every institution that is intended for others and for posterity must have a visible sign, then how can what is invisible be rendered visible, or bygone history be preserved for subsequent generations, save by words or signs? Hence, even among the rudest peoples, the language of religion is always the most ancient and obscure, frequently unintelligible even to the initiates themselves and still more so to the profane. The sacred and expressive symbols of every people, however climatic and national they might have been, commonly lost their meaning within a few generations. And no wonder: for the same must befall every language, every institution with arbitrary signs, if these are not often compared, by immediate use, with their objects and the signification thereby retained in the memory. With religion, such a direct comparison was difficult if not impossible to effect: for the sign referred either to an invisible idea or to past history.

It was inevitable, too, that the priests, who were originally the sages of the nation, did not always remain such. As soon as the meaning of the symbol was lost to them, they were reduced to the dumb servants of idolatry or were bound to become glib liars trafficking in superstition. And that is indeed what happened to them almost everywhere and in large measure: not from some particular inclination to deceive, but because that was the nature of things. In language, as in every science, art, and institution, the same fate holds sway: the ignorant who are required to speak, or to carry on an art, must conceal, fabricate, dissemble; a false appearance replaces the truth that has been forfeited. Such is the history of all mysteries on earth: at first, they veiled much that was surely worth knowing, but in the end, especially after the wisdom of men had divorced itself from them, degenerated into wretched flummery. And so the priests who presided over them, their holy relics now emptied, became at length pitiful impostors.

Those who most often represented them as such were the sovereigns and sages. The former, soon led by their high estate, in which all power was vested, to an unconstrained freedom of action, thought it a duty of their rank to limit any superior power, even those that were invisible, and thus either to tolerate their symbols, as the childish notions of the vulgar, or to destroy them. Hence the unhappy conflict between throne and altar in all half-cultivated nations, until eventually an attempt was made to unite them, thereby giving birth to the chimera of an altar on the throne or a throne on the altar. The degenerate priests were always bound to lose this unequal contest: for visible power vied with invisible belief; the pale shadow of venerable tradition was expected to compete with the luster of that golden scepter, which the priests themselves had once consecrated and placed in the monarch’s hands. The age of priestly rule came to an end with the progress of culture: the despot, who originally had borne his crown in the name of God, found it easier to wear it in his own name, and to this other scepter the people were now accustomed by the sovereign and the sages.

Now, in the first place, it is indisputable that religion alone introduced to peoples everywhere the beginnings of culture and science; indeed, that these were originally nothing more than a kind of religious tradition. Among all savage peoples, even to this day, the little culture and science that they possess is connected with religion. The language of their religion is a loftier, more solemn language, not only accompanying the sacred rites with song and dance, but for the most part proceeding from the myths of the primeval world: consequently it is all that these peoples have left of ancient records, the memory of former ages, or a glimmering of science. The number and observance of days, the foundation of all chronology, was or is everywhere sacred; magicians in every quarter of the globe appropriated to themselves the knowledge of the heavens and of Nature, whatever it might consist in. Medicine and prognostication, the occult sciences and the interpretation of dreams, the art of written characters, the propitiation of the gods, the appeasement of and communication with the dead—in short, the whole of that obscure realm of questions and answers, pertaining to matters on which mankind would like reassurance, is in the hands of their priests; so that in many nations the public worship and its related festivals are very nearly all that unites otherwise independent families into the semblance of a whole. The history of culture will show that things were no different even with the most civilized [gebildetsten] peoples. The science of the Egyptians and of all the Orientals, from anterior Asia to the easternmost edge of the world; as well as of the civilized [gebildeten] nations of European antiquity, namely the Etruscans, Greeks, and Romans, sprang from the bosom and under the veil of religious traditions; and in this way they received poetry and art, music and writing, history and medicine, natural philosophy and metaphysics, astronomy and chronology, even ethics and politics. The most ancient sages did nothing but separate what had been given to them in seed form and raise their own plants from it, a development that continued as the centuries passed. We northerners, too, acquired our sciences in no other guise than religion, and thus we may boldly conclude from the history of all peoples: “The earth is indebted to oral and written religious tradition for the germs of all higher culture.”

Secondly, this historical assertion is confirmed by the very nature of things: for what was it that elevated man above the animals and, even in his rudest state and greatest degeneracy, prevented him from sinking entirely to their level? We are apt to say: “reason and language.” As he could not come to reason without language, however, so he could attain to neither save by observing unity in multiplicity, and hence by representing the invisible in the visible, by linking cause and effect. A kind of religious feeling for invisible forces operative throughout the whole chaos of beings that surrounded him must therefore have preceded and underlain the initial formation and association of abstract rational ideas. This is the feeling that savages have for the forces of Nature, even if they have no express concept of God: a lively and effective feeling, as revealed by their very idolatries and superstitions. With concepts of the understanding relating to merely visible things, man acts like the animal; it was the representation of the invisible in the visible, of a force behind an action, that must have lifted him to the first step of higher reason. This representation is almost the only thing attributable to transcendental reason that rude nations possess, and other peoples have only developed it with more words. The same holds true for the survival of the soul after death. However he may have arrived at this idea, it is, as a popular belief [Volksglaube] universally prevalent, all that distinguishes man from the brute in death. No savage nation can demonstrate philosophically the immortality of the human soul any more perhaps than a philosopher can: for even the latter is able only to strengthen with rational grounds that belief in immortality that resides in men’s hearts; and yet we encounter this belief everywhere on earth. Even the Kamchadal is acting on it when he throws his dead to the dogs; even the New Hollander is acting on it when he submerges a corpse in the sea. No nation simply kicks dirt over the deceased as we might with a beast: when he dies, every savage crosses over to the land of souls to be reunited with his ancestors. Religious traditions on this subject, and the inward conviction of an existence that knows no annihilation, therefore precede inferential reasoning; otherwise the latter would not easily have arrived at the concept of immortality or would have produced a rather feeble abstraction. And so the universal belief in the continuance of our existence is the pyramid that religion raises over the tombs of all peoples.

Lastly, shall we suppose the divine laws and rules of humanity, which, though imperfectly, find expression even in the most savage nations, to have been devised by reason over a period of thousands of years and to owe their foundation to this mutable image [Gebilde] of human abstraction? I cannot bring myself to believe it, even on the evidence of history. Had men been scattered over the face of the earth like beasts, left to invent the internal figure [innere Gestalt] of humanity for themselves, then we would be bound to encounter nations yet without language, reason, religion, or morals: for as man has been on earth, so is he still. But neither history nor experience indicates that there are human orangutans anywhere in the world; and the legends of the Insensibles and other brutish men, recounted much later by Diodorus, or later still by Pliny, either clearly betray their own mythical basis or at least merit no credence on the testimony of these writers. Similarly, the tales of the rude nations of former ages, told by poets to exalt the exploits of their Orpheus and Cadmus, are surely no less exaggerated: for the very times in which these poets lived, and the purpose of their narrative, excludes them from the ranks of historical witnesses. Even adjusting for the climate, no European people, to say nothing of the Greeks, has ever been more savage than the New Zealander or Fuegian—and yet these inhuman nations possess humanity, reason, and language. No cannibal devours his brothers or his children: this monstrous practice is a cruel right of war by which they preserve their valor and put fear into their enemies. It is therefore nothing more and nothing less than the work of a crude political reason, which in such nations has overcome their humanity, at least in the case of these few victims to be sacrificed to the fatherland; much as we Europeans, even now, have overcome our own in other instances. Before strangers they were ashamed of their atrocities, whereas we Europeans blush not at our butcheries; indeed, those prisoners of war who are spared this gruesome fate they treat in a fraternal and noble fashion. All these traits, therefore, even when the Hottentot buries his child alive and the Eskimo leaves his elderly parent to die, are consequences of dire necessity, which meanwhile never negate the original feeling of humanity. Errant reason and extravagant luxury have given rise among us to abominations, to debaucheries, the flagrancy of which far exceeds that of the Negro’s polygamy. As on this account none among us will deny that the image of humanity [Gebilde der Humanität] is engraved even on the heart of the sodomite, oppressor, or assassin, even though it has been rendered unrecognizable by his passions and wanton habits; so permit me, after all I have read and examined concerning the nations of the earth, to assume that this inner disposition to humanity is as universal as human nature; indeed, is identical with this very nature. It is older than speculative reason, which was first formed in man by observation and language; indeed, which in practical cases would have no standard to apply, had it not borrowed one from that obscure image within us. If all the duties of man are merely conventions, which he himself invented as the means to his happiness, and confirmed through experience, then they cease to be my duties the moment I renounce their end: namely, happiness. The syllogism of reason is now complete. But how did they come to reside in the breast of him who never speculated about happiness and the means of achieving it? How did the duties of conjugality, of paternal and filial love, of family and society, enter a man’s mind before he had accumulated experiences of the advantages and disadvantages attending each of them, during which time he needs must have been, in a thousand different ways, a brute before he became a man? No, benevolent Deity, you did not abandon your creature to such murderous chance. The animals you endowed with instinct; on the soul of man, you inscribed your image, religion, and humanity: the outline of the statue lies deep and obscurely within the marble block; but it cannot sculpt itself into shape. That was to be the task of tradition and instruction, reason and experience, and you did not fail to supply sufficient means. The rules of justice; the principles of right in society; even monogamy, as the form of love and marriage most natural to mankind; affection toward children; devotion to friends and benefactors; even a sense of the mightiest and most beneficent being: all are particular details of this image that, in one place or another, might be now suppressed, now developed; but that everywhere still manifests the original disposition of man, which, once perceived, he may not repudiate. The realm encompassing these dispositions and their perfection [Ausbildung] is the veritable city of God here on earth, of which all men are citizens, though in different classes and degrees. Happy is he who can contribute to the expansion of this realm of true, inward human creation: he envies no inventor his science and no king his crown.

But who is now saying to us: “where, and how, did this awakening tradition of humanity and religion first arise on earth, before undergoing various mutations and spreading to the very edges of the world, where it vanishes into obscurity? Who taught man language, as to this day every child learns it from others and no one discovers his reason for himself? What were the first symbols framed by man, so that the original germs of culture arrived among the nations under the veil of cosmogony and religious myths? On what hangs the initial link in the chain of our species and of its spiritual and moral formation?” Let us see what the natural history of the earth, and the most ancient tradition, have to tell us on this score.

_____________


1. To adduce examples of these assertions would take us too far afield; they have no place in this book and shall be reserved for another occasion.


2. The history of this and other inventions, insofar as they pertain to the picture of mankind, will be given in what follows.









Book 10



I. Our Earth Is Specially Formed for Its Living Creation

As the origin of human history appears to philosophers shrouded in obscurity, and already the remotest ages throw up perplexities that no system of theirs has been able to accommodate; so, as a desperate resort, they have cut the knot: regarding the earth as bearing the ruined traces of earlier habitation and mankind as the surviving residue of those who, when doomsday came for a different epoch of this planet, escaped the universal judgment, perhaps in caves or on mountaintops. “Human reason, art, and tradition are spoils rescued from a now vanished and primeval world;1* which is why, on the one hand, they shine from the very beginning with a luster that derives from the experience of many thousands of years and, on the other, can never be placed in their proper light because the culture of two worlds is at once confused and conjoined by these remaining men as if by an isthmus.” Were this opinion true, there a pure philosophy of human history could surely not exist: for our species itself, and all its arts, would merely be the scum and dregs left over from a previous catastrophe. Let us examine what grounds there are for such a hypothesis, which reduces both the earth and the history of humankind to an insoluble chaos.

In the primordial formation [Urbildung] of the earth, I would say there are none: for the first of its apparent revolutions and catastrophes presuppose no past human history, but rather belong to the very cycle of creation by which our earth was first made habitable.2 As far as we can tell, ancient granite, the inner core of our planet, reveals no hint of extinct organic beings: neither does it contain these nor do its constituent parts require them. In all likelihood, its tallest peaks towered above the waters of creation, since they betray no sign of aqueous action; but on these bare eminences a human being could not breathe, let alone find sustenance. The air surrounding these masses was not yet separated from water and fire: impregnated with the sundry materials that were deposited in various combinations, and at various periods, on the foundation of the earth, gradually giving it form, the atmosphere could no more support than inspire the vital breath of this most exquisite of terrestrial creatures. It was therefore in the water that living structure first arose: and it arose with all the violence of a primordial, creative force, which, as yet incapable of operating elsewhere, first organized itself in an infinite multitude of shellfish, the only animals that could subsist in this teeming ocean. As the formation of the earth proceeded, they often perished, their remains becoming the basis of more refined organizations. As the primitive rock was progressively freed from the water and fertilized by its sediments—that is, by the elements and organizations suspended in it—so vegetable creation hastened after aquatic creation, and on every exposed area of land there vegetated whatever could vegetate. But even in this hothouse of the plant kingdom no terrestrial animal could yet live. On elevations on which Laplandish herbs now grow, we find petrified productions of the torrid zone: a clear proof that their atmosphere once possessed this hot climate. Meanwhile this atmosphere must already have been purified to a great degree, as so many substances had precipitated from it and the delicate plant requires light to live; but that no terrestrial animals, let alone human bones, have ever been found together with these plant impressions likely suggests that no such fauna then existed, because neither the material necessary for their frame nor the food for their sustenance was yet ready. So things continued, as revolution followed revolution, until finally, in the uppermost strata of limestone and sand, elephant and rhinoceros skeletons appear: for all those structures that, in deeper-lying fossils, have been considered human are dubious, and more scrupulous naturalists have declared them to be the remains of marine animals. On the earth, too, Nature began with the forms belonging to the warmest climate and, it would seem, of the most prodigious size, just as in the sea she commenced with armored shellfish and giant ammonites: among the later deposits consisting of numerous elephant skeletons, occasionally preserved even with their skin intact, at least snakes, marine creatures, and the like have been found, but never human bodies. Indeed, even had these been found, they would indisputably date from a much more recent time compared with the ancient mountains in which nothing resembling this species of life occurs. So says the oldest book of the earth on pages of clay, slate, marble, chalk, and sand; and what might it have to say about a regeneration of the world survived by a race of men [Menschengeschlecht] whose descendants we are? In fact, everything speaks in favor of our earth having formed itself from a chaos of materials and forces, under the vivifying warmth of the creative spirit, into a discrete and original whole by a series of preparatory revolutions; until at length the crown of its creation, that excellent and delicate creature, the human being, could appear. Those systems, therefore, which tell of tenfold changes to the poles and climatic zones; describe hundreds of convulsions wracking an inhabited and cultivated territory; relate the enforced migrations of men from one region to another, or their entombment beneath rocks and seas; and paint the remotest history as nothing but horror and destruction:* they are contradicted by the very fabric of the earth or at least have no foundation therein, notwithstanding all the revolutions that have undeniably taken place. The fissures and channels in ancient rock, or its crumbled cliff-faces, say nothing of an inhabited earth preceding our own; indeed, even if such a fate had fused together the ancient mass, surely no vestige of this primeval world would have come down to us. Both the earth and the history of its living creatures, as it now is, remains, simply and entirely, a problem to be solved by the investigator. Let us approach such a one and ask:



II. Where Was Man Formed and Where His Most Ancient Abode?

That it cannot have been on some late arisen extremity of the earth requires no proof: and so at once we turn our attention to the heights of the eternal, primitive mountains and the lands that were gradually laid down around them. Did men, like shellfish, spring forth everywhere? Did the Mountains of the Moon give birth to Negroes, while the Andes begat Americans, the Urals Asiatics, and the Alps Europeans? Does every major mountain range support its own variety of man? Since every region of the world has its peculiar species of animal that, unable to prosper elsewhere, must therefore be born in and fitted for that locality, why should it not also have its own strains of men? And are not the different national forms, manners, and characters, and especially the great diversity of languages, evidence of this? My readers will know how brilliantly these fundamental questions have been treated by several learned and perspicuous scholars of history, such that it has ultimately come to be regarded as the most far-fetched of hypotheses to suppose that Nature was able to create apes and bears everywhere, but not men—and that therefore, quite contrary to her usual procedure, she exposed precisely her most delicate species to myriad dangers by bringing forth, with uncommon parsimony, only a single ancestral pair. “Observe,” they say, “how wasteful is prolific Nature even now! How she scatters innumerable germs, not only of plants but also of animals and men, into the lap of destruction! And at the very moment when mankind was to be born, our parturient Mother, in her virginal youth swollen with the seeds of all beings and forms, who, as the fabric of the earth shows, could sacrifice millions of living creatures in one revolution to engender new species: should she then have exhausted herself in the production of inferior beings and completed her labyrinth, unruly and bursting with life, by the addition of two feeble human individuals?” Let us see to what extent this seemingly brilliant hypothesis accords with the culture and history of our species or is consistent with its formation, character, and relation to the rest of the animate kingdom.

That all living things should have been given life in the same number, or at the same time, is, in the first place, plainly contrary to Nature: the fabric of the earth and the internal constitution of the creatures themselves render this impossible. Elephants and reptiles, lions and infusoria do not exist in equal quantities; they could not have been created, even at the very beginning, in identical proportion or simultaneously, because this is precluded by their essence. Millions of mollusks had to perish before the earth’s rock was converted into garden-beds capable of sustaining more refined life; and every year a whole world of plants goes under so that higher creatures may find nourishment. Therefore, abstracting altogether from the final causes of creation, it belongs to the very stuff of Nature that she must make unity out of multiplicity and by the ever-turning wheel of creation destroy countless beings so that others, fewer in number but more noble, might receive life. Thus she ascended from below by degrees; and, by leaving enough seed everywhere to maintain those species that she would have endure, she cleared the way for others more select, more refined, and more exalted. If man was to be the crown of creation, he could not share with fish or ocean slime the same mass, the same day of birth, the same habitation. His blood was not to be water; the vital heat of Nature therefore had to have been so rarefied, so finely essentiated, that it reddened human blood. All his vessels and fibers, his osseous structure itself, were to be molded from the finest clay: and as almighty Nature never acts without second causes, so she must have earlier prepared the raw materials intended for this purpose. Even with the lower levels of animal creation did she proceed thus, each species arising whenever and however it could: forces surged through every opening and fashioned themselves into life. The ammonite existed before the fish; the plant preceded the animal, which could not subsist without it; the crocodile and caiman crept hither and thither before the sagacious elephant swung his trunk and plucked his leaves. The carnivorous beasts presupposed a large and already much increased progeny of those appointed to be their prey; hence they could not have existed at the same time and in the same numbers as these. If man, therefore, was to be a tenant of the earth and master of creation, he had to find his kingdom and residence readymade: and he needs must appear late and in smaller numbers than those he should command. Were Nature able to bring forth, from the materials in her earthly workshop, something higher, purer, and more beautiful than man, would she not have done so? And that she has not done so shows that with man she closed down her workshop and, with the most judicious parsimony, now concluded the series of forms [Gebilde] that she had inaugurated in the richest profusion at the bottom of the sea. “God created man,” says the oldest literary tradition of the nations, “in his own image, in his likeness he created him, male and female; after the multitudes that he had created, the smallest number: then he rested and created no more.”* Here, then, was the summit that capped the living pyramid.

Now, where could this summit arise? Where was the pearl of the consummated earth engendered? Of necessity at the center of the most active organic forces, where, if I may so express myself, creation was thriving over the widest area and, for the longest time, had been worked out most exquisitely. And where else could this be but in Asia, as the very fabric of the earth would seem to indicate. For in Asia our globe possessed those lofty and sweeping heights, never covered by water, the mountainous ridges of which were extended in multiple branches the length and breadth of the region. Here, then, was the greatest attraction of operative forces; here the electrical stream was generated and circulated; here the materials of fecund chaos were deposited in the most copious abundance. Around these mountains rose up the world’s largest continent, as is shown by its outline: on their slopes lives the greatest number of every animal species, which probably roamed here, enjoying their existence, when other parts of the earth still lay underwater, their forested or bare eminences scarcely peeping forth. The mountain that Linnaeus3 imagined to have risen up from paradise really exists in nature,* only not as a single peak but as a wide amphitheater, a constellation of mountains, the spurs of which reach into several climatic zones. “I am bound to remark,” writes Pallas,4 “that all animals that have been domesticated in northern and southern countries are originally found wild in the temperate regions of central Asia (with the exception of the dromedary, neither species of which thrives outside of Africa and adapt only with difficulty to the climate of Asia). The homeland of the wild ox, the buffalo, the mouflon, the ancestor of our sheep, the bezoar goat and ibex, the crossing of which has produced our fertile race [Race] of domesticated goats, is located in the mountainous chains that occupy central Asia and a portion of Europe. The reindeer abounds in the high mountains that border Siberia and stretch along its eastern extremity, where it serves as a beast of draught and burden. It is also encountered in the Urals and from there has spread into the Arctic. The camel with two humps is found wild in the great deserts between Tibet and China. The wild pig resides in the forests and morasses throughout the temperate region of Asia. The wild cat, the ancestor of the domestic feline, is familiar enough. Lastly, the principal breed of our domestic dogs is undoubtedly descended from the jackal; though not, I suspect, wholly without adulteration, as I believe it was mixed, in time out of mind, with the common wolf, the fox, and even with the hyena, which is responsible for the immense variety of size and figure in our dogs.” So says Pallas. And who is unacquainted with the richness of Asia, particularly of its southern countries, in natural productions? It is as if not only the most extensive land, but also the most bountiful, had settled around these, the sublimest heights of the world, from the very beginning drawing to itself the amplest share of organic heat. Asia supports the wisest elephants, the cleverest apes, the most vivacious animals; indeed, notwithstanding its decline, it might well possess, in respect of their genetic disposition, the most ingenious and exalted men.

But what of the other continents? That Europe was occupied by human beings and animals mostly from Asia and that a greater part of it was still covered with water, or forests and morasses, at a time when the highlands of Asia were already under cultivation, is evident even from history. We are yet little acquainted with the interior of Africa: in particular, the elevation and sweep of its central ridge of mountains are quite unknown to us. Nevertheless, it is unlikely, for several reasons, that this ridge, in an arid continent with large tracts of low ground reaching far inland, approaches the height and breadth of that of Asia. It, too, was probably submerged for a longer period and, though the tropics did not fail to bestow a peculiar and vigorous cast on the animal and vegetable creation there, yet it seems that Africa and Europe are but children resting in the lap of their mother, Asia. These three quarters of the globe have most animals in common and, taken as a whole, form a single continent.

Lastly, given America’s steep mountains, too tall to be inhabitable, and its still-active volcanoes, at the feet of which stretch vast expanses of low country, flat as the sea; given its animate creation, which above all rejoices in vegetation, amphibians, insects, and birds, though with fewer species of the more perfect and lively quadrupeds known to the Old World: all these reasons, among which we ought also to include the rude and youthful constitution of its sundry peoples, suggest that this continent was hardly the first to have been inhabited. Rather, compared with the other half of the globe, it offers to the natural philosopher a rich problem, namely the difference between the two opposing hemispheres. The pleasant valley of Quito could not easily have been the birthplace of the original human pair, as readily as I would grant both it and Africa’s Mountains of the Moon that particular honor; I would not gainsay anyone who discovered evidence to the contrary.

But enough of mere conjecture, which I should not like to see so abused as to deny the Almighty the power and materials to create human beings wherever he wishes. The Word, by which land and sea all over the world were populated with their proper inhabitants, could also have provided each continent with its native masters, had it seen fit to do so. But it chose not to; and might the reason why lie in the character of mankind as delineated hitherto? We have observed that man’s reason and humanity depend on education, language, and tradition: and that in this respect our species is completely distinct from the brute, which enters the world guided by its infallible instinct. If this be so, then, precisely because of his specific character, man could not have been universally cast into the wild deserts like the animals. This tree, which could everywhere thrive only by artificial means, was to grow from one root and in one spot where it could prosper, where it could be nurtured by him who had planted it. Mankind, destined for humanity, were from their origin to become a fraternal race [Brudergeschlecht] of one blood and by the leading-strings of one formative tradition: and so the whole arose, as even now every family springs forth, branches from one stem, blossoms from one original garden. In my view, God’s special plan for our species, which even by our origin sets us apart from the beasts, must appear the most appropriate, beautiful, and worthy to everyone who ponders the characteristics of our nature, the disposition and constitution of our reason, the means by which we arrive at ideas and form humanity in us. With this design we became the darlings of Nature, whom she brought forth as the fruit of her maturest industry or, if you prefer, the sons of her advanced years, in the place that was most fitting for these delicate and latter-born children. Here she raised them with maternal hand and made available, from the very beginning, whatever could facilitate the formation of their artificial human character. As only one human reason was possible on earth, and Nature accordingly produced only one genus of creatures capable of reason, so she left these rational beings to be educated in one school of language and tradition, taking charge of this education herself by a succession of generations with one origin.



III. The Course of Culture and of History Furnishes Proof That the Origin of the Human Species Was in Asia

Where have all the peoples of Europe come from? Asia. With most of them, our information in this matter is quite certain: we know the origin of the Lapps, Finns, Germans, Goths, Gauls, Slavs, Celts, Cimbri, and so on. Partly from their languages, or the remnants of their languages, partly from reports of their ancient seats, we can track them a fair distance to the Black Sea or into Tartary, where vestiges of their languages still survive. Of the descent of other nations we know less, because we are less acquainted with their remotest history: for only our ignorance of former times makes for autochthons. If Büttner,* the ablest philologist among those who have investigated the history of ancient and modern peoples, were to disclose to us the treasures of his wide-ranging erudition and produce, as he surely could, the genealogical tree of a whole series of nations, about which even they are in the dark, he would render a rare service to mankind.5

The provenance of the Africans and Americans is admittedly more obscure; but from what we know of the upper coast of Africa, and a comparison of the oldest traditions concerning that region, it would seem to be Asiatic. Farther south we must be content if, in the figure and complexion of the Negro, we find at least nothing to contradict this lineage, but rather a progressive picture of national forms that vary according to the climate, as the sixth book of the present work has sought to demonstrate. The same goes for the more recently settled America, the uniform appearance of its peoples suggesting the likelihood of their having arrived from eastern Asia.

But more eloquent than the physical form of nations are their languages; and where in the world are the most anciently cultivated languages? In Asia. Would you see the marvel of peoples speaking nothing but monosyllabic languages over an area extending thousands of miles in every direction, then look to Asia. In the territories beyond the Ganges, Tibet and China, Pegu, Ava, Arracan and Burma, Tonkin, Laos, Cochin-China, Cambodia, and Siam only uninflected words of one syllable are uttered. That their speech and writing were early brought under rules probably preserved them in this state: for in this corner of Asia the most venerable institutions have remained in all things virtually unchanged. Would you have languages whose great, almost excessive richness derives from very few roots, so that they combine wealth and poverty with a singular regularity, with the almost childish trick of expressing a new idea by a minute alteration of the radical word, then look to that expanse of south Asia that stretches from India all the way to Syria, Arabia, and Ethiopia. Bengali has 700 roots, the elements of reason, as it were, from which verbs, nouns, and all the other parts of speech are formed. Hebrew and cognate languages, though quite different in kind, arouse our astonishment when their structure is examined, even in the most ancient texts. All their words may be traced back to roots of three letters: which, though they, too, had perhaps been monosyllables in the beginning, came to acquire this form by an early date, owing probably to their peculiar alphabet, and from there, by means of very simple agglutinations and inflections, the entire language was constructed. In Arabic, for instance, which has been continuously improved [fortgebildet], a few roots yield a boundless profusion of ideas, so that the patchwork of most European languages, with their useless auxiliaries and tedious inflections, is never more obvious than when they are compared with the languages of Asia. Hence the greater their antiquity, the more difficult they are for the European to learn: for he must surrender the futile riches of his own tongue and in them arrives as at an exquisitely considered and gently regulated hieroglyphics of the invisible language of thought.

The surest sign of the culture of a language is its writing: the more ancient, artful, and deliberate this was, the more civilized [gebildet] the language. Now, with the exception of the Scythians, who were also an Asiatic people, no European nation can boast of having invented an alphabet for themselves: on this score, they stand as barbarians alongside the Negroes and Americans. Asia alone possessed writing and already did so in the remotest times. The first civilized [gebildet] nation of Europe, the Greeks, got their alphabet from the Orient, and Büttner’s tables6 show that all the other European letters are derivatives or corruptions of the Greek. Even the earliest alphabetical writing of the Egyptians, as inscribed on their mummies, is Phoenician in origin and, like the Coptic alphabet, a corruption of the Greek. There is no indication that the Negroes and Americans invented their own writing system: for among the latter the Mexicans did not go beyond their crude hieroglyphs or the Peruvians beyond their knotted strings. Yet Asia, by contrast, has, as it were, exhausted the possibilities of alphabetic and hieroglyphic writing, so that among its characters we encounter almost every sort that might serve to capture human speech. Bengali has 50 letters and 12 vowels; from its dense thicket of characters, Chinese has chosen no fewer than 112 for vowels and 36 for consonants. It is a similar story with the Tibetan, Sinhalese, Marathi, and Manchurian alphabets, even with variations in the direction of the signs. Some of the Asiatic writing systems are evidently so old that we may observe how a given language has developed with and through them; and the simply beautiful script of the ruins of Persepolis we do not yet understand at all.

Passing from the instrument of culture to culture itself: where would, indeed where could, it have arisen earlier than in Asia, from there spreading outward by well-known routes? Dominion over the animals was one of the first steps on the road to culture, and on this continent it surpasses in importance all the revolutions of history. As we have seen, not only did the most numerous animals, and the most tamable, range over the primitive mountains of the world; but these were domesticated so early by the society of men that our most useful beasts—the sheep, dog, and goat—are but the result of this process and therefore in fact new species of animal created by Asiatic art. If we would place ourselves at the very center of the geographical distribution of domesticated animals, we must travel to the highlands of Asia; the farther we are from this center (reckoned on the grand scale of Nature), the fewer tame animals we find. They are abundant in Asia, including its southern islands. In New Guinea and New Zealand, we find only the dog and swine; in New Caledonia, only the dog; and throughout the whole of America, the guanaco and llama are the only domesticated animals. The finest breeds in Asia and Africa are also the noblest and most beautiful. The chigetai and the Arabian horse, the wild and tame ass, the argali and the sheep, the Bezoar and Angora goat are the pride of their kind; the wise elephant has been employed with the greatest skill in Asia from the earliest times, and the camel was indispensable to this region. In the beauty of some of these animals, Africa stands next to Asia, but in the use of them lags far behind, even to this day. Europe is indebted to Asia for all its domesticated animals; only fifteen or sixteen species are indigenous to our part of the world, these consisting mostly of mice and bats.

It was no different with the culture of the earth and its plants. While much of Europe was until very recently covered by forests and its inhabitants, if they were to sustain themselves by vegetables, could only forage for roots and wild herbs, acorns and crabapples: yet in many of the regions of Asia under discussion here grains grow wild and agriculture is of inconceivable antiquity. The fairest productions of the earth—grapes and olives, lemons and figs, bitter oranges and all our fruits, chestnuts, almonds, and other nuts—were transplanted from Asia: first to Greece and Africa, then farther afield. America has given us a few other vegetables: and with most of them we know the place of origin as well as the time when they were introduced. Thus, even these gifts of Nature were bestowed on mankind by way of tradition. America cultivated no wine; and in Africa, too, vines have been planted only by the hands of Europeans.

That the arts and sciences were first nurtured in Asia, and in the neighboring country of Egypt, hardly requires exhaustive proof: for it is obvious from the very history of nations and their monuments, while Goguet’s well-documented work will be familiar to all.7 On this continent, in one place or another, both the useful and fine arts were practiced from an early period, but always according to a distinctive Asiatic taste: this is demonstrated by the ruins of Persepolis and of Indian temples, by the Egyptian pyramids, and by so many other works that have come down to us as relics or in legend. They almost all far exceed the achievements of European culture and are unequalled by anything in Africa or America. The sublime poetry of various nations in south Asia is renowned the world over;8 and the more ancient it is, the more it appears to possess a dignity and simplicity that deserve by themselves the appellation of divine. What lucid thought—indeed, what poetic hypothesis—has ever entered the mind of a modern author of the Occident, the germ of which could not already be found in some maxim or figure conceived by an Oriental precursor, assuming the occasion for such an expression lay in his field of vision? The trade of the Asiatics is the oldest on earth, and the most important inventions pertaining to it are theirs. The same is true of astronomy and chronology. Who has not felt amazement, even without subscribing to Bailly’s hypotheses, at the early and wide diffusion of various astronomical observations, calendrical tables, and techniques, a claim to fame not easily denied the most ancient nations of Asia?9 It is as if their most venerable savants, particularly those who studied the heavens, were the observers of the silent passage of time; just as even now, in spite of the profound decadence into which many of these nations have fallen, this numerative, arithmetical spirit is still at work among them.10 The Brahmin calculates vast sums in his head: the divisions of time, from the smallest unit of measurement to the greatest celestial revolution, are present to him, and he seldom errs, even without all the aids available to the European. The preceding ages have bequeathed to him formulas that he now simply applies: for even our reckoning of the year is Asiatic; our numerals and constellations are of Egyptian or Indian origin.

Lastly, if systems of government are the most difficult of the arts of culture, where did the earliest and grandest monarchies arise? Where have the empires of the world been erected on the firmest foundations? China has maintained its ancient constitution for thousands of years: and though this unwarlike people has been overrun by Tartar hordes on more than one occasion, the conquered have always pacified their conquerors and chained them to their time-honored constitution. What European form of government can make this boast? In the mountains of Tibet, the oldest hierocracy on earth holds sway, and the castes of the Hindus betray the antiquity of their establishment by the deep-rooted power that, for millennia, has become second nature to the gentlest of all peoples. On the Euphrates and the Tigris, along the Nile and in the Median highlands, developed monarchies of great refinement, both bellicose and peaceful, which already in the remotest times began to encroach on the history of the western peoples: even on the heights of Tartary the unrestrained liberty of the hordes was interwoven under the khans with a despotism that would furnish the basis of many European forms of government. The nearer we approach Asia, from every corner of the world, the closer we come to solidly established kingdoms, the unlimited power of which has, for thousands of years, left such an impression on the thinking of these peoples that the king of Siam laughed at the idea of a nation with no king as at a headless monstrosity. In Africa, the most durable despotisms are those nearest to Asia; but the farther south we travel, the cruder is the tyranny; until at length, among the Kaffirs, it shades into the patriarchal and pastoral condition. In the southern ocean, the closer we are to Asia, the longer arts, manufactures, splendor, and the constant companion of splendor, namely royal despotism, have enjoyed currency. The greater the distance from Asia—in the remote islands, in America, or on the barren margins of the southern hemisphere—a simpler constitution, the freedom of tribes and clans, returns in an ever ruder state; so that some historians have derived even the two monarchies of America, Mexico and Peru, from their vicinity to the despotic empires of Asia.* The general aspect of this continent, therefore, particularly in those areas around the mountains, indicates the earliest habitation; and the traditions of these peoples, with their chronologies and religions, reaches back thousands of years. All the legends of the Europeans and Africans (the Egyptians always excepted), and still more of the Americans and western Polynesians, are nothing but lost fragments of more recent tales compared with the gigantic edifice of ancient cosmogony once erected in India, Tibet, Chaldea, and, to a lesser extent, in Egypt: the scattered sounds of a stray echo compared with the clear voice of primitive Asia that gradually recedes into myth.

What if we followed this voice and, since mankind have no other means of formation than tradition, sought to trace it to its original source? A deceptive path, to be sure, like chasing rainbows: for as little as a child is able to recount his birth, for which he was obviously present, as little may we hope that the human species can provide us with accurate historical reports of its creation and first instruction, the invention of language, and its earliest dwelling place. Nevertheless, a child recalls at least a few details from his later youth, and if several children, raised together but subsequently separated, told the same or a similar story, why should we not hear them out? Why would we not at least reflect on what they say or dream of the past, especially if there were no other documents available? And since it is unmistakably the plan of Providence that men be taught by men—that is, by unbroken tradition—let us not doubt that, on this point too, we have been granted all that we need to know.



IV. Asiatic Traditions on the Creation of the Earth and Origin of Mankind

But where do we begin in this desolate forest, in which so many deceptive voices call out and false lights mislead us? I have no desire to add even a single syllable to the library of dreams that, on this point, weighs down on human memory: and shall therefore distinguish, to the best of my ability, the conjectures of various peoples, or the hypotheses of their philosophers, from the facts relayed by tradition, while also aiming to determine the time in which these facts were recorded and their degree of certainty. For the ultimate people of Asia, who claim the greatest antiquity, the Chinese, historical certainty ceases prior to the year 722 before our era. The kingdoms of Fu Xi and Huangdi* are mythological; and the Chinese themselves regard the age of spirits, or of personified elements, that precedes Fu Xi as poetic allegory. Their most ancient text,11 which was rediscovered in 176 before Christ, or rather reconstructed from two copies that had escaped destruction during the Burning of Books,* contains neither a cosmogony nor the origin of the nation. In it, Yao is already on the throne, ruling alongside the Four Mountains of his realm; at his command, the heavens are observed, the seasons ordered and adjusted, flood waters diverted: all oblations and offices have already been established. We are left, then, with the metaphysics of the I Ching:12 how 1 and 2 gave rise to 4 and 8; how after the skies were opened Pangu and the Three Huangs ruled as fantastical figures, until a more recognizably human history began with Tàihuáng, the first lawgiver, who was born on the mountain Hing-ma-chan and divided the earth and the waters into nine parts. And yet mythology of this kind reaches down through many subsequent generations and provides no firm basis for original history, except to locate the seat of these kings and fantastical figures amid the lofty peaks of Asia, which were held sacred and venerated with all their most ancient fables. A great mountain at the center of the earth is much celebrated by the Chinese, even in the name of those legendary beings whom they call kings.*

Ascending to Tibet, we find the notion that the axis of the world is an immense mountain even more clearly defined: for on it the whole mythology of this spiritual empire reposes. The description of its height and circumference is terrifying: monsters and giants guard its outer limits; seven seas and seven mountains of gold surround it. On its summit dwell the lhas,* and other beings inhabit its various lower levels. As eons passed, these contemplators of heaven descended into ever grosser bodies, until at length they acquired human form, in which a pair of grotesque monkeys were their ancestors; likewise the origin of animals is explained by outcast lhas.13 A harsh mythology, which frames the world as gradually sloping toward the ocean, populates it with monsters, and ultimately delivers the whole system of beings into the maw of a fiend, namely eternal necessity. Even this degrading tradition, however, which derives men from apes, is so larded with later additions, that it would require a stretch to consider it a pure and original myth of the primordial world.

How valuable it would be if we possessed the oldest tradition of the ancient Hindus. But besides the first sect of Brahma having been extirpated by the votaries of Vishnu and Shiva, what Europeans have hitherto learned of their mysteries is evidently nothing more than modern legends, which serve as either mythology for the populace or explanatory theories for their philosophers. What is more, their fables diverge from province to province, so that we shall likely be awaiting the true Veda of the Indians, as we do the Sanskrit language proper, for a long time to come: and even then we cannot expect it to contain much of their oldest traditions, as they themselves suppose its first part to be lost. Nevertheless, a golden grain of primitive history shines forth from more recent legends. The Ganges, for example, is sacred throughout all of India and flows directly from the holy mountains, the feet of Brahma, the creator of the world. In his sixth avatar, Vishnu appeared as Parashurama:* water still covered all the land to the Western Ghats; he implored the god of the ocean to grant him a territory and withdraw the sea as far as his arrow could fly. The god agreed; Parashurama bent his bow; and the land over which the arrow soared was reclaimed and became the Malabar coast. Evidently the story tells us, as Sonnerat also remarks, that the sea once reached to the Western Ghats and that the Malabar coast is more recent land. Other Indian legends recount the emergence of the earth from the water in a different manner. Vishnu swam on a lotus leaf: the first man sprang from it as a flower. On the surface of the waves floated an egg that Brahma hatched; the air and the heavens were formed from its shell, man and the animals from its contents. But these tales must be read in the fabulous tone of the childlike Indians themselves.14

The system of Zoroaster15 is evidently already a philosophical doctrine that, even were it not intermingled with the legends of other sects, could hardly pass for an original tradition. Yet traces of such a tradition are discernible in it. The exalted mountain Hara Berezaiti* appears once again at the center of the earth and from it project all the lesser peaks that encircle the world. Around it revolves the sun; down its slopes the rivers run; by it the lands and seas are partitioned. The shapes of things exist first in prototypes, in germs: and as all the mythologies of higher Asia abound with primitive monsters, so this has the great bull of Gayōmart,* from the carcass of which issued all the creatures of the earth. On the top of this mountain, as on that of the lhas, is paradise, the seat of the blessed spirits and transfigured human beings, as well as the original source of the water of life. For the rest, light, which divides, dissipates, and overcomes the darkness, which makes the earth fertile and brings happiness to all creatures, is obviously the first physical principle of the fire-worship of the Parsees: this one idea having been applied by them in a thousand different ways in matters religious, moral, and political.

As we proceed farther west, descending from the Asiatic highlands, the epochs of the primeval world become shorter, as do its myths. In all of them, we discern a later origin, the introduction of foreign traditions from loftier regions to lower-lying countries. They are increasingly ill-suited to local circumstances; but, by the same token, they gain in roundness and clarity within the system itself: for a fragment of the ancient fable occasionally still peeps through and this, too, appears everywhere in a more modern national garb. Hence I wonder at how Sanchuniathon* could have been portrayed as a complete impostor on the one hand and, on the other, as the first prophet of the primordial world, to which he was denied access even by the physical situation of his country. That the beginning of all things was air dark with cloud and wind, a black and turbid chaos; that this chaos, unbounded and formless, filled the void for an eternity until the wind fell in love with its parents, which union marked the commencement of creation*—this mythology is so ancient and so common to the most various nations that the Phoenician had little left to invent. Almost every people of Asia, including the Egyptians and the Greeks, related the story of chaos or the incubated egg, each after its own fashion; so why should we not also expect to encounter written traditions of this sort in a Phoenician temple? That the first seeds of the creatures lay in mud and the first intelligent beings, the mirrors of heaven (Zophasemin), had the form of an egg; whereupon these, startled by the rattle of thunder, awakened and engendered from themselves the various animals—this is likewise a widely prevailing myth, here merely abridged, which in other versions is spread throughout the mountains of Media and Tibet all the way to India and China and, in the opposite direction, as far as Phrygia and Thrace: for vestiges remain in the Hesiodic and Orphic mythologies. But if we now read the long genealogies of the wind Colpias—that is, the voice of the breath of God—and his wife, Night; of their sons, Firstborn and Aeon; of their grandchildren, Genus and Species; of their great-grandchildren, Light, Fire, and Flame; of their great-great-grandchildren, the mountains Cassius, Libanus, Antilibanus, and so on; and find human inventions ascribed to these allegorical names; then we should have patiently to indulge our preconceptions to discover a philosophy of the world and the oldest history of mankind in this misunderstood confusion of ancient legends, where the compiler presumably came across these names and personified them.

We shall not bother to search farther down into black Egypt* for traditions of the primordial world. The names of their oldest deities contain, indubitably, the residue of a sister tradition to that of the Phoenicians: for here we meet again the Night, the Spirit, the Creator of the World, and the Mud in which the seeds of things lay. But as everything that we know of the most ancient mythology of Egypt is late, uncertain, and obscure; and, moreover, every mythological representation of this country is wholly adapted to its climate; so it would not serve our purpose to dig among these idols, or among the legends of the Negroes, for myths of the primordial world that might furnish the basis for a philosophy of the oldest history of mankind.

Accordingly, nothing remains to us on this wide earth, even as history, save for the written tradition that we are wont to call the Mosaic. Setting aside all prejudice, and without venturing the least opinion as to its origin, we know that it is over 3,000 years old and the earliest book of which our youthful species may boast. A glance at its brief, simple pages ought to tell us what they aim to be and what they can be, while we consider them not as history but as tradition, or an ancient philosophy of human history; hence I shall immediately strip away its oriental poetic ornament.



V. The Oldest Written Tradition on the Beginnings of Human History*

When the creation of heaven and earth began, this narrative says, the earth was a body without form and void, submerged beneath a dark sea, and a vital, brooding force moved upon the face of these waters. Were the primitive state of the earth to be described according to all the latest information that we possess, and as far as the probing mind can do so without jumping to unprovable hypotheses, then we should find the description agrees with this ancient account. An immense granite rock, for the most part covered by water, and above it the forces of Nature, pregnant with life: that is the extent of what we know. That this rock was hurled from the sun, all aglow, is a prodigious thought indeed;* but it has no foundation either in the analogy of Nature or in the progressive development of our earth. For how did water come to be on this glowing mass? How did it acquire a spherical shape? Or its axial rotation and poles, especially as the magnet’s powers of attraction are destroyed by fire? It is far more likely that this wonderful primordial rock was formed by its intrinsic forces; that is, was deposited by a process of condensation from the fecund chaos out of which our earth was to be made. But the Mosaic tradition omits mention of this chaos and starts immediately with the rock; the chaotic monsters and fantastical figures of the older tradition are likewise cast into the abyss. All that this philosophical piece has in common with those legends are the Elohim,* perhaps comparable with the lhas, Zophasemin, and so on, but here exalted to the idea of an active unity. They are not creatures, but rather the Creator.

The creation of things begins with light, by which primitive night is divided from day and the elements separated. And, from experience both ancient and modern, are we acquainted with a separating and animating principle of Nature besides light or, if you will, elementary fire? It is universally diffused throughout Nature, though unequally distributed according to the affinity of bodies. In constant motion and activity, spontaneously flowing and busy, it is the cause of all flux, heat, and motion. Even the electrical principle appears only as a modification of it: and as all life in Nature develops only through heat and is expressed through the movement of fluids; as not only the seed of animals operates in a manner similar to light, by an expansive, stimulating, animating force, but also light and electricity have been observed in the fertilization of plants; so in this ancient philosophical cosmogony light alone is the prime operator. And not light emanating from the sun; but a light that breaks forth from the interior of this organic mass, which is likewise consistent with experience. It is not the rays of the sun that give life to and nourish all creatures: everything is pregnant with internal heat; even rock and cold iron have it within them. Indeed, it is only in proportion to this genetic fire, and its subtler efficacy through the mighty circulation of internal motion, that a creature possesses vitality, sentience, and activity. Here, then, was kindled the first elemental flame: it was no lava-spewing Vesuvius or blazing terrestrial body, but rather the separating force, the warming, nourishing balsam of Nature that gradually set everything in motion. How much cruder, how much further from the truth are the pronouncements of the Phoenician tradition, according to which the forces of Nature are like slumbering beasts awakened by thunder and lightning; in this more refined system, which, as time goes on, will surely find greater confirmation in experience, light is the executor of creation.

But to eliminate any misunderstanding that, with subsequent developments, might arise in connection with the work of six days, let me remind the reader of what is obvious even from a cursory glance:16 that the entire system erected from this idea of a self-perfecting creation is based on a contrast by means of which domains are distinguished not physically, but only symbolically. As our eyes are unable to comprehend at one view the totality of creation and its interconnected operations, so classes had to be established: and the most natural of these opposed heaven and earth, followed by land and sea, though in nature they remain a unified realm of active and passive beings. This ancient document is therefore the first, simple table of a natural order: here the determination of the work of six days, though answering another purpose of the author, serves merely as a particular taxonomy. As soon as light existed as the executor of creation, it must bring to effect heaven and earth at one and the same time. In the former, it purified the air: which, as a thinner water and, so many modern experiments suggest, the all-connecting vehicle of creation, aiding both the light and the forces of terrestrial and aquatic beings in a thousand different combinations, could not be purified (that is, brought to this elastic fluidity) by any principle of Nature known to us save by light or elemental fire. But how did this purification take place unless little by little, in various depositions and revolutions, all the grosser materials were precipitated, whereby earth and water, as well as water and air, gradually became distinct regions? Thus, the second and third processes unfolded reciprocally, just as they stand opposed in the symbolism of the cosmogony, offspring of the first principle, the sundering light of creation. These processes doubtlessly continued for thousands of years, as the formation of mountains and strata, and the excavation of valleys to the riverbeds, incontestably show. Three mighty entities operated throughout these vast intervals of time: water, air, and fire. The first two depositing, eroding, precipitating; the last operating organically wherever it could, in water, air, and the self-fashioning earth itself.

The first natural philosopher embraces another sweeping view that many, even in our own time, are unable to comprehend! The internal history of the earth reveals that, during its formation, the organic forces of Nature were everywhere and immediately active; that wherever one of these could manifest itself, it did so at once. The earth vegetated as soon as it was capable of vegetation, even though whole orders of plants inevitably perished by new depositions from the air and water. The sea teemed with life as soon as it had been rendered sufficiently pure for that purpose, though millions of these living beings were bound to be destroyed by the inundations of the ocean and to provide the material for other organizations. Besides, it was not yet possible for every creature of every element to live in every period when these purifying processes took place: the different species were realized successively, according to their nature and medium. And behold! Our natural philosopher condenses all this into a single utterance of the Creator of the World: as his voice called forth the light and thereby commanded the air to purify itself, the seas to retreat, and the land gradually to emerge—that is, set in motion the active forces of the natural cycle—so it also commanded the earth, the waters, and the dust to bring forth organic beings after their kind and creation thus to animate itself by its own organic forces implanted in these elements. So speaks this sage; nor does he shy away from that aspect of Nature that even now we observe wherever organic forces elaborate themselves into life suitable to their element. But, since it was necessary to introduce distinctions, he presents the kingdoms of Nature as separate from one another: just as the naturalist is apt to separate them, though he well knows that they do not operate discretely. Vegetation appeared first; and as modern physics has proven how much plants in particular are nourished by light, so it required but a few weathered rocks, a little sediment under the intense heat of brooding creation to make vegetation possible. Next came the fertile womb of the sea with its spawn and promoted further vegetation. The earth, impregnated by the remains of these creatures and by light, air, and water, followed quickly after and bore its offspring, though surely not all species at once: for as carnivorous beasts cannot live without animal food, so their genesis certainly presupposes the destruction of earlier kinds of animals, as once again the natural history of the earth confirms. Marine creatures or herbivores are found in the lowest strata of the earth, as deposits of the first ages; carnivores never or only rarely. Creation has thus grown up in an ascending scale of ever more refined organizations, until at last we reach man, the most exquisite construction of the Elohim, the consummating crown of creation.

But before we step before this crown, let us contemplate several more of the masterstrokes by which the ancient natural philosopher accomplished his picture. First. He does not include the sun and stars as agents in his cycle of creation. He makes them the centerpiece of his symbol: for though they keep our earth, and all its organic productions, on course and are, as he says, the rulers of night and day, they do not themselves generate organic forces and transmit them here below. The sun still shines as it shone at the beginning of creation; but it does not awaken and organize any new species: for heat would not develop the smallest living being, even from putrefaction, if the force to create it did not already reside there, ready for the next transition. The sun and stars therefore enter into this picture of Nature as soon as they can, namely once the air has been purified and the earth built up; but only as witnesses of creation, as regents prevailing over a sphere organic in itself.

Second. That the moon exists from the beginning of the world furnishes to my mind a strong testimony in favor of this ancient image of Nature. The opinion of those who take it for a more recent companion of the earth, ascribing all terrestrial disorders to its arrival, I do not think remotely persuasive. It lacks any physical proof whatsoever, since every apparent disorder of our planet not only is explicable without this hypothesis, but owing to this better explanation ceases to be a disorder. For evidently our earth, with the elements contained in its inchoate crust, could not be formed otherwise than by revolutions; and even then only in the vicinity of the moon. The moon gravitates toward the earth, as the earth gravitates toward itself and the sun: the movement of the sea, as well as vegetation, at least as far as we are acquainted with the mechanism of our celestial and terrestrial forces, are connected with the lunar orbit.

Third. This natural philosopher places, with truth and discrimination, the creatures of the air and of the water together in one class:* and comparative anatomy has observed a remarkable similarity in their internal structure, particularly in the brain, as the proper indicator of an animal’s position in the scale of organization. Diversity of figure is everywhere adapted to the medium for which these creatures were made: in these two classes of fish and fowl, therefore, the same analogy as obtains between air and water must be exhibited in their internal structure. By and large the living cycle of the history of creation confirms that, since every element brought forth what it was capable of bringing forth, and all elements belong to one whole, then really only one process of organic formation could manifest itself on our planet: and this commences with the lowest living beings and is completed with the last and noblest work of art of the Elohim.

With joy and wonder, therefore, do I approach the rich description of man’s creation: for it is the subject of my book and happily also its seal. The Elohim take counsel together and impress the image of this counsel on nascent man: understanding and reflection are therefore his distinguishing characteristics. They make him in their own image, which all Orientals understand as referring chiefly to the upright posture of his body. The character with which he was stamped gave him dominion over the earth: his kind therefore received the organic prerogative of being able to populate the whole world and, as the most prolific creature among the nobler animals, of living in every climate as the surrogate of the Elohim, as visible Providence, as God in action [wirkender Gott]. Behold the oldest philosophy of the history of man.

And now, when the cycle of becoming was completed down to the final, ruling spring, Elohim rested and created nothing more; indeed, he is so inconspicuous on the stage of creation that everything seems to have brought forth itself and to have existed eternally in necessary generations. But the latter cannot be true, since the fabric of the earth and the graduated organization of creatures, each reposing on the other, sufficiently prove that the terrestrial began as a single artificial edifice and was progressively elaborated from lower to higher. But what about the first thing? Why was the workshop of creation closed; why do land and sea no longer teem with new kinds of life, so that the creative force appears to rest and only operates through the organs of fixed orders and species? Our natural philosopher gives us a physical explanation that accounts even for these questions, with the active principle that he makes the mainspring of all creation. If it was light or elemental fire that divided the mass, raised the heavens, rendered the air elastic, and prepared the earth for vegetation; then it formed the seeds of things and organized itself from the lowest to the most refined life: creation was thus completed, since according to the word of the Eternal—that is, according to his ordering wisdom—these vital forces were distributed and had assumed all the forms that could and should be maintained on our planet. The quick heat with which the brooding spirit hovered above the waters of creation and which already reveals itself in earlier, subterranean structures; and this, indeed, with an abundance and intensity with which neither land nor sea is now capable of bringing forth anything; this primordial heat of creation, I say, without which organization was as impossible then as it is impossible now without genetic heat, was imparted to all productions that were realized and is still the mainspring of their being. For instance: what an infinite quantity of gross fire did the rocky mass of our earth absorb; within which it still lies dormant, or is active, as demonstrated by every volcano, every flammable mineral, and every pebble struck against another! That a combustible quality inheres in all vegetation, and that animal life is occupied merely with the assimilation of this igneous substance [Feuerstoff], has been proven by a number of recent experiments and observations: so that the whole living cycle of creation seems to consist in this, that fluids become solid and solids fluid; that fire is drawn forth and contained once more; that vital forces are shackled within organizations and again set free. Now, as the mass appointed for the formation of our earth had its number, weight, and measure, so this internal, pervasively operating spring had to find its proper sphere. The whole of creation now lives in mutual dependence; the wheel of creaturedom turns, but nothing new is added; it destroys and builds within the genetic limits established by that first period in which the creation took place. By the Creator’s authority, Nature has become, as it were, a consummate work of art; while the might of the elements is confined to a cycle of fixed organizations, from which course it cannot deviate because the formative spirit has incorporated all that it could incorporate. That such a work of art cannot endure forever; that the cycle, which had a beginning, must also have an end, lies in the very nature of things. As beautiful creation once worked itself out of chaos, so now it is working its way back toward chaos: its forms are wearing out; every organism refines itself and grows old. Even the vast organism of the earth must one day go to its grave; from which, when the time is right, it will rise again in a new shape.



VI. Continuation of the Oldest Written Tradition on the Beginnings of Human History

If the pure ideas of this ancient tradition, which I have set forth without hypothesis or embellishment, please my reader, then let us follow it further after first casting a glance at this picture of creation as a whole. What distinguishes it from all the tales and traditions of the Asiatic heights? Coherence, simplicity, und truth. Though these might contain the seeds of physics and history in abundance, yet, since everything was transmitted by unwritten or poetic priestly and popular traditions, they inevitably lie scattered in wild confusion, a fabulous chaos as at the beginning of the world’s creation. Our natural philosopher overcame the chaos and furnishes us with a structure, the simplicity and connection of which imitates the rich order of Nature herself. How did he achieve this order and simplicity? We need only compare him with the fables of other peoples, and the basis of his purer philosophy of the history of earth and man will become readily apparent.

First. All that is incomprehensible to human beings, and lies beyond their field of vision, he omitted, keeping instead to what we can see with our own eyes and grasp with our memory. For instance, has any question aroused more controversy than that concerning the age of the world, the duration of our earth and the human species? The peoples of Asia, with their infinite calculations of time, have been judged infinitely wise and the tradition under discussion here infinitely childish: because, contrary to all reason—indeed, contrary to the clear evidence presented by the fabric of the earth—it allegedly hurries over the story of creation as over a matter of little consequence and makes mankind so young. To my mind, this is manifestly unfair. If Moses was at least the compiler of these ancient traditions, then he, the learned Egyptian, could not have been unfamiliar with those eons of gods and demi-gods, with which this people, like all the nations of Asia, began the history of the world. So why did he not weave them into his own account? Why, with apparent scorn and contempt for them, did he compress the genesis of the world into this symbol of the shortest span of time? Plainly, because he wanted to remove and expunge them from human memory as useless fables. In my estimation, this course of action was prudent: for outside the bounds of our completed earth—that is, before the origin of mankind and their connected history—there is no chronology for us deserving of the name. Let Buffon* give numbers as high as he likes for the first 6 epochs of Nature that he recognizes and speak of periods of 26,000, 35,000, 15,000 to 20,000, 10,000 years, and so on: the human understanding, aware of its limits, laughs at these numbers of the imagination, assuming that it accepted as true the development of the epochs themselves; but still less does historical memory wish to burden itself with them. Now, the most ancient of these vast chronologies reckoned by different peoples are obviously of this Buffonian sort: they pass into ages when divine and terrestrial forces held sway, and therefore into the time of the earth’s formation, which these nations, who were fond of these immense numbers, composed from celestial revolutions or half-understood symbols of the oldest figurative traditions. Thus, among the Egyptians, Vulcan,* the creator of the world, reigned infinitely long and was succeeded by his offspring, the Sun, who ruled for 30,000 years; then came Saturn and the other twelve gods, who governed for 3,984 years, before it was the turn of the demigods and then later of men. It is the same with the creation myths of the Asiatic highlands. According to the Parsees, the heavenly host of Light ruled for 3,000 years without enemies; another 3,000 years passed before the fantastical figure of the bull appeared, from the seed of which sprang first the animals and ultimately Mashya and Mashyana, man and woman. The first age of the Tibetans, when the lhas reigned, is infinite; in the second, the life of man will last 80,000 years, in the third, 40,000, in the fourth, 20,000, decreasing until it reaches 10 years and then gradually re-ascending to 80,000 years. The periods marked by the Indians, replete with the avatars of their gods, and those of the Chinese, equally abundant in the transformations of their ancient kings, rise even higher: infinities with which nothing could be done other than excising them, as Moses did; because, from the testimony of the traditions themselves, they belong to the creation of the earth, but not to the history of man.

Second. If two parties dispute whether the world be young or old, then both are in the right. The rock of our earth is ancient; and that long revolutions have been required to cover it brooks no argument. Here Moses allows everyone the freedom to invent epochs as he pleases and, like the Chaldeans, to let King Alorus, the light; Uranus, the heavens; Gaia, the earth; Helios, the sun, and so on reign for as long as he wishes. Moses does not enumerate epochs of this sort and to obviate them has represented his picture, systematic and interconnected as it is, by the simplest cycle of a terrestrial cataclysm. But the older these revolutions are, and the longer they endured, the younger the human species must necessarily be; which, according to all traditions and to the very nature of the case, sprang forth only as the final production of the finished earth. I am therefore grateful to the natural philosopher for boldly excluding the prodigious and ancient fable: for Nature as she is now, and mankind as they currently exist, are adequate to my sphere of comprehension.

This account reiterates that the creation of man, too, happened only once it was possible by natural means.17 “When there were neither plants nor herbs on the earth,” it continues, “man, whom Nature had appointed to cultivate them, was not yet able to live; no rain yet fell, but a mist went up; and from the dust of the ground that had been watered by this dew man was formed and, animated by the breath of life, made a living soul.” In my opinion, this simple tale conveys everything that human beings, even after all our physiological inquiries, are capable of knowing of their organization. In death, our artful frame is resolved into earth, air, and water, which for now are organically combined within it; the internal economy of animal life, however, depends on the hidden stimulus or balsam in the element of air, which sets in motion the more perfect circulation of the blood and indeed the whole inner conflict among the vital forces of our machine: and thus man really does become a quick soul by the breath of life. From it he receives and exerts the power [Kraft] of generating vital heat and of acting as a self-moving, sentient, and thinking creature. In this matter, the oldest philosophy is consistent with the latest investigations.

A garden was man’s first abode: and even this is a detail that only philosophy could invent. For newborn mankind, life in the garden was the easiest, as every other mode of existence, particularly agriculture, presupposes art and experience. Moreover, this detail implies what the whole disposition of our nature indeed proves, namely that man is fashioned not for wildness but for a gentle life; that therefore, as the Creator knew best the purpose of his creature, man, like every other being, was created in his element, as it were, in the territory that supports the way of life for which he is made. When tribes of men grow wild it is degeneration, to which they were compelled by necessity, climate, or some passionate habit: wherever this compulsion ceases to operate, man lives more peaceably, as the history of nations shows. Only the blood of animals has caused man to turn wild; the hunt, war, and unhappily many other afflictions of civil society. The oldest tradition of the earliest peoples of the world knows nothing of those forest-dwelling monsters who, as brutes of Nature, murderously roamed abroad for thousands of years and thereby pursued their original vocation. Only in remote and ruder regions, after men had strayed far and wide, do such wild tales begin: these the later poet readily embellished, followed at length by the compiling historian, and he in turn by the abstracting philosopher. But abstractions are no more able than poetic fancies to furnish a true account of the primitive history of mankind.

But where lay the garden in which the Creator set his gentle and defenseless creature? Originating in western Asia, this myth puts it to the east, “where the sun rises, on a mountain, from which a river flowed and divided itself into four heads.”18 No tradition could be more impartial: for, while every other ancient nation eagerly professed itself the firstborn, and its land the birthplace of mankind, this one locates the primordial country far away on the highest ridge of the inhabited earth. And where is this peak? Where do these four rivers issue from a single source or stream, as the earliest text explicitly says? Nowhere in our geography: and it would be futile to twist the names of rivers in a thousand different ways, because a detached and unprejudiced view of the map of the world teaches us that nowhere on earth does the Euphrates, along with three other rivers, spring from a single source or stream. But if we recall the traditions of all the peoples of the Asiatic highlands, we encounter in all of them this paradise situated on the loftiest summit, with its living and original fountain, its streams that fertilize the world. The Chinese and Tibetans, the Indians and Persians tell of this primitive mountain of creation, around which the land, seas, and islands were laid down, and from the sky-touching slopes of which the earth was gifted its rivers. By no means does this myth lack a basis in physics: for without mountains our earth would have no life-giving waters; and the map shows that all the rivers of Asia descend from these peaks. The myth that we are elucidating here also avoids imputing anything fabulous to the rivers of paradise and names four of the most famous that flow from the mountains of Asia. True, they do not flow from a single stream; but they must have sufficed for the later compiler of these traditions to determine that a spot far to his east was the original seat of mankind.

And there is surely no doubt that this original seat was an area between the Indian mountains. The land to which he refers, so rich in gold and gemstones, can scarcely be any other than India, which has been renowned since time immemorial for treasures such as these. The river that encompasses it is the meandering and sacred Ganges,19* which the whole of India acknowledges as the river of paradise. That Gihon must be the Oxus is undeniable: the Arabs still call it such and traces of the land around which it was said to wind still remain in many of the neighboring Indian place names.20 The course of the last two rivers, the Tigris and Euphrates, admittedly runs a good way west; but since the compiler of these traditions lived at the western extremity of Asia, these regions inevitably seemed to him very remote, and it is possible that the third river mentioned here is meant to be a Tigris farther to the east, the Indus.21 It was the habit of all ancient peoples, when they migrated, to adapt the legends of the mountain of the primitive world to the mountains and rivers of their new homeland and to nationalize them by a local mythology: as might be shown if we proceeded from the mountains of Media to Olympus and Ida. According to his situation, therefore, the compiler of these traditions was obliged to designate the widest area that they offered him. This embraced the Indian in the Paropamisus, the Persian in Imaus, the Iberian in Caucasus, with each wont to locate paradise in that part of the range that his tradition indicated. Our legend, however, points properly to the oldest of the traditions: for it places paradise above India and mentions the other districts only as supplementary. A happy valley like Kashmir, sited almost in the center of these rivers, walled around by mountains, famed for its healthful, refreshing waters as well as for its rich fertility and freedom from wild animals; indeed, is still celebrated, on account of the beauty of its inhabitants, as the paradise of paradises: what if such a spot had been the original seat of our species? But the sequel will show that all inquiries of this sort are in vain: we shall therefore remark the region as indefinitely as the tradition describes it and continue to follow the thread of the story.

Of all the marvels and fantastical figures with which the legends of Asia populated the paradise of the primitive world, this tradition includes only two fabulous trees, a talking serpent, and a cherub; the innumerable remainder the philosopher omits and even those that he does take up he inserts into a significant narrative. Only one tree in paradise is forbidden; and this tree, according to the serpent’s persuasions, bears the fruit of divine knowledge, after which man lusts. Could he lust after anything more exalted? Could he be more noble even in his fall? Compare this tale, considered merely as an allegory, with the legends of other nations: it is the most refined and beautiful, a symbolic image of what has forever brought weal and woe to our species. Our ambiguous striving for knowledge that does not befit us; the wanton use and abuse of our liberty; the restless extension and transgression of those limits that, on such a feeble creature that must first learn to govern itself, had necessarily to be imposed by moral commandments: this is the fiery wheel beneath which we groan and which even now constitutes nearly the whole circle of our life. The ancient philosopher of human history knew this just as well as we know it, and in a children’s tale shows us the knot in which almost all the ends of mankind are entwined. The Indian, too, tells of giants in search of the nectar of immortality; the Tibetan speaks of his lhas as having been debased by some misdeed; but nothing, in my view, matches the pellucid profundity, the infantile simplicity of this account, which contains only so much of the marvelous as is required to mark its time and place. All the dragons and fantastical figures that belong to the ancient fairyland that stretches over the Asiatic mountains; the simurgh and the soham, the lhas, devatas, djinn, devas, and peris; a mythology of this continent spread far and wide in a thousand tales of Djinnistan, Righiel Lambo, Meru, Harborz, and so forth: all these romances are absent from the oldest written tradition, and only the cherub keeps watch at the gates of paradise.

This didactic story, on the contrary, relates how the first-created human beings consorted with the instructive Elohim; how, by their guidance, they attained language and reason through a familiarity with animals; how man desired, by illicit means, to become their equal in the knowledge of evil; how he achieved this aim to his detriment and thereupon was banished to another place and began a new, more artificial mode of life: beneath the veil of a fabulous tale, these simple details conceal more human truth than grand theories speculating on autochthons in the state of nature. If, as we have seen, the excellences of mankind are inborn, but only as capacities, and are properly acquired and passed on by education, language, tradition, and art: then not only do the various strands of this cultivated humanity converge, from every nation and end of the earth, in a single point of origin; but, if mankind should become what they are, they must have established artificial ties with one another from the very beginning. No more than a child can be abandoned to itself for years without perishing or degenerating could the first budding shoot of the human species be left to itself. Men, once they are used to living like orangutans, will never of their own accord toil against themselves and learn to pass from a speechless, obdurate brutality to manhood. If therefore the Deity willed that man should exercise reason and foresight, then he must also have provided him with reason and foresight. Education, art, and culture were indispensable to him from the first moment of his existence; and so for us the specific character of mankind itself is an assurance of the intrinsic truth of this most ancient philosophy of our history.22



VII. Conclusion of the Oldest Written Tradition on the Origin of Human History

Everything else that this ancient account has preserved for us in the way of names, years, invention of arts, revolutions, and so on is generally the echo of a national narrative. We do not know what the first man was called or what language he spoke: for Adam means a man of earth and Eve a living being in the language of this one people. Their names are symbols of their history, and from other peoples they received other significant appellations. The inventions in question here are merely those that appertain to a pastoral or agricultural people of western Asia; and once again the tradition furnishes us with nothing more than names. The enduring tribe, it says, endured; the possessor possessed; he who was mourned had been slain: in such verbal hieroglyphs may be traced the genealogy of two modes of life, that of herdsmen and that of farmers or cave-dwellers. The history of the Sethites and the Cainites is at bottom nothing but a document of the two oldest modes of life, in Arabic termed Bedouin and Kabyle,23* who in the Orient remain to this day distinct from and at odds with one another.

It is the same with the Flood. For as certain as it is, even from natural history, that the inhabited earth was violently inundated, with Asia in particular bearing the unmistakable signs of this event, so what this account gives us is nothing more and nothing less than a national narrative. With great care the compiler brings together several traditions24 and even delivers his tribe’s chronicle of this terrible cataclysm; even the tone is so wholly in keeping with the mentality of this tribe that to remove the story from the context that gives it credibility would amount to abuse. Just as a family from this people, one with an extensive household, was able to save itself, so other families from other peoples might have been rescued: as indeed their own traditions confirm. Thus in Chaldea, in an almost identical manner, Ziusudra escaped with his family and a number of animals (without which human beings could not live in those days); and in India, Vishnu himself acted as the rudder of the ship that carried the imperiled to dry land.* Similar legends exist among all the ancient peoples in this part of the world, each varying according to region and national tradition: and as convincing as they are that the deluge of which they speak was universal throughout Asia, so they help us at once out of the tight spot into which we unnecessarily put ourselves when we took every circumstance of our family history exclusively for the history of the world and thereby deprived this history of its well-founded authority.

The genealogical table of these tribes after the deluge is no different: it remains within the limits of their ethnography and region, not extending beyond the latter into India, China, eastern Tartary, and so on. The three main stems of those saved are evidently the peoples on either side of the western Asiatic mountains; including, as far as they were known to the compiler of the tradition, the northern coast of Africa and the eastern coast of Europe.25 He derives their origin as well as he can and strives to connect them to his genealogical table; but does not present us with a universal map of the world or a genealogy of all peoples. The numerous efforts to prove from this family tree that all the nations of the earth are the descendants of the Hebrews, and half-brothers of the Jews, contradict not only chronology and the general history of nations, but also the very standpoint of this tale, the credibility of which has been greatly harmed by such exaggerations. After the deluge, nations, languages, and kingdoms were formed throughout the primitive mountains of the world, without first waiting for an embassy from some Chaldean family; and in eastern Asia, the original seat of man and therefore the most densely populated place of habitation, the oldest establishments, the oldest customs and languages, are still in evidence, so that this western branch of a later people knew nothing and could know nothing of them. To ask whether the Chinese descend from Cain or Abel—that is, from a caste of cave-dwelling herdsmen or farmers—would be just as incongruous as to ask from which beam in the hold of Noah’s Ark the American sloth once hung? But I shall not enter into such a discussion here; indeed, even the investigation of a point so important to our history as the shortening of man’s lifespan and the great deluge itself, must be reserved for another occasion. Suffice it to say, the fixed center of the largest continent, the primitive mountains of Asia, provided mankind with their earliest abode and has maintained itself through every revolution of the earth. By no means first raised from the bottom of the sea by the Flood, but in fact the homeland of the human species, according to both natural history and the oldest tradition: it became the first grand theater of nations, to the instructive consideration of which we now turn.

_____________


1. See in particular the acute Versuch über den Ursprung der Erkenntniβ der Wahrheit und der Wissenschaften [Essay on the Origin of Our Knowledge of Truth and the Sciences] (Berlin, 1781). Several natural philosophers, though for very different reasons, share the hypothesis that our globe was formed from the ruins of another world.


2. The facts underlying the following assertions are scattered throughout many recent works of geography and in part so well-known, thanks to Buffon and others,* that I shall not trouble myself with citations for every claim.


3. Linnaeus, Oratio de telluris habitabilis incremento [Oration on the Increasing Habitability of the Earth], in Amoenitates academicae, vol. 2 (Stockholm, 1751), p. 439. The dissertation has been frequently translated.


4. Peter Simon Pallas, Observations sur la formation des montagnes (Saint Petersburg, 1777), p. 15; translated in Beiträge zur physikalischen Beschreibung (vol. 3).


5. This learned man is currently employed in a work such as this according to a comprehensive plan.


6. See Christian Wilhelm Büttner, Vergleichungs-Tafeln der Schriftarten verschiedener Völker in den vergangenen and gegenwärtigen Zeiten [Comparative Tables of the Writing Systems of Various Peoples in Past and Present Times] (Göttingen, 1771).


7. Antoine-Yves Goguet, De l’origine des loix, des arts, et des sciences; et de leurs progrès chez les anciens peuples (Paris, 1758) [The Origin of Laws, Arts, and Sciences (Edinburgh, 1775)].


8. See William Jones, Poeseos Asiaticae commentariorum (London, 1774).


9. Jean-Sylvain Bailly, Histoire de l’astronomie ancienne depuis son origine jusqu’à l’établissement de l’école d’Alexandrie [History of Ancient Astronomy from Its Origin to the Establishment of the School of Alexandria] (Paris, 1775).


10. Guillaume Le Gentil, Voyage dans les mers de l’Inde, in Christoph Daniel Ebeling’s Neue Sammlung von Reisebeschreibungen, vol. 2 (Hamburg, 1781), pp. 406–48; Christoph Theodosius Walther’s Doctrina temporum Indica, bound together with Gottlieb Siegfried Bayer’s Historia regni Graecorum bactriani (Saint Petersburg, 1738).


11. Joseph de Guignes, Le Chou-king, un des livres sacrés des Chinois [The Shujing, One of the Sacred Texts of the Chinese] (Paris, 1770).


12. See Joseph-Henri Prémare’s Recherches sur les temps antérieurs à ceux dont parle le Chou-king [Researches on the Times Prior to Those Mentioned by the Shujng], which is included as an introductory essay in de Guignes’s edition of the Shujing.


13. See Antonio Agostino Giorgi, Alphabetum Tibetanum (Rome, 1762), p. 181 and elsewhere.


14. See Philippus Baldaeus, Nauwkeurige beschrijving Malabar en Choromandel [A True and Exact Description of the Most Celebrated East India Coasts of Malabar and Coromandel] (Amsterdam, 1672); Dow, The History of Indostan; Sonnerat, Journey to the East Indies and China; Holwell, Interesting Historical Events, Relative to the Provinces of Bengal and the Empire of Indostan.


15. Abraham Hyacinthe Anquetil-Duperron, Zend-Avesta (Riga, 1776–78).


16. Aelteste Urkunde des Menschengeschlechts [The Oldest Document of the Human Species], vol. 1


17. See Genesis 2:5–7.


18. Genesis 2:10–14.


19. The name Pishon, meaning an abundant stream, would appear to be a translation of the name Ganges: which is why also an ancient Greek translation glosses it as such, whereas the Arab identifies it as the Nile, and the land that the river encircles as India; an incongruity that was otherwise impossible to reconcile.


20. Kashgar, Kashmir, the Kasian Mountains, Caucasus, Cathay, etc.


21. The third river is called Hiddekel, and according to Johann Otter [Reisen in die Türkey und nach Persien, vol. 1 (Nürnberg, 1781), p. 345], the Indus is still known to the Arabs as Etek and to the ancient Indians as Enider. Even the ending of the word seems to be Indian: deverkel, as they call their deities, is the plural form of devin. Nevertheless, it is likely that the tradition’s compiler took it for the Tigris, since he placed it east of Assyria. The remoter lands were too far from him. The Phrath, too, was probably some other river, its name translated here as an appellative or included simply because it was the most famous eastern river.


22. But how did the Elohim provide for man; that is, teach, admonish, instruct him? If it be not equally bold to ask this question as to answer it, then the tradition itself will shed light on this matter at another juncture.


23. Cain is called by the Arabs Qabil, and the tribes of the Kabyle are known as qabila. The Bedouin are also, according to the derivation of their name, nomadic herdsmen or “desert dwellers.” The same applies to the names Cain, Hanoch, Nod, Jabal, Jubal, and Tubal-cain, which signify the tribe and mode of life.


24. Genesis 6–8. See Johann Gottfried Eichhorn, Einleitung in das Alte Testament [Introduction to the Old Testament], vol. 2 (Leipzig, 1781), p. 370.


25. Japheth, according both to his name and blessing, is “extensive,” as the peoples north of the mountains were in their mode of life and partly even in their names. Shem (“name, renown”) encompasses those tribes among whom the “name”—that is, the ancient tradition of religion, writing, and culture—remained preeminent and who therefore claimed over others, particularly the Hamites, the distinction of cultivated nations. Ham (“burnt”) takes his name from the heat and belongs to the torrid zone. In the three sons of Noah, we encounter nothing other than the three continents—Europe, Asia, and Africa—as far as they lay within the horizon of this tradition.










PART THREE



Res ardua, vetustis novitatem dare, novis auctoritatem, obsoletis nitorem, obscuris lucem, fastiditis gratiam, dubiis fidem, omnibus vero naturam et naturae suae omnia. itaque etiam non assecutis voluisse abunde pulchrum atque magnificum est.

PLINY.*
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Book 11


HISTORY TELLS us that it was southward, at the foot of the great mountains of Asia, that the oldest states and kingdoms in the world were established. Why they could not be established farther to the north or south is evident even from the natural history of this quarter. To support his earthly existence, the human being in need readily follows the sun’s temperate warmth, which covers the globe with useful plants and ripens their wholesome fruits. In northern Asia, on the other side of the mountains, most parts are much higher and colder; the chains of mountains twist more intricately, very often separating areas by snow-capped peaks, steppes, and wastes; fewer streams irrigate the land, and these at length empty into a frozen sea, the desolate shores of which, the haunt of reindeer and polar bears, lured only latecomers to settle there. Sarmatians and Scythians, Mongols and Tartars, half-savage hunters and nomads must have long dwelt in this high, broken, and precipitous country, the steppe and mountainous regions of our ancient world, and in some places perhaps they always will. Necessity and the terrain made men barbarous; a thoughtless mode of life, once become habitual, was fixed in these isolated or roaming tribes and, with their ruder manners, formed that almost eternal national character that so completely distinguishes all the peoples of north Asia from those of the south. As this central mountain range is a kind of enduring Noah’s Ark, a living zoological garden containing almost every wild species of our hemisphere, so its residents must have long remained the companions of these animals, either their mild-tempered herdsmen or ferocious domesticators.

Only southward, where Asia slopes away more gently, where the mountain chains enclose pleasant valleys and shield them from the frigid northeasterly winds, were migrating colonies gradually led, above all by rivers, to the seacoast, gathered into cities and countries, and roused to finer thoughts and arrangements by a more temperate climate. At the same time, as Nature afforded man more leisure and agreeably stimulated more of his instincts [Triebe], his heart put forth passions and perversions [Unarten], weeds that could not spread so exuberantly under the ice and exigencies of the north: hence various laws and institutions to curb them were required. The mind cogitated and the heart desired; the unruly passions of men clashed and eventually were obliged to learn restraint. But as despotism must accomplish what reason is yet unable to do, so in south Asia there rose up those edifices of police [Policeien] and religion that, in eternal traditions, stand before us like pyramids and temples of the ancient world; valuable monuments for the history of mankind, every ruin of which revealing to us how much the construction of human reason has cost our species.


I. China

In the eastern corner of Asia, below the mountains, lies a land that, owing to its antiquity and culture, styles itself the first among nations, the middle flower* of the world; notwithstanding which, is surely one of the oldest and most remarkable. This is China. Less extensive than Europe, it yet boasts a greater number of inhabitants than even this densely populated continent, counting over 25,200,000 tax-paying farmers, 1,572 cities great and small, 1,193 forts, 3,158 stone bridges, 2,796 temples, 2,606 monasteries, 10,809 old buildings, and so on;1 all of which, together with the mountains and rivers, soldiers and scholars, wares and produce, are recorded in long registries every year by the eighteen provinces into which the empire is divided. Many travelers agree that, excepting Europe and perhaps ancient Egypt, no country has invested so much in roads and rivers, bridges and canals, even artificial rocks and mountains, as China; all of which, along with the Great Wall, is testament to the patient industry of human hands. Boats may sail from Canton to the vicinity of Peking, and the whole empire, otherwise transected by mountains and deserts, is painstakingly connected by roads, canals, and rivers; villages and towns float on waterways, and the internal trade between the provinces is brisk and lively. Agriculture stands at the basis of their constitution; we hear tell of blooming fields of corn and rice, of artificially irrigated deserts, of barren hills made arable. Every useful plant and herb is cultivated; the same goes for metals and minerals, the exception being gold, which the Chinese do not mine. The land abounds in animals; the seas and rivers with fish; the silk worm alone supports many thousands of industrious human beings. For every class of people and for every age, even for the blind, deaf, and decrepit, there is some employment or profession to be found. Meekness and complaisance, courtesy and propriety are the ABC that the Chinese learn from infancy and unfailingly practice throughout their lives. Their police [Policei] and legislation consist in regularity and precisely determined order. The whole fabric of state, in all the relations and duties linking the different ranks, is built on the respect owed by the son to his father and every subject to the father of the nation, who, through every one of his magistrates, protects and governs them like children. Can there be a finer principle of human government? There is no hereditary nobility, but every rank is ennobled only by merit; men who have proven themselves occupy positions of honor: and these alone confer dignity. The subject is under no compulsion to profess any particular religion and no religion is persecuted, unless inimical to the state: followers of the teachings of Confucius, Lao Tse, and Fo, even Jews and Jesuits, as soon as they are received into the state, live peacefully alongside one another. Their laws are founded unalterably on moral science [Sittenlehre], their moral science on the sacred texts of their ancestors: the emperor is their high priest, the Son of Heaven, the guardian of ancient custom, the soul that animates the body politic in every member. If each of these circumstances obtained and every principle were put into practice, could we conceive a more perfect constitution? The whole empire would be a family of virtuous, well-educated, diligent, modest, and happy boys and girls.

Everyone will be familiar with the favorable descriptions of the Chinese constitution, sent to Europe by missionaries in particular, and there admired as the political ideal, not only by speculative philosophers but even by statesmen; until at last the tide of opinion turned, giving way to skepticism and a reluctance to concede either its high degree of culture or even its singular peculiarity. Some of these European objections have enjoyed the good fortune to be answered in China itself, albeit very much in the Chinese manner,2* and as we have before us most of the books that form the foundation of their laws and customs [Sittenverfassung], together with an extensive history of their empire and several indisputably impartial accounts,3* so it would be an ill thing indeed if we could not steer a middle course between extravagant praise and reproach, which would presumably be the path of truth. We can set aside for the moment the question of the chronological age of their empire: for, as the origin of every kingdom on earth is shrouded in obscurity, so for the student of the history of mankind it remains a matter of indifference whether this extraordinary nation required two millennia more or less for its civilization [Bildung]. Enough that it gave itself this civilization and that we perceive, even in its slow progress, the obstacles that impeded its farther advance.

And these obstacles plainly lie in the nation’s character, dwelling place, and history. That the Chinese are of Mongol stock is demonstrated by their form, their coarse and eccentric taste, even their artful ingenuity and the seat of their culture. The first kings ruled in northern China, where they laid the foundations of the half-Tartar despotism that, bedecked with glittering maxims, was subsequently spread by various revolutions down to the South China Sea. For centuries, a Tartar feudalism bound vassals to their lords. And the many wars fought among these vassals; the frequent subversion of the throne by their hands; even the court of the emperor as a whole and his governing by mandarins, an ancient institution that the khans and Manchus did not bring to China: all this shows the temper and genetic character of the nation, a stamp that can hardly be overlooked when contemplating either the whole or its parts, right down to clothing, food, customs, domestic life, and the species of its arts and amusements. A man is no more able to alter his genius—that is, his inborn ethnic character [Stammart] and complexion—than this northeastern Mongol people could deny their natural form by any artificial practice, even if it endured for thousands of years. They were planted in this particular spot on the globe; and as the magnetic needle in China does not point in the same direction as it does in Europe,* so the tribe of men [Menschenstamm] in this region could never become Greeks and Romans. They were, and remain, Chinese; a people endowed by Nature with small eyes, a snub nose, flat brow, scanty whiskers, large ears, and a thick belly. What this organization could bring forth, it has brought forth; nothing else can be demanded of it.4

All accounts agree that the Mongol peoples on the northeastern heights of Asia are distinguished by the acuity of their hearing, as easily accounted for as it would be vain to seek it in other nations: the Chinese language attests to the keenness of this sense. Only a Mongol ear would be capable of forming a language from 330 syllables, with 5 or more modified intonations of these serving to differentiate each word, thereby sparing one from saying “beast” instead of “lord” and uttering at every moment the most ridiculous perplexities. Hence it is only with great difficulty, if at all, that a European ear and European vocal organs are habituated to this strenuous syllabic music. What lack of invention in matters of consequence, what infelicitous refinement in trifles, was required to represent this language by contriving, from a few crude hieroglyphs, the vast number of 80,000 composite characters, which, rendered according to 6 or more styles of writing, set the Chinese apart from every other nation on earth. It takes a Mongol organization to grow accustomed to imagining dragons and monsters, to drawing irregular figures with such minute care, to the eye deriving pleasure from the ugly hotchpotch of their gardens, to the excessive greatness or overnice smallness of their buildings, to the idle pomp of their spectacles, clothing, and amusements, to lantern festivals and fireworks, to long fingernails and bound feet, to a barbarous train of attendants, to their bowing, ceremonies, distinctions, and courtesies. In all of these things, there prevails so little taste for true proportion, so little feeling for inner tranquility, beauty, and dignity, that only a depraved sensibility could arrive at this course of political culture and allow itself to be so thoroughly molded thereby. As the Chinese are so inordinately fond of gold foil and varnish, of the neatly painted lines of their elaborate characters and the jingle of fine sentences; so their cast of mind quite resembles this gold foil and varnish, these characters and the cling clang of their syllables. Nature seems to have denied them, like many nations in this corner of the world, the gift of great and free invention in the sciences; while at the same time generously bestowing on their small eyes that nimble spirit, that wily assiduity and subtlety, that talent for imitation in all that their covetousness finds useful. Endlessly in motion, endlessly busy, they come and go, seeking profit and discharging their offices, so that, even in their supremely polite form [höchstpolitischen Form], they might be taken for roving Mongols: for with all their innumerable distinctions of rank they have not yet learned to couple occupation with rest, so that every task finds every man in his place. Their medicine, like their commerce, is a delicate if deceptive pulse-feeling, which describes their whole character in its sensuous refinement and uninventive ignorance. The stamp of this people is a remarkable singularity in history, because it shows what could or could not come of a Mongol people, unmixed with any other, with a political culture carried to a high pitch: for that the Chinese in their corner of the globe have, like the Jews, kept themselves free from intermixture with other peoples, is demonstrated by their vain pride if by nothing else. They may have acquired knowledge of certain things from here or there; but the entire structure of their language and constitution, of their establishments and mode of thinking, is unique to them. As they are not apt to graft trees, so they, in spite of their association with other peoples, remain ungrafted; a Mongol stock, in one corner of the world, that has degenerated into the Chinese culture of servility [sinesische Sklavencultur].

The sole means of forming men by art is education: the temper [Art] of Chinese education, along with their national character, together determined why the Chinese became what they are and nothing more. As, after the manner of Mongol nomads, a childlike obedience was deemed the basis of all virtue, not only within the family but now also in relation to the state, so in time that apparent modesty, that courteous obligingness that even wicked tongues celebrate as the distinguishing feature of the Chinese, obviously could not fail to develop; but while suitable for nomadic conditions, what consequences did this principle entail in a great state? When childlike obedience encountered no limits, because the duty befitting only an uneducated child was imposed equally on the grown man, who himself had offspring and an adult occupation; indeed, as this duty was owed to every magistrate, who bears the name of father in the figurative sense alone, by compulsion and necessity, but not from any natural affection: then what else could result from their desire, in defiance of Nature, to remake the human heart save that they inured the true heart of man to falsehood? If a grown man is still expected to display childlike obedience, then he must surrender the self-active power that Nature instilled in him as a duty proper to his years. Empty ceremony replaces heartfelt truth, and the son who, while his father lived, was filled with childlike devotion to his mother, will neglect her after his death, as soon as the law declares her a concubine. It is the same with the filial duties owed to the mandarins; they are not the work of Nature but of authority; they are mere customs, and when they clash with Nature, they are false, enfeebling customs. Hence China’s moral and political sciences [Reichs- und Sittenlehre] are at odds with its actual history. How often have the children of this kingdom deposed their fathers from the throne! How often have fathers raged against their children! Greedy mandarins suffer thousands to starve and, when their transgressions come to the attention of the high father, are ineffectively chastised with rods like mischievous boys. Hence the lack of manly vigor and honor, discernible even in the portraits of their heroes and grandees; honor has lapsed into filial duty, vigor degenerated into a modish solicitude for the state. No noble steed has been put in harness, but a tame ass, all too often playing the role of the fox while observing ritual practices from dawn to dusk.

This childish captivity of human reason, human strength [Kraft], and human feeling must necessarily have had a debilitating effect on the entire edifice of state. If education consists in nothing more than etiquette [nichts als Manier], if etiquette and customs not only bind but also overwhelm all the relations of life, then how much activity the state thereby forfeits—particularly the noblest activity of man’s heart and mind. When we observe in Chinese history the progress and management of their affairs, who is not amazed by how little they achieve with so much! Here a whole company does what requires only an individual to do right; here a question is asked when the answer lies at hand; they come and go, postpone and evade, merely to ensure that the ceremonials of their childlike respect for the state are not neglected. The spirit of bellicosity and contemplation are equally alien to a nation that sleeps on warm stoves and drinks hot water morning, noon, and night. Regularity on a well-worn path, a keen eye for one’s self-interest and a facility with a thousand sly arts, the childish bustle without the oversight of the grown man who asks himself whether it is necessary that a thing be done or whether it could be done better—only to these virtues is the royal road open in China. The emperor himself is tied to this yoke; he must set a good example and exaggerate every movement like a drill sergeant. He makes an offering in his ancestral shrine not only on feast days, but is expected to venerate his ancestors in his every action and in every moment of his life—and is perhaps equally undeserving of all the praise and blame bestowed on him.5

Is it any wonder that a nation of this sort has, by European standards, invented so little in the sciences—indeed, that for thousands of years it has made no progress at all? Even its moral treatises and legal codes go round and round in circles, carefully and fastidiously saying the same things of filial duties in a thousand different ways with a methodical hypocrisy. Astronomy and music, poetry and military strategy, painting and architecture are as they were centuries ago, offspring of eternal laws and immutable, infantile institutions. The empire resembles an embalmed mummy, daubed with hieroglyphs and wrapped in silk; its internal circulation as torpid as that of a hibernating animal. Hence the segregation, surveillance, and obstruction of all strangers; hence the pride of a nation that compares itself only with itself, and neither knows nor loves what lies beyond its frontiers. This is a people inhabiting a remote corner of the earth, placed by Fate outside the concourse of nations, and to that end entrenched behind mountains, deserts, and a coast almost entirely lacking in natural harbors. But for this situation it would hardly have remained what it is: for that its constitution withstood the invasion of the Manchu proves only that it had a solid foundation and that the ruder conquerors found such childlike servility a very convenient crutch for their rule. There was no need to alter a thing: they simply leaned on it and governed. Whereas the Chinese, in every part of that machinery of state which they built themselves, served so obsequiously as if they were made for this slavery.

All accounts of the Chinese language agree that it has contributed more than we can say to shaping the artificial mode of thought of this people: for is not every vernacular the vessel in which a people’s ideas are formed, preserved, and communicated? Particularly when a nation is so firmly attached to its language as this one and derives all culture from it. The language of the Chinese is a lexicon of morality; that is, of courtesy and good manners [gute Manieren]. Not only provinces and cities, but even social ranks and books distinguish themselves by its use, so that the greatest part of their learned industry is applied merely to an instrument but without the instrument accomplishing anything. In Chinese, everything turns on regular niceties; it expresses much with just a few sounds, while rendering one sound with many lines and repeating one and the same idea in multiple books. What dismal effort is required to pen and print their writings! Yet from this very effort derive their art and delight: for they take greater pleasure in calligraphy than in the most enchanting painting and prize the monotonous jingle of their maxims and compliments as the pinnacle of civility [Artigkeit] and wisdom. Only an empire of such size and the assiduity of its inhabitants made it necessary, for example, to produce forty books in eight folio volumes about a single city, Kai-Fung-Foo,6 and to extend this tedious exactitude to every command and eulogy of the emperor. The monument to the exodus of the Torghuts is an immense text inscribed in stone,7* and in this way the entire scholarly intellect of the Chinese is exhausted in rendering intricate and political hieroglyphics. The difference in the effects of this writing system alone, even on the mind that thinks within it, must be quite incredible. It enervates thoughts, reducing them to mere pictorial outlines, and transforms the nation’s whole mode of thought into arbitrary characters, painted on paper or written in the air.

This description of the peculiarities of the Chinese by no means implies hostile contempt: for every detail is drawn from the reports of their most ardent champions and might be confirmed with a hundred proofs from every class of their institutions. Besides, it is nothing more than arises from the nature of the case: that is, the portrait of a people formed in remote antiquity with this particular organization and in this particular region of the world, according to these particular principles, with these particular resources at their disposal, under these particular circumstances, and, contrary to the usual course of Fate among other peoples, retaining for so long its mode of thinking. If ancient Egypt were still before our eyes, we would perceive, without daring to dream of mutual descent,* a resemblance between them in many points, their respective traditions having been modified only by the climate. It would be the same with many peoples that once reached a similar stage of culture; but these have either advanced further or perished and become mingled with others. Meanwhile, at the edge of the world, ancient China has stood still, like the relic of a previous age, persisting in its half-Mongol institutions. It would be difficult to prove that the fundamentals of its culture were brought by Greeks from Bactria or Tartars from Balkh; the fabric of its constitution is certainly indigenous and foreign influence on it, always slight, is easily recognized and set apart. Like the Chinese, I honor the Qing for their excellent principles, and I acknowledge the great name of Confucius, though I do not overlook the shackles that even he wore and that, with the best intentions, he forever imposed on the superstitious populace and the entire Chinese state by his political morality. The education of this people, as with so many other nations around the globe, was thereby arrested when they were still in their boyhood years, because this moral clockwork checked the free progress of the mind in perpetuity and a second Confucius was not to be found in this despotic realm. One day, when either the immense state is broken up or more enlightened Qianlongs* come to the paternalistic resolution that it would be better to send forth as colonists those they cannot feed, to lighten the yoke of custom and instead allow the heart and mind greater self-determination, which admittedly is not without its dangers—even then the Chinese will ever remain only Chinese, as Germans are still Germans, and no ancient Greeks will be born at the eastern end of Asia. It is evidently the design of Nature that everything that can flourish on earth should indeed flourish, and that this very diversity of productions glorifies the Creator. The work of legislation and morality, which human understanding erected in China as a childish experiment, possesses such stability as can be found nowhere else on earth; let it remain where it is, without Europe ever becoming a second China, isolated and bursting with filial piety toward its despots. This nation will always retain its reputation for industry, keen senses, and exquisite artistry in a thousand useful things. It was acquainted with porcelain and silk, powder and shot, perhaps even the compass, printing, bridge-building and navigation, as well as many other refined arts and crafts, long before these were known to Europe; but in all arts it lacks mental progress and the impulse to improvement. Finally, that China has closed itself to our European nations and restricts as much as possible the access of Dutchmen as well as of Russians and Jesuits, is not only consistent with the entire mentality of the Chinese but unquestionably also a prudent policy, so long as they must witness the conduct of the Europeans all around them, in the East Indies and the islands, in northern Asia, and in their own country. Puffed with Tartar pride, they despise the merchant who leaves his native shores, trading spurious wares for the commodity they deem the surest of all: they take his silver and in return give millions of pounds of enervating tea that will be the ruin of Europe.



II. Cochin-China, Tonkin, Laos, Korea, Eastern Tartary, Japan

From the history of mankind it is undeniably evident that, when some country has exalted itself to a superior degree of culture, it has also influenced a circle of its neighbors. Thus, even the Chinese nation, though distinctly unwarlike and inward looking, extended its influence over a wide swathe of adjoining lands. The issue here is not whether these lands have been or remain subject to the Chinese empire: if they have shared in its institutions, language, religion, sciences, manners, and arts, then they are one of its provinces in spirit.

Cochin-China has adopted the most from China, having been in some measure its political colony: hence the resemblance between the nations in temperament and manners, arts and sciences, religion, commerce, and political organization. Its emperor is a vassal of China, and the nations are closely connected by trade. Compare this industrious, reasonable, and gentle people with others in the region, the indolent Siamese or the savage natives of Arakan, for example, and the difference is plain to see. As no stream rises higher than its source, so we should not expect Cochin-China to surpass its model: its government is more despotic, its religion and sciences a feebler echo of the mother country.

It is the same with Tonkin, which lies still nearer to China, notwithstanding the wild mountains that divide them. This nation is more savage; the polish [das Gesittete] that it possesses and that sustain the state—manufactures, commerce, laws, religion, knowledge, and customs—are Chinese in origin, but far inferior on account of the more southerly climate and the national character.

The impression that China has made on Laos is even weaker; for this country broke away too soon and embraced the manners of the Siamese. Yet vestiges of Chinese influence are still discernible.

Among the islands to the south it is with Java that the Chinese hold the closest intercourse; indeed, they probably established colonies there. Their political institutions, however, would not take root in this remote and far hotter land, for the exacting arts of the Chinese require an assiduous people and a more temperate climate. They therefore exploit the island without cultivating it.

The Chinese system gained more ground to the north, and this country may boast that it has contributed more to the pacification of the savage peoples of this vast region than the Europeans perhaps in any corner of the globe. Korea was actually brought under Chinese control by the Manchus, and we might compare this once rude nation with its northern neighbors. The inhabitants of a region in part so very cold are meek and mild; in their amusements and mourning ceremonies, in their clothing and houses, in religion and a certain fondness for science they at least imitate the Chinese, by whom their government also was established and some manufacturing started up. They have influenced the Mongols to an ever-greater extent. Not only did the Manchus, who conquered China, become more polished [gesittet] by their contact with the Chinese, so that in their capital city Shenyang they erected an imperial palace like the one in Peking; but the numerous Mongol hordes, the majority of which accept Chinese rule, have remained, irrespective of their cruder manners, not wholly without Chinese influence. Indeed, if merely this empire’s peaceful protection, under which in recent times the Torghuts, 300,000 strong, placed themselves, is a blessing of mankind, then throughout this extensive region China has acted more justly than any other conqueror. On several occasions it has quelled unrest in Tibet, and in the past its sway has reached as far as the Caspian Sea. The contents of the opulent tombs found in various districts of Mongolia and Tartary bear witness to the traffic with China, and if at one time more cultivated nations dwelt in these territories, then in all likelihood they were not without closer intercourse with this people.

The island on which the Chinese have reared the greatest rivals to their industry is Japan. The Japanese were once barbarians—and, to judge by their bold and violent character, surely stern and harsh barbarians. Thanks to their proximity to and intercourse with the people from whom they learned writing and the sciences, arts and manufactures, they have formed themselves into a state that in many respects equals or even exceeds China. Both their government and religion may well be crueler and severer, in keeping with the character of this nation, and progress toward greater refinement in the sciences, as they are practiced in Europe, is no more to be expected in Japan than it is in China. But if knowledge and management of the land; if industry in agriculture and the useful arts; if commerce and navigation; indeed, if even the crude splendor and despotic order of their constitution are indisputably steps of culture, then the proud Japanese have climbed them only with the assistance of the Chinese. The annals of this nation still record the time when the Japanese came to China as barbarians; and though this rude island diverged from China and took its own peculiar path of development, yet in the apparatus of their culture and indeed in the very application of their arts the Chinese original is still recognizable.

Now, the question as to whether this people pushed on and influenced the culture of one of the two polished [gesitteten] empires of America, both of which were situated on the western coast facing it, will be difficult to settle. If a cultivated people reached America from this side of the world, then it could scarcely have been any other than the Chinese or Japanese. In general, it is a pity that the history of China, in accordance with the constitution of the country, has been written so thoroughly after the Chinese manner. Its emperors are credited with every invention, the world beyond its borders is neglected, and as a history of the empire, it is unfortunately a long way from being an instructive history of man.



III. Tibet

Between the great mountains and deserts of Asia, a spiritual empire was founded, surely the only one of its kind in the world: this is the vast dominion of the lamas. Though minor revolutions occasionally effected a separation of the spiritual and temporal powers, these were always reunited eventually, so that here, unlike anywhere else, the whole constitution of the country rests on the imperial high-priesthood. The Great Lama is given life, according to the doctrine of metempsychosis, by the god Shakya or Fo,* who, incarnated in the new Lama on his predecessor’s death, consecrates him as the image of the divinity. The chain of lamas descends from him in strict orders of sanctity; and we cannot possibly conceive a more firmly entrenched hierocracy, as exemplified in its teachings, rites, and institutions, than that which in fact reigns over the Tibetan plateau. The supreme secular authority is but the viceroy of the chief priest who, following the tenets of his religion, resides, filled with divine tranquility, in a palatial temple. The lamaist myths of the creation of the world are monstrous; the threatened punishments and penances for their sins cruel; while the condition after which their holiness strives is extremely unnatural: a disembodied serenity, a superstitious thoughtlessness, and cloistral chastity. And yet scarcely any idolatry is more widely diffused on earth than this: not only Tibetans and the Tangut, but also most Mongols, Manchus, Kalka, Oirat, and others worshipped the Lama, and if in more recent times some have broken from the veneration of his person, then the only system of belief and observances that these peoples possess is a patchwork of the religion of Shakya. But this religion extends far to the south as well: the names Sommona-Codom, Shakscha-Tuba, Sangol-Muni, Schigemuni, Buddha, Fo, Shekia are all one with Shakya, and this sacred monastic doctrine has passed through Hindustan, Ceylon, Siam, Pegu, Tonkin, to China, Korea, and Japan, though not always accompanied by the elaborate Tibetan mythology. Even in China the precepts of Fo constitute the truly popular religion, whereas the principles of Confucius and Lao-Tse are only varieties of a political religion and philosophy espoused by the higher ranks—that is, the literati. The Chinese government is indifferent to either religion; its concern goes no further than ensuring that the lamas and bonzes are rendered harmless to the state by separating them from the rule of the Dalai Lama. Japan was for a long time half a Tibet: the dairi was the spiritual master and the kubo* his temporal servant, until the latter seized power for himself and reduced the former to a mere shadow—a fate that lies in the natural course of events and one day will surely be the lot of the Great Lama too. It is only owing to the geographical situation of his realm, to the barbarism of the Mongol tribes, and most of all to the favor of the Chinese emperor that he has remained for so long what he is.

The religion of the lamas surely did not originate on the icy slopes of Tibet: it is the fruit of warmer climes, a creature of half-souls that love above all things the pleasures of thoughtlessness combined with bodily peace. Not until the first century of the Christian era did it arrive in the bleak Tibetan mountains, or indeed in China itself, whereupon it adapted itself in every country to local usages. In Tibet and Japan, it became rigid and austere; among the Mongols very nearly an ineffective superstition; whereas in Siam, Hindustan, and similar countries it has been most gently nurtured as the natural product of their warm climate. With such diversity of form, it has also had a discrepant effect on each state in which it took hold. In Siam, Hindustan, Tonkin, and elsewhere it lulls minds, rendering them compassionate, unwarlike, patient, gentle, and indolent. The talapoins* seek not the throne, but only alms in exchange for which they absolve the sins of men. In harsher countries, where the climate does not so easily support the idle beadsman, their institutions were obliged to become more complex and so at length these made of the palace a temple. Strange are the inconsistencies that not only bind human affairs but long preserve them. If every Tibetan followed the laws of the lamas, by striving to attain their highest virtues, then Tibet would be no more. A people shunning contact with one another, leaving their frigid soil uncultivated, pursuing neither trade nor manufactures would cease to exist; starving and frozen, they would languish, dreaming of their heaven. But happily human nature is stronger than every delusion to which men give credence. The Tibetan marries, though he sins by doing so; and his bustling wife, who takes more than one husband and works more diligently than the men, gladly renounces the higher circles of paradise to provide for this world. If any of the world’s religions be monstrous and repugnant, then it is the religion of Tibet;8 and had Christianity been spread there in its severest doctrines and observances, which we cannot completely discount, then nowhere would it assume a more wretched form than on the Tibetan plateau. Fortunately, however, this austere and monkish religion could no more alter the spirit of the nation than its needs and climate. The inhabitant of the lofty mountains purchases his absolution and enjoys health and good cheer; he rears and slaughters animals, though he believes in the transmigration of souls; and carouses at his wedding feast for fifteen days, while his priests strive for perfection by their celibacy. Everywhere the delusions of men have come to terms with their needs, haggling until a tolerable bargain was struck. What a misfortune it would be if every folly that prevails in the creeds professed by nations were systematically put into practice! But most such follies are believed and not acted on: and this middling thing of lifeless conviction is precisely what we on earth call faith. Let us not suppose that the Kalmyk lives according to the model of perfection in Tibet when he worships a miniature idol or the Lama’s hallowed excrement.

Yet this loathsome regime of the lamas has been neither wholly innocuous nor without its uses. A coarse, heathen nation, which considered itself the descendants of a monkey,* has unquestionably been raised into a well-mannered [gesitteten] and in some respects refined people, to which its proximity to the Chinese was a not insignificant contributing cause. A religion originating in India will set store by cleanliness; hence the Tibetans were precluded from living like the Tartar tribes of the steppe. Even the excessive asceticism so prized by their lamas serves as a virtuous ideal to which the nation should aspire: and the reserve, sobriety, and moderation for which both sexes are renowned may be regarded as at least part of their pilgrim’s progress toward that goal, where, too, the half is greater than the whole. The doctrine of metempsychosis instils compassion for living creation, so that perhaps there was no gentler means of restraining rude mountainfolk than this delusion and the belief in lengthy penances and the torments of hell. In short, the Tibetan religion is a kind of popery, such as Europe itself possessed in its dark ages but without the order and morality for which the Tibetans and Mongols are famed. The religion of Shakya has also been of service to mankind by introducing a sort of learning and written language to these mountaineers and, farther afield, even to the Mongols: perhaps the preparatory instrument of a culture now ripening for these regions also.

The path of Providence among the nations is wondrously slow and yet it is nothing but the natural order of things. There have been gymnosophists and talapoins—that is, solitary contemplators—in the Orient from the most ancient times; its climate and nature invited this mode of life. Seeking quiet, they fled the noisy multitude and lived content with the little that bountiful Nature bestowed on them. The Oriental is as serious and moderate in his words as he is in food and drink; he gladly abandons himself to flights of fancy, and where else could the imagination lead him than to the contemplation of general Nature and consequently to the origin of the universe, to the destruction and renewal of all things? Both the cosmogony and metempsychosis of the Orientals are poetic representations of that which is and will be, as they are conceived by a limited human intellect and a sympathetic heart. “I live and enjoy my life for but a brief time; why should not all around me also enjoy their existence and live unmolested by me?” Hence the moral teachings of the talapoins, which insist so movingly and self-sacrificingly on the nullity of all things, on the eternal mutability of the forms of the world, on the internal anguish caused by the insatiable desires of the human heart, and on the pleasures of a pure mind. Hence also those gentle and humane precepts that they delivered to society, so that men might spare themselves and other beings, and that they celebrate in hymns and maxims. These they no more borrowed from Greece than they did their cosmogony: for both are genuine offspring of the fancy and sensibility of their climate. In them, everything is strained to the highest pitch, so that only Indian hermits may live according to the morality of the talapoins. Moreover, all is shrouded in endless myths such that, if ever a Shakya existed, he would hardly recognize himself in any of the attributes that have been heaped on him by his grateful and approving followers. Yet does not a child learn its first wisdom and morals by way of myths? And are not most of these nations, sunk in a peaceful sleep of the soul, children all their lives long? Let us therefore hesitate to blame Providence for what could not be otherwise, in consequence of the dispensation that she chose for mankind. She tied everything to tradition, and so men could not give one another more than they themselves had and knew. Everything in Nature, and therefore also the philosophy of the Buddha, is good and bad, depending on its application. While this philosophy contains sublime and beautiful thoughts, it is equally capable of arousing and promoting indolence and deceit—which it has done in abundance. In no country has it remained quite the same; but everywhere it always stands one step above rude heathenism: the first glimmering of a purer morality, the first childish dream of a world-embracing truth.



IV. Hindustan

Although the doctrine of the Brahmins* is nothing more than a branch of that widespread religion that has formed sects or sovereignties from Tibet to Japan, it deserves special consideration in the land of its birth because there it has established the most singular and perhaps enduring government in the world: the division of the Indian nation into four or more castes, over which the Brahmins rule as the foremost. That they achieved this mastery through physical subjugation is unlikely: they are not the warrior caste that only comes after them and includes the king himself. Nor is their authority founded on any such means, even in legend. They hold sway over men in consequence of their origin, as they sprang from the head of Brahma, the warriors from his heart, and the remaining castes from his other parts. On this their laws and entire political system were built, according to which they are a hereditary caste, having the same relation to the nation as the head to the body. A similar division into castes has been the simplest institution of human society in other regions also: in imitation of Nature, which divides trees into branches and people into tribes and families. Such was the arrangement in Egypt, which also possessed a hereditary class of craftsmen, and that the learned and priestly caste installed itself at the top we observe in many more nations. It seems to me that, at this stage of culture, this lies in the nature of things: for wisdom transcends brute strength, and in ancient times the priestly caste appropriated to itself almost all political wisdom. Only when light is diffused through all the ranks does the authority of the priesthood diminish, which is why it has so often resisted more general enlightenment.

The history of India, with which we are regrettably still little acquainted, gives us a clear hint as to the origin of the Brahmins.9 This makes Brahma, a wise and learned man, the inventor of many arts and of writing in particular, the vizier of one of their ancient kings, Krishen, whose son enacted into law the distribution of his people into the four well-known castes. He put the son of Brahma at the head of the first class, comprising astrologers, physicians, and priests. Other members of the nobility were appointed hereditary governors of provinces, from whom Indians of the second rank are descended. The third class would practice agriculture, the fourth pursue the arts: and this establishment was to continue in perpetuity. He built the city of Behar to accommodate the philosophers: and, as the seat of his empire, as well as the oldest schools of the Brahmins, were mainly on the Ganges, it is clear why the Greeks and Romans took so little notice of them. They were unacquainted with these remoter regions of India, as Herodotus describes only the peoples along the Indus and to the north of the gold trade,* and Alexander got no farther than the Hyphasis.* It is therefore no wonder that at first they received only general reports of the Brahmins; that is, of the solitary sages who lived in the manner of the talapoins; but later they also heard vague rumors of the Samanaeans and Garmanes* on the Ganges, of the division of the people into castes, of their doctrine of metempsychosis, and so on. Even these fragmentary legends, however, confirm that the institution of the Brahmins is ancient and native to the land around the Ganges, of which the very old monuments in Puri, Bombay,10* and in other western areas of the subcontinent also furnish proof. Both the idols and the whole establishment of the temples consecrated to them are in keeping with the mentality and mythology of the Brahmins, who from their sacred Ganges have spread throughout India, where the more ignorant the populace, the greater the reverence with which they were received. As their birthplace, the sacred Ganges remained the principal seat of their devotions, even though as Brahmins they are not merely a religious but also, like the order of the lamas, the Levites, the Egyptian priests, and so on, in fact a political tribe, one that is everywhere part of the ancient constitution of India.

For thousands of years, the influence of this order on the minds of men has been singularly profound: because, in spite of the long-endured Mongol yoke, not only do its authority and doctrines remain unshaken, but in regulating the Hindus, the latter operate with such force as scarcely any other religion has displayed.11 The character, the mode of life, the manners of the people, even the least of their actions; indeed, their very thoughts and words, are their work; and although many parts of the Brahmin religion are exceedingly oppressive and trying, they nevertheless remain as hallowed as the divine laws of Nature, even to the lowliest castes. Those who take up a foreign religion are mostly only criminals and outcasts, or impoverished, abandoned children: the noble cast of mind with which the Indian, beset by woes and facing often deadly scarcity, regards the European whom he serves, is sufficient guarantee that his people, for as long as they continue to exist, will never mix with another. Doubtless this unrivaled influence must be ascribed to both climate and national character: for this people is unsurpassed in their patient tranquility and meekness of spirit. But that the Indian does not follow the teachings and practices of every foreigner is evidently due to the institution of the Brahmins having already possessed his soul and filled his life so completely as to leave no room for anything else. Hence so many rites and festivals, so many deities and myths, so many holy places and meritorious works, so that from infancy the Indian’s whole imagination is occupied and he is reminded of what he is in almost every moment of his life. Compared to this absolute mastery of the soul, the effect of all European institutions has been only superficial; and for as long as there are Indians, this will ever be the case.

With all human institutions, the question as to whether they be good or bad has many sides. The institution of the Brahmins was undoubtedly good when it was first founded: otherwise it would never have acquired the extensive, deep, and lasting influence that it presently enjoys. As soon as it can, the human mind rids itself of that which is harmful, and although the Indian is able to bear more than any other, he most certainly would not love poison. Thus, it is undeniable that the Brahmins have cultivated in their people a meekness, courtesy, temperance, and chastity, or at least reinforced these virtues, such that by comparison Europeans often seem to them unclean, dissolute, and crazy. Their demeanor and speech are easy and graceful; their relations amiable; their bodies clean; their mode of life simple and wholesome. Children are raised with leniency and yet they are not lacking in knowledge, to say nothing of quiet industry and exquisite imitative arts; even the lowliest castes learn reading, writing, and arithmetic. As the Brahmins are the educators of youth, so for thousands of years they have rendered an unmistakable service to mankind. If we consider Ziegenbalg’s missionary reports,* taking note of the sound understanding and sweet temper exhibited by the Brahmins and Malabars in their questions, answers, and objections, as well as in their conduct as a whole, we will seldom find ourselves on the side of those who would convert them. The principal idea of God among the Brahmins is so grand and beautiful, their morality so pure and sublime, and even their myths, whenever good sense may be glimpsed, are so refined and charming that I cannot quite bring myself to impute to their inventors, even in the monstrous and fantastical, the absurdities they have accumulated with the passage of time and in the mouths of the common people. That in spite of all Muhammadan and Christian oppression the order of the Brahmins has preserved its artful and beautiful language12 and with it some vestiges of ancient astronomy and chronology, jurisprudence and medicine, is not without value in this situation:13 for even the workmanlike manner in which they pursue this knowledge suffices for their sphere of life, and the lack of progress in their science is offset by its durability and intensity of effect. Withal the Hindus refrain from persecution; they grant everyone his religion, way of life, and wisdom; why should we not grant them theirs and at the very least, in view of the errors of their inherited tradition, deem them well-meaning dupes? Of all the sects of Fo prevalent in eastern Asia, this one is the flower: more learned, more humane, more useful, more noble than all the bonzes, lamas, and talapoins put together.

And yet there is no concealing the fact that, like all human constitutions, Brahminism, too, has much that is oppressive. Setting to one side the boundless coercion required to distribute employments according to hereditary castes, because it almost completely precludes the free improvement and perfection of the arts; the contempt with which Brahminism treats the lowest caste, the pariahs, is particularly striking. They are not only condemned to the most degrading offices, and forever estranged from intercourse with all other castes, but are also deprived of their human rights [Menschenrechte] and religious worship: for no one may touch a pariah, and the very sight of him defiles the Brahmin. Although various reasons for this degradation have been advanced, including the suggestion that the pariahs might once have been a conquered nation, there is not enough historical evidence to support a single one of them: the least that can be said is that they do not differ from other Hindus in their form. Thus, here, as with so many other things of ancient establishment, the matter turns on the harsh, primitive arrangements: in consequence of which, perhaps, it was decreed that the very poor, or criminals and outcasts, suffer this debasement to which their numerous and innocent descendants have, much to our amazement, willingly submitted. The fault here lies solely in the classification by families, whereby some were obliged to accept the lowest lot in life, the afflictions of which were occasionally increased by the pretended purity of the other castes. Now, what could be more natural than eventually reaching the conclusion that being born a pariah was a divine punishment and, following the doctrine of metempsychosis, a fate merited by the transgressions of a previous life? At any rate, this principle of the transmigration of souls, grand though the hypothesis might have been in the mind of its inventor, and for all the good it might have brought human sentiment [Menschlichkeit], must also necessarily have done harm to the latter—like every delusion that reaches beyond man’s nature. By arousing a false compassion with all living things, it simultaneously diminished true fellow-feeling with the miseries of our own species, whose unfortunates were considered either wrongdoers bearing the burden of previous offences or as creatures tested by the hand of a Fate that would reward their virtue in a future state. A lack of sympathy has therefore been observed even in the gentle Hindus, which is likely the upshot of their organization, but still more of their profound submission to eternal Fate: a belief that flings man into an abyss and blunts his active feelings. The burning of wives on the funeral pyres of their husbands is one of the barbaric consequences of this doctrine: for whatever the reasons for this unnatural practice when first introduced, whether it became customary as punishment or as the emulation of great souls, the Brahmin teaching of the world to come has unquestionably ennobled it and induced these poor victims to go to their deaths. To be sure, this cruel usage endeared the husband’s life to his spouse, because she became inseparable from him even in death and could not remain behind without disgrace; but was the sacrifice worth the gain, once it was transformed by tacit convention into coercive law? Lastly, I shall pass over the manifold deceptions and superstitions connected with the institution of the Brahmins, which were inevitable not least because astronomy and chronology, medicine and religion, propagated by oral tradition, became esoteries reserved for a single caste. The more pernicious consequence for the whole country was this, that every ascendancy like that of the Brahmins sooner or later makes a people ripe for subjugation. The warrior caste had quickly to become unmartial, since its vocation was contrary to religion and subordinated to a higher caste that abhorred all bloodshed. Such a pacific people would be happy if they lived on a secluded island, cut off from any would-be conquerors; but at the foot of those mountains, inhabited by human beasts of prey, the warlike Mongols, near that many-bayed coast where greedy and wily Europeans put ashore: poor Hindus, it was only a matter of time before you and your peaceful institutions were lost! So it went with the Indian constitution: it perished in foreign and domestic wars, until at length it was brought under the yoke of European maritime power, drawing on its last ounce of strength to bear the strain.

A hard road in the destiny of peoples! And yet it is nothing but the order of Nature. In the most beautiful and fertile region of earth man was obliged early on to arrive at refined ideas, expansive conceptions of Nature, gentle manners, and regular institutions; but here he must equally soon abstain from laborious activity and as a result become the prize of every marauder who sought out this blessed country. From ancient times the East Indian trade has been a rich commerce; to other nations the industrious, contented people delivered, by sea and by land, an abundance of preciosities from the treasure-vaults of their continent and, owing to their remoteness, were pretty much left in peace, until at last the Europeans, for whom nothing is ever too far away, came and founded their own kingdoms among them. All the information and merchandise with which they supply us from there are no compensation for the evils that they visit on a people who committed no offense against them. And yet the chain of Fate has been forged: it is up to Fate whether the chain will now be broken or extended.



V. General Reflections on the History of These States

Hitherto we have considered the political constitutions of Asia that boast high antiquity as well as the firmest duration. What have they accomplished in the history of mankind? What can the philosopher of human history learn from them?

1. History presupposes a beginning; likewise the history of the state and of culture. But how obscure is this beginning among all the peoples we have contemplated until now! Had my voice any weight here, I would use it to encourage every perceptive but unassuming investigator of history to study the origin of culture in Asia, centered on its most celebrated peoples and empires, though free of hypotheses or the tyranny of personal opinion. An accurate appraisal of the descriptions as well as the relics we have of these nations, particularly relating to their language and literature, their oldest works of art and their mythology, or the principles and techniques that they still employ in their few sciences; this, compared with the place they inhabit and the intercourse they may have had, would certainly unravel the process of their enlightenment: for the first link in the chain of this culture was likely forged neither in Selinginsk* nor in Greek Bactria. The diligent endeavors of a de Guignes, Bayer, Gatterer, and so on; the bolder hypotheses of Bailly, Pauw, Delisle, and the rest;* the valuable efforts to collect and publicize Asiatic languages and texts are preparatory to the construction of an edifice, the first secure foundation stone that I should like to see laid. Perhaps this stone would be rubble from the temple of Protogaea,* the vestiges of which reveal themselves to us in so many monuments of Nature.

2. The civilization [Civilisation] of a people is difficult to express in words, but even more difficult to conceive and to carry into practice. That a newcomer to a country enlightens a whole nation, or a king commands culture by the force of law, is made possible only by the conjuncture of various incidental circumstances: because formation [Bildung] is the result only of education, instruction, enduring example [Vorbild]. Hence all peoples hit very quickly on the expedient of admitting into their body politic an instructive, educative, enlightening class, setting it above or intermediate to the others. Granted, this is still a very imperfect stage of culture; yet necessary for the childhood of the human species: for wherever such educators were lacking, the people remained forever in ignorance and indolence. Some sort of Brahmin, mandarin, talapoin, lama, and so on was therefore requisite for every nation in its political infancy; indeed, we see that this very class alone has scattered far and wide the seeds of artificial culture in Asia. If such individuals exist, then the Emperor Yao can say to his minsters Hsi and Ho:* “Go and observe the stars, attend to the sun, and divide the year.”14 If Hsi and Ho are not astronomers, then his imperious command is in vain.

3. There is a difference between the culture of the learned and of the people. The man of learning must be acquainted with the sciences, which he is authorized to practice for the benefit of the state, preserving them and entrusting them to those of his rank, not to the common people. Among us, too, it is the same with higher mathematics and other branches of knowledge that are not meant for general use and therefore not for the people. These were the so-called occult sciences of ancient political constitutions, which the priest or Brahmin reserved exclusively for his class, because he was appointed to their exercise and every other class in the state had its own occupation. Thus, algebra is still today an occult science: for it is understood by few in Europe, even though there is no prohibition on learning it. Now, while we have, fruitlessly and to our detriment, in many respects blurred the spheres of learned and popular culture, increasing the latter until it almost equals the extent of the former; the ancient founders of state, whose sentiments were more humane, also displayed more prudence on this score. They confined the culture of the people to good manners and useful arts, holding that the people were not made for grand theories, even in philosophy and religion, and that such theories were harmful to them. Hence the ancient mode of instruction by allegory and fable, of the sort that the Brahmins still propound to the unlearned castes. Hence in China the disparity in general ideas according to almost every class of the people, as established and not unwisely retained by the government. If we therefore wished to compare an east Asian nation with our own in regard to culture, it would be necessary for us to know how this people defines culture and with which class of men we are concerned. If a nation or one of its classes possesses arts and good manners; if it has the ideas and virtues sufficient for its labors and a contented, prosperous life, then it has all the enlightenment it needs—even assuming that it was unable to explain a lunar eclipse except by recounting the famous tale of the dragon.* Perhaps its teachers told that story precisely so that it would not grow gray worrying about the movements of the sun and stars. I cannot possibly imagine that every individual of every nation was put on earth to have a metaphysical concept of God, as if without this metaphysics, which ultimately rests on perhaps a single word, they must be superstitious and barbarous brutes. If the Japanese is intelligent, stout-hearted, nimble, and useful, then he is cultivated—whatever he may think of his Buddha and Amida. If he tells you stories about these, then tell him other stories in return: and you will be quits.

4. Even a perpetual progress in learned culture is not essential to the happiness of a state, at least not according to the notions of the ancient eastern empires. In Europe, all men of learning form a single, separate state that, built on the groundwork laid over many centuries, is artificially maintained by shared resources and the mutual jealousy of kingdoms: for the pinnacle of science after which we strive renders no service to Nature in general. The whole of Europe is one learned realm, having acquired, partly by internal emulation, partly by the auxiliary means for which it has scoured the world in modern times, an ideal figure that only the scholar comprehends and the statesman exploits to his advantage. Once entered on this course, therefore, we can no longer stand still: we grasp after the enchanted image of a perfect science and universal knowledge, which, though it will ever remain beyond our reach, we shall continue to chase, for as long as the constitution of Europe endures. The same does not hold true for those realms that have never been embroiled in this conflict. Behind its mountains and curving frontiers, China is a uniform and closed empire; its provinces, even with their very diverse populations, established according to the principles of an ancient constitution, are not at all in competition with one another, but in deepest submission. Japan is an island hostile to every foreigner, like ancient Britain, and, withdrawn among its crags on a storm-tossed sea, a world unto itself. It is the same with Tibet, surrounded by high peaks and barbarous peoples; it is the same with the system of the Brahmins, which for hundreds of years has groaned under the weight of oppression. How could the germ of prolific science shoot forth in these dominions, when in Europe it breaks through every rock-face? How could they receive even the fruits of this tree from the dangerous hands of Europeans, who rob them of everything, their political security, and indeed their very country? After a few trials, therefore, each snail retreated into its shell and refused even the finest rose brought in the mouth of a snake.* The science of their arrogant men of learning is adapted to the land in question, and even from the obliging Jesuits China accepted no more than what it judged to be indispensable. In extremity it might perhaps have borrowed more; but as most men, and even more so great states, are stubborn, inflexible creatures, to whom danger must approach very near before they alter their familiar course, so, without signs and wonders, everything remains as it is—which is not to say that these nations lack the capacity for science. What they lack is incentives; for inveterate habit counteracts every new impulse. How slow was Europe itself in learning its best arts!

5. The existence of a state may be appraised both on its own terms and in comparison with others. Europe is compelled to employ both measures; the Asiatic empires have only the one. None of these countries has sought out other worlds, to employ them as pedestals for its grandeur or to poison itself with their surplus. Each makes use of what it has and is sufficient in itself. China has even closed its own gold mines,* because, sensible of its weakness, it was wary of exploiting them; China’s foreign trade is conducted wholly without the subjugation of other peoples. By such frugality and circumspection these countries have obtained for themselves the unquestionable benefit of needing to develop their interior all the more as stocks were not replenished by external commerce. We Europeans, by contrast, roam throughout the world as merchants or robbers, often neglecting what is our own; it has been a long time since the British Isles themselves were cultivated like the land in China and Japan. Our bodies politic are therefore beasts insatiably devouring all that is exotic—good and bad, spices and poison, tea and coffee, gold and silver—and in a state of high fever displaying a great deal of strained vitality; whereas theirs rely only on the internal circulation of commodities. A torpid life, like that of the dormouse, but which for that very reason has long endured and will endure for a long time yet—if extraneous circumstances do not conspire to kill the slumbering beast. Now, it is well known that the ancients reckoned on greater permanence, as is evident in their monuments as well as in their political structures; we act more energetically and perhaps will pass all the more quickly through the brief span of life that Fate has allotted to us.

6. Finally, all earthly and human things are determined by time and place, as the various nations are by their character, without which they can accomplish nothing. If east Asia lay contiguous with us, it would long have ceased to be what it once was. If Japan were not an island, it would not be what it is has become. Were all these empires established today, they would hardly become what they were three or four millennia ago: the whole animal named Earth, on whose back we dwell, is now thousands of years older. What we call the genetic spirit and character of a people is generally a strange and wondrous affair. It is inexplicable and ineradicable: as old as the nation and the land that the nation inhabits. The Brahmin belongs to his part of the world; nowhere else, he is convinced, is worthy of his holy person. It is the same with the Siamese and the Japanese; everywhere outside their own country they are a shrub transplanted out of season. What the Indian hermit thinks of his god, the Siamese of his emperor, we do not think; what we value in activity and intellectual freedom, manly honor and physical beauty, they estimate very differently. Indian women do not find their confinement intolerable; the empty pomp of a mandarin will leave anyone else cold. It is the same with all the habits of the polymorphous human form; indeed, with all phenomena on our terrestrial globe. If our species is destined to approach, on the eternal path of an asymptote, a point of perfection, which it does not know and which with Tantalean efforts it will never reach; then you Chinese and Japanese, you lamas and Brahmins, are undertaking this pilgrimage while seated in a rather quiet corner of the carriage. You refuse to trouble yourselves with this unattainable point and remain as you were thousands of years ago.

7. To the investigator of mankind it is a comfort to observe that, with all the evils that Nature has apportioned to the human species, she forgot in no organization the balm that at least soothes their wounds. The heavy load that is Asiatic despotism obtains only among nations that are willing to bear it; that is, are less sensible of its oppressive burden. The Indian awaits his fate with resignation when in the severest famine his emaciated body is already followed by the dog that will make a meal of him as soon as he sinks to the ground; he props himself up so that he may die on his feet, while the dog patiently stares into his pale, death-stricken face: of such resignation we have no notion, yet it often alternates with the most violent outbursts of passion. Nevertheless, along with various easements offered by climate and mode of life, this is the antidote to so many evils of those constitutions that seem to us unbearable. If we lived there, we would not abide them, for we would have enough sense and courage to amend the bad constitution; or we too must grow lax and calmly endure these evils like the Indians. Great Mother Nature! To what trifles have you tied the fate of our species! With the altered shape of a human skull and brain, with one small modification in the structure of the organization and nerves, produced by climate, descent, and habit, the fate of the world, the totality of what mankind do and what mankind suffer everywhere on earth, is also changed.
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Book 12


WE COME NOW TO THE BANKS of the Tigris and Euphrates; but how changed is the prospect of history throughout this whole region! Babel and Nineveh, Ecbatana, Persepolis, and Tyre are no more: nation follows nation, empire follows empire, most of them having vanished from the face of the earth, save for their names and once-famed monuments. There is no longer any nation that calls itself Babylonian, Assyrian, Chaldean, Median, Phoenician or that bears any distinguishing marks of their ancient political establishments. Their empires and cities are destroyed, and the peoples creep about under different names.

What accounts for this contrast with the deeply imprinted character of the eastern empires? China and India were overrun by the Mongols on more than one occasion—indeed, were occupied for centuries—and yet neither Peking nor Benares, neither the Brahmin nor the lama, have vanished from the world. It seems to me that this disparity of fortune is self-explanatory, if we consider the diverse situations and constitutions of both regions. In east Asia, beyond the great mountain range of the Himalayas, only one enemy threatened the peoples to the south: the Mongols. For hundreds of years, the Mongols roamed peacefully on their steppes or in their valleys; and when they swept through the neighboring provinces, their goal was mastery and plunder rather than destruction. Hence many nations retained their constitutions for millennia under Mongol suzerainty. The throng of peoples swarming between the Black and Caspian Seas as far as the Mediterranean coast was quite different, the course of these migrant tribes diverted precisely by the Tigris and Euphrates. The whole of anterior Asia was filled with nomads from an early time, and the more flourishing cities and elaborate [künstlich] empires sprang up in these fair lands, the more they attracted savage peoples bent on pillage; or they knew not how else to use their growing dominance than by exterminating others. How often was Babylon sacked and looted, perfectly located as it was at the center of the eastern and western trade routes! Sidon, Tyre, Jerusalem, Ecbatana, and Nineveh met no better fate, so that this entire region might be looked on as a garden of desolation, where empires made havoc only to be devastated in their turn.

It is no wonder, then, that many perished namelessly and left almost no trace behind: for what would this trace give them? Most nations in this part of the world shared one language, which was merely divided into various dialects. With their demise, these dialects became confused and eventually coalesced in the Chaldean-Syriac-Arabic mixture that still prevails in this area, almost without a feature by which these commingled peoples might be distinguished. From hordes their states arose; to hordes they returned, without a lasting political structure. Still less could the celebrated monuments of a Belus, a Semiramis, and so on secure for them the eternity of the pyramids: for they were built of clay bricks, which, baked in the sun or by fire, and cemented with bitumen, were easily demolished, if they did not simply crumble with the silent passage of time. Insensibly, then, the despotic splendor of the builders of Nineveh and Babel fell into decay, so that all that is left for our consideration in this universally renowned region is the name these now-extinct peoples once bore in the ranks of nations. We wander as if over the graves of dead monarchies and behold the specters of their past influence on the earth.

And truly, this influence has been so great that, if we include Egypt in this district, no part of the world, with the exception of Greece and Rome, has invented and laid the foundations of so many things, particularly for Europe—and through Europe for all the nations on earth. It is astonishing the number of arts and crafts that, according to the accounts of the Hebrews, were common to so many small nomadic tribes in this area from the earliest times.1 Farming with the aid of various tools; horticulture; fishing; hunting; livestock breeding; the milling of grain; bread-baking; cooking; wine; oil; the preparation of wool and hides for clothing; spinning, weaving and sewing; dyeing, tapestry-making and embroidery; the coining of money; seal-engraving and gem-cutting; glass manufacture; coral-fishing; mining and smelting; metalwork; drawing, the modeling of figures, pottery throwing; statuary and architecture; music and dance; writing and poetry; trade by weights and measures; navigation; in the sciences: the rudiments of astronomy, chronology, and geography, medicine and the military art, arithmetic, geometry, and mechanics; in politics: laws, courts, religious rites, contracts, punishments, and a host of moral customs—all this we find in progress among the peoples of anterior Asia, so early that we would have to regard the entire culture of this region as the remnants of a previous civilization, were there no tradition to support such an assumption. Only the peoples that rambled hither and thither, far from central Asia—only they became wild and barbarous; which is why sooner or later, in one way or another, they were bound to be brought into the orbit of culture for a second time.


I. Babylon, Assyria, Chaldea

In the broad expanse of anterior Asia, where nomads roamed, it could not have been long before the Tigris and Euphrates enticed a number of pastoral hordes to their fertile and pleasant shore; and, as these rivers are like a paradise, surrounded on all sides by mountains and deserts, they readily settled there. This region may have lost much of its charm in the present day, since it has been almost entirely denuded of culture and for centuries exposed to the depredations of vagrant hordes; yet certain districts still bear out the general report of ancient writers, whose praise for it is effusive.2 Here, then, was the native country of the first monarchies in world history and at the same time an early workshop of the useful arts.

In the roving life of the nomad, nothing could be more natural than for some ambitious sheikh to hit on the idea of appropriating to himself the beautiful banks of the Euphrates and of bringing several hordes under his sway so as to stake his claim to them. The Hebrew narrative identifies this sheikh as Nimrod, who established his kingdom with the cities of Babel, Edessa, Nesibin, and Ctesiphon, and places in the vicinity the opposing Assyrian empire centered on the cities of Resen, Nineveh, Adiabene, and Calah.* From the situation of these realms, together with their nature and origin, was spun the whole of their subsequent destiny, the thread of fate unwinding until their destruction: for, as both were founded by different tribes and bordered too closely on each other, what could result from the marauding spirit of the hordes of this region but that they should regard each other with hostility, find themselves on several occasions under one rule, and be split asunder by the incursions of mountaineers from the north? This is the abbreviated history of the kingdoms on the Tigris and Euphrates, which surely could not be without confusion, having come down to us from such remote times and through the fragmentary oral accounts of many peoples. Where myth and chronicle agree, however, is in the origin, genius, and constitution of these kingdoms. They arose from small beginnings, from nomadic peoples: and they always retained the character of conquering hordes. Even the despotism that developed in them, as well as the artistic ingenuity for which Babylon in particular was celebrated, are quite consistent with the spirit of this region and the national character of its inhabitants.

For what were the first cities that these fabled universal monarchs founded? Nothing but great, fortified hordes; the permanent camp of a tribe that enjoyed these fertile regions and sallied forth to plunder others. Hence the vast circumference of Babylon so soon after it was laid out on both sides of the river; hence its immense walls and towers. The walls were high, thick ramparts made of baked earth, designed to protect a sprawling military encampment of nomads; the turrets were watchtowers; the whole city, interspersed with gardens, was, in Aristotle’s words, a Peloponnesus.* The surrounding countryside yielded abundant materials for such a mode of construction as befitted nomads: namely, the clay from which they made bricks and the bitumen with which they learned to cement them. Nature thus facilitated the labors of men, and once the groundwork had been completed in the nomad style, it could be easily augmented and embellished, in this selfsame style, should the horde set out on a raid and return with spoils.

And what are the celebrated conquests of a Ninus, a Semiramis, and so on, other than raids of the sort that the Arabs, Kurds, and Turkmen still engage in? The Assyrians were mountain brigands even by descent, remembered by posterity for no quality save their appetite for rapine and plunder. From the earliest times, the Arabs in particular are mentioned as being in the service of these world conquerors, and we are well acquainted with the eternal way of life of this people, which will continue for as long as the Arabian desert endures. At a later point, the Chaldeans enter the scene, who, to judge from both their ethnic character and first haunts, were predatory Kurds.3 They have distinguished themselves in world history only by the devastation they have wrought: for the fame they won in the sciences is probably but an honorary title captured along with the kingdom of Babylonia. We may therefore regard the beautiful country abutting these rivers, both in ancient and modern times, as a meeting-place of wandering nomads or ravening tribes, who collected their booty in these strongholds, until they themselves succumbed to the warm, voluptuous climate and, enfeebled by luxury, fell prey to others.

Even the vaunted works of art of a Semiramis, or even of a Nebuchadnezzar, hardly tell a different story. The earliest expeditions of the Assyrians took them down to Egypt; in all likelihood, therefore, the works of art of this peaceful, polished [gesitteten] nation served as the first prototype for the beautification of Babel. The colossal statue of Belus, the reliefs adorning the brick walls of the great city, appear to be wholly in the Egyptian style, and that the legendary queen proceeded to Mount Behistun in order to impress her image on its face, was surely done in imitation of the Egyptians.* She was compelled to undertake this journey, because, unlike Egypt, the land to the south furnished her with no granite rock with which to build eternal monuments. Nebuchadnezzar, too, produced nothing but colossi, brick palaces, and hanging gardens. What was lacking in skill and materials was compensated by greater magnitude, and at least the pleasant gardens lent the feebler monument a Babylonian character. Hence, I do not altogether regret the demise of these immense hulks of clay: for exalted works of art these were probably not. My wish is that someone would search in their rubble for tablets of Chaldean writing, which, according to the testimony of several travelers, are certain to be found there.4

The arts indigenous to this region were not Egyptian but rather those proper to nomadic and subsequently commercial life, just as the natural situation demanded. The Euphrates was prone to flooding and therefore had to be diverted into canals so that a larger tract of land might be made fertile: hence the invention of waterwheels and pumps (if these were not also learned from the Egyptians). The country at some distance from these streams, once inhabited and bountiful, is now barren, because it lacks the industry of laboring hands. Here it was but a short step from cattle rearing to agriculture, as Nature herself invited the settled resident to do so. The fine fruits of the field and garden growing on these banks, which shoot forth spontaneously from the soil with prodigious vigor and richly reward the little effort required for their care, made of the herdsman, almost without his being conscious of it, a farmer and gardener. A forest of beautiful date-palms provided him with food to eat and timber to frame a house less flimsy than his tent; its construction was assisted by lightly baked clay, so that the tent-dweller imperceptibly found himself in a better, though more permanent, home. The same loam furnished him with vessels and therewith a hundred conveniences of domestic life. He learned to bake bread, prepare meals, until, led onward by commerce, he at last ascended to those voluptuous banquets and feasts, for which in ancient times the Babylonians were renowned. By forming small earthen idols, or teraphim, he soon learned to sculpt and bake colossal statues, from the models of which it was a very easy progression to molds for casting metals. By imprinting the soft clay with figures or letters, and rendering them indelible by fire, he inadvertently learned to preserve a knowledge of the past on bricks and build on the observations of earlier times. Even astronomy was a fortunate invention of the nomads of this region. The herdsman, as he sat grazing his flock on the broad, beautiful plain, idly contemplated the rising and setting of the stars shining in his endless, clear horizon. He named them, as he named his sheep, and committed their changes to memory. These observations were continued on the flat roofs of the Babylonian houses, where men relaxed after the heat of the day, until eventually a separate order or society [Orden] was established to practice this charming yet indispensable science and, throughout the ages, carried on compiling astronomical tables. Thus did Nature entice men even to knowledge and the sciences, so that these gifts, too, are as bound to a particular locality as any other production of the earth. At the foot of the Caucasus, she put fire in the hands of men with her naphtha springs—hence there can be no doubt that the myth of Prometheus has its origin in that region. In the pleasant date groves on the Euphrates, she wielded her power gently, raising the itinerant herdsman into an industrious resident of towns and cities.

A range of other Babylonian arts sprang from this region having been since ancient times, as it ever will be, a center of trade between east and west. No famous city rose up in inner Persia, because no river flows into the sea; but on the banks of the Indus and Ganges, the Tigris and Euphrates—how much more animated were these points of the globe! The nearby Persian Gulf, an early emporium of Indian goods, helped to enrich Babylon and made her the mother of commercial industry.5 The magnificence of Babylonian linens, rugs, embroideries, and other textiles is well-known. Wealth created luxury; and luxury and industry brought the two sexes closer together than in other Asiatic provinces, an outcome in which the reign of several queens played a perhaps not insignificant role. In short, the civilization [Bildung] of this people proceeded so completely from its situation and mode of life that it would have been a cause for wonder had nothing remarkable issued from this part of the world and under these circumstances. Nature has her favorite spots on earth, which incite and reward human activity: particularly on river banks and certain stretches of the coast. As an Egypt arose on the Nile or an India on the Ganges, so here was born a Nineveh, a Babel, and, in later ages, a Seleucia and Palmyra. Indeed, if Alexander had realized his dream of ruling the world from Babel, then what a different aspect this charming region would have presented during the long centuries!

The Assyrians and Babylonians also shared in the alphabet, the possession of which the nomadic tribes of anterior Asia have reckoned among their advantages since time immemorial. I shall not here address the question to which people this glorious invention is properly due;6 suffice to say, all Aramean tribes boasted of this gift bequeathed to them by their forefathers and hated hieroglyphs with a religious zeal. I cannot persuade myself, therefore, that the Babylonians employed hieroglyphs: their magi interpreted stars, events, accidents, dreams, secret writing; but not hieroglyphs. Even the fatal writing on the wall that appeared before the inebriated Belshazzar7 consisted of syllabic signs that, after the manner of oriental writing systems, took the form of intricate characters; but not of pictures. Even those reliefs that Semiramis had carved on her walls, and the Syriac inscriptions hewn into the rock that bore her image, confirm the use of nonhieroglyphic alphabetic letters among these peoples from the most ancient times. This alone enabled the Babylonians so early on to have written contracts, annals of their empire, and an uninterrupted series of celestial observations; by this alone they have impressed themselves on the memory of the world as a civilized [gebildetes] people. It is true that neither their astronomical records nor any of their texts have come down to us, though an account of the former could still be sent to Aristotle;* yet the fact that the Babylonians had them in the first place is already to their credit.

But, after all, we must not confuse the wisdom of the Chaldeans with our own. Such sciences as Babylon possessed were the exclusive province of a learned guild, the members of which became, with the nation’s decline, odious impostors. They were probably called Chaldeans from the period when Chaldeans ruled over Babylon: for as the company of scholars had been, since the reign of Belus, a privileged order in the state, established by the regents, so these likely sought to flatter their new masters by assuming the name of their nation. They were court philosophers and as such stooped to all the humbuggery and vile arts of court philosophy. In these times, they presumably increased their ancient knowledge as little as the Chinese mandarins added to their own.

It was both the fortune and misfortune of this fair land to lie close to mountains from which so many savage peoples poured forth. The Assyrian and Babylonian empires were overthrown by the Chaldeans and Medes, and these in turn by the Persians, until at length all that remained was a subjugated waste and the seat of government moved north. There is thus little to learn from these empires in either war or politics. Their assaults were crude, their conquests merely forays; their constitution based on that wretched satrapism that has almost always prevailed in these parts of the Orient. Hence the impermanent form of these monarchies; hence the frequent revolts against them and their complete destruction by the capture of a single city or one or two major victories. After the fall of the first Assyrian empire, Arbaces* aimed to establish a kind of satrapic aristocracy [Satrapen-Aristokratie]; but he did not succeed, just as none of the Median and Aramean tribes knew any system of government save the despotic. They had risen from the nomadic life: accordingly, their thinking was informed by a vision of the king as patriarch and sheikh, and, once they no longer existed as separate tribes, this left no room for political liberty or the joint rule of the many. As one sun illuminates the heavens, so should there be but one sovereign on earth, and soon he cloaked himself in all the splendor of the sun—and indeed, the luster of an earthly deity. Everything flowed from his favor; everything depended on his person: in him the state lived and with him it usually perished. The prince’s court was a harem; he was acquainted with nothing but gold and silver, menservants and maidservants, lands that he possessed as a pasture, and human herds that he drove wherever he pleased, if he did not slaughter them first. A barbarous regime of nomads! Yet the rare good prince was a true shepherd and father of his people.



II. Medes and Persians

The Medes are renowned in the history of the world for their exploits of war and love of luxury; but they never distinguished themselves by their inventions or a better establishment of the state. They were doughty horsemen, mountaineers from a largely desolate land to the north, which fitted them to overturn the old Assyrian empire while its sultans dozed indolently in the harem; they also soon withdrew from the Neo-Assyrian empire. But just as quickly they came under a strict monarchical government imposed by the shrewd Deioces,* the splendor and luxury of which eventually surpassed that of the Persians themselves. At length they were united under Cyrus the Great with that flood of peoples that elevated Persia’s kings into masters of the world.

If ever there was a prince in whose career history seems to shade into fiction, then it is Cyrus, the founder of the Persian Empire—irrespective of whether we read the reports of this child of the gods, the conqueror and lawgiver of nations, furnished by the Hebrews or the Persians, Herodotus, or Xenophon.* Doubtless the last-named, this elegant historian, having already received the idea of a Cyropaedia from his teacher, gathered true accounts of his campaigns in Asia; but, because Cyrus was long since dead, these could only speak of him after the Asiatic manner, in that lofty tone of praise that these peoples habitually adopt to describe their kings and heroes. Xenophon was thus to Cyrus what Homer had been to Achilles and Odysseus: for the Poet also drew on true accounts. For our purposes, however, it is of no consequence whether the one is more truthful than the other; suffice to say, Cyrus conquered Asia and founded an empire stretching from the Mediterranean to the Indus. If Xenophon accurately portrayed the manners of the ancient Persians, among whom Cyrus was raised, then the German should rejoice at his belonging to a supposedly kindred tribe—and may all his princes read the Cyropaedia!

But, great and good Cyrus, if my voice could reach your tomb in Pasargadae, it would inquire of your dust why you became such a conqueror. In the youthful course of your victories, did you ever ponder what was to be gained, for you and your posterity, from the unnumbered peoples, the limitless lands that you subdued under your name? Could your spirit be present to all? Could it live on and guide the generations to come? And if not, then what a burden you imposed on your descendants, by giving them to wear a purple robe stitched together from so many pieces! Either it must come apart at the seams or weigh down him who wears it. This was the history of Persia under the successors of Cyrus. His spirit of conquest set before them an aim and scope of such grandeur that they sought to expand the empire even when it could be expanded no more: so they pushed on in every direction, laying all to waste, until finally the ambition of an aggrieved enemy hastened their own unhappy end. The Persian Empire lasted scarcely two hundred years, and it is astonishing that it lasted as long as it did; for though its roots were shallow, its branches were so big that inevitably it toppled to the ground.

If humane sentiment [Menschlichkeit] is ever to obtain a foothold in the realm of man, then first we shall have to learn from our history and renounce that crazed spirit of conquest that necessarily destroys itself within a few generations. You drive human beings like cattle; you bind them together as if they were lifeless masses, never thinking that there might be a vital spirit in them and that the final, outermost part of the structure might perhaps break off and crush you. A kingdom composed of a single nation is a family, a well-regulated household: it reposes on itself: for it is founded by Nature, standing and falling only with the passage of time. An empire of a hundred peoples and one hundred and twenty provinces, joined together by force, is not a body politic but a monstrosity.

Such was the Persian monarchy from the very beginning, becoming only more conspicuously so after the reign of Cyrus. His son, though in no way his equal, yet desired to exceed his father’s conquests: he set upon Egypt and Ethiopia like a madman, so that hunger could scarcely compel his retreat from the desert.* What did he and his empire gain thereby? What benefits accrued to the conquered territories? He ravaged Egypt, demolishing the magnificent temples and monuments of Thebes: a senseless destroyer! A slain generation is replaced by those who come after; but works of this kind can never be replaced. Even now they lie in ruins, unexamined and virtually uncomprehended; every traveler curses the rage of the maniac who robbed us of these treasures of the ancient world from no cause and to no end.

Scarcely had Cambyses been punished by his own fury, when even the wiser Darius carried on from where his predecessor had left off. He waged war against the Scythians and Indians; he plundered the Thracians and Macedonians: and all he accomplished thereby was in Macedonia to scatter sparks and ignite the flame that one day would dance around the head of the last king of his name. He campaigned unsuccessfully against the Greeks, while his heir Xerxes met with even less success. And if we read the registries of ships and peoples involved in the military expeditions of these despots, which the entire Persian world had to pay as tribute to the mad conqueror; if we consider the massacres committed in response to every revolt of unjustly subjugated countries on the Euphrates, the Nile, the Indus, the Aras, the Halys, merely so that what once had been called Persian would remain Persian; then not unmanly tears shall we weep, such as Xerxes shed as he beheld his innocent sacrificial lambs,* but bloody tears of anger that so unreasonable an empire, the enemy of nations, should bear the name of Cyrus on its brow. Did any Persian ravager of the world found such empires, cities, and monuments as he destroyed or intended to destroy—Babylon, Thebes, Sidon, Greece, Athens? Was any even able to?

It is a harsh, but benign, law of Fate that every supreme power, as well as all evil, will ultimately devour itself. Persia’s decline began with the death of Cyrus, and though it maintained its outward luster for a century, owing in particular to the measures taken by Darius, the worm that hollows out every despotic empire gnawed at its heart too. Cyrus divided his dominions into satrapies and also used his authority to keep these in check, by establishing a system of rapid communication with all the provinces and watching over them. Darius divided the empire, or at least his court, with even greater care, and took up his exalted place as a just and active ruler. But soon the great kings born to the despotic throne had become tyrannical softlings: Xerxes, even on his ignominious flight from Greece, when his mind ought to have been very much on other things, began a disgraceful love affair in Sardis.* Most of his successors followed in his footsteps, and hence venality, insurrections, conspiracies, assassinations, disastrous undertakings, and so on are almost the only things of note that the later history of Persia offers. The spirit of the nobility was corrupted and the commoners, too, shared in this corruption. At last no regent could be sure of his life; the throne tottered even under the good princes; then Alexander burst into Asia and in a few battles brought this internally decrepit empire to a terrible end. Alas, this fate befell a king who deserved better fortune; he innocently atoned for the sins of his forefathers and died by nefarious treachery. If on any history of the world the lesson is writ large that licentiousness leads to perdition; that a limitless and nearly lawless power represents the most dreadful weakness; and that every soft satrapic government becomes an incurable poison, for a ruler as well as for his people: then it is the history of Persia.

On no other nation, therefore, did this empire exert a salutary influence: for it destroyed and did not build; it compelled the provinces to a pay a humiliating tribute, a girdle for the queen here or a diadem or necklace there; but it did not bind them together by better laws or institutions. All the splendor, all the divine pomp and godly awe of these monarchs are now gone; their satraps and minions have been reduced to ashes, as they themselves have been, and perhaps the gold talents that they extorted likewise lie buried in the ground. Even their history is fabulous: the different versions of which, in the mouths of Orientals and Greeks, scarcely agree with one another. The ancient Persian languages, too, are dead, and the only remnants of their majesty, the ruins of Persepolis, along with their fine inscriptions and colossal statues, have hitherto defied explanation. Fate has taken her vengeance on these sultans; they have been blown from the face of the earth as if by the poison wind of Simoom;* and where their memory survives, as among the Greeks, it lives in infamy, the basis of a more beautiful and glorious grandeur.

________

The only monument to the spirit of the Persians that Time might have vouchsafed us is the books of Zoroaster—were their authenticity proven.8 But these texts correspond so little to several other accounts of the religion of this people; they also bear such clear evidence of having been mingled with later opinions of Brahmins and Christians that only the foundation of their doctrine can be recognized as genuine and thus easily traced to its source. The ancient Persians were, like all savage nations, and especially mountaineers, worshippers of the elemental forces of the world; but as this people did not persist in its rude condition, ascending by its victories almost to the very height of luxury, so it became necessary, after the Asiatic manner, to acquire a more considered system or ceremonial of religion. This was furnished by Zoroaster or Zardosht, with the support of king Darius Hystaspes. Plainly, the forms of the Persian state underpin this system: as seven magnates stand about the royal throne, so seven spirits* stand before God and execute his commands in every world. Ohrmazd, the principle of light, is locked in perpetual struggle with Ahriman, the principle of darkness, in which he is aided by all that is good: a political idea that becomes quite evident even in the personifications of the enemies of Persia, who are consistently portrayed in the Zend-Avesta as the servants of Ahriman, as evil spirits. All the moral injunctions of this religion are also political in character; they relate to purity of body and mind, domestic harmony, and a reciprocity of kind offices; they recommend agriculture and the planting of useful trees, the extermination of vermin, which appear as a host of evil demons in corporal form, respect for decency, early and fruitful marriages, the education of children, the veneration of the king and his ministers, love of the state—and all this after the Persian fashion. In short, this system reveals itself to be at bottom a political religion, which could have been contrived or introduced nowhere else than the Persian Empire in the time of Darius. Of necessity it must be based on age-old national ideas and beliefs—even superstitions. These include the worship of fire, which was surely an ancient rite connected to the naphtha springs on the Caspian Sea, though the construction of Zoroastrian fire temples in many districts dates from a later period. They also include the many superstitious usages pertaining to the purification of the body and that tremendous fear of demons that, with almost every sensible object, underlies the prayers, petitions, and benedictions of the Parsees. All this indicates the low degree of intellectual culture attained in those days by the people for whose benefit this religion was invented—and again this does not contradict our notions of the ancient Persians. Lastly, the small part of this system that refers to general concepts of Nature is drawn wholly from the teachings of the magi, which it merely refines and ennobles in its own way. It subordinates the two principles of creation, light and darkness, to an infinite, supreme being named boundless time, and has good triumph over evil and ultimately destroy it such that the world will terminate in a blessed kingdom of light. Considered under this aspect, Zoroaster’s political religion [Staatsreligion] becomes a kind of philosophical theodicy consistent with his time and the notions then prevailing.

From this origin we may also infer the reason why this religion failed to achieve the same permanence as the institutions of the Brahmins and lamas. The despotic empire had been established long before; and so it was or became merely a kind of monastic religion that accommodated its doctrines to that preexisting establishment. While Darius overthrew the magi,* who did in fact comprise a priestly class within the Persian Empire, and instead readily introduced Zoroastrianism, which put only spiritual restraints on royal power, it could never be anything more than a sect, though for a century it was the dominant sect. Fire-worship therefore spread far and wide: in the west across Media and all the way to Cappadocia, where in Strabo’s day fire shrines were still standing,* and in the east to the banks of the Indus. But as the Persian Empire, rotten within, now collapsed under the fortune of Alexander, so this religion of the state also met its end. Its seven Amshaspands served no longer, and the image of Ohrmazd no longer sat on the Persian throne. It had outlived its time and was reduced to a shadow, like the Jewish religion outside its native country. Tolerated by the Greeks, it was eventually persecuted with unspeakable severity by the Muhammadans: and so its pathetic residue fled to a corner of India, where, like a relic of a past age without rhyme or reason, this ancient creed and superstition has been perpetuated, though it was adapted for the Persian monarchy alone, and, perhaps without its adherents knowing, augmented with the beliefs of those peoples among whom it was tossed by Fate. An augmentation of this kind lies in the nature of things and of the passage of time: for every religion that is uprooted from its original soil and sphere must be subject to the influence of the living world around it. Withal the Parsees of India are a peaceful, law-abiding, and industrious people that, even considered as a society, is superior to many other religions. They support their poor with great zeal and banish every immoral and incorrigible member from their community.9



III. Hebrews

The Hebrews seem very puny when considered immediately after the Persians: small was their country and minor the role they played, both at home and abroad, on the world stage, where they almost never appeared as conquerors. Yet by the will of Fate and a series of circumstances, the causes of which are readily inferred, they have exerted a greater influence on other peoples than any Asiatic nation. Indeed, to a certain extent they have laid, through both Christianity and Muhammadism, the platform for the enlightenment of the greater part of the earth.

One respect in which the Hebrews stand out is that they possess written records of events that date back to a time when most of the now enlightened nations could not yet write, so that they venture to extend these accounts all the way back to the beginning of the world. A still more advantageous distinction of these is that they are not derived from, or obscured by, hieroglyphs, but arose solely from genealogical tables interwoven with historical legends or songs—and this simplicity of form evidently increases their historical value. Lastly, these narratives also acquire considerable weight by their having been preserved for thousands of years, with almost superstitious care, as a divine birthright of this nation, and delivered by Christianity into the hands of nations that have examined and disputed, glossed and used them with a more liberal spirit than that of the Jews. It is strange indeed that the accounts of this people given by other nations, particularly that of Manetho the Egyptian,* diverge so widely from the Hebrew version of their history; but if we reflect impartially on the latter and are able to clarify for ourselves the spirit in which it is told, then it deserves more credit than the spiteful calumnies of the enemies of the Jews. I therefore do not hesitate to take as my basis the history of the Hebrews in their own words, though I would still ask that we refrain from merely disparaging the legends of their adversaries, but also use them to our benefit.

Thus, according to the most ancient national legends of the Hebrews, their progenitor crossed the Euphrates as the sheikh of a caravan of nomads before finally arriving in Palestine. He liked it here because, free of impediments, he found the opportunity to continue living as his herdsman ancestors had done and to worship the god of his forefathers after the manner of his tribe. The third generation of his descendants, owing to the singular fortune of one member of the family, removed to Egypt* and continued there also their pastoral life, without mingling with the natives of the country; until, in which generation we do not know for certain, they were emancipated by their future lawgiver from the scorn and oppression that must have been their lot, even as herdsmen, among this people and delivered into Arabia. Here the great man, the greatest this people ever possessed, carried out his work and furnished them with a constitution that, while founded on the religion and mode of life of their tribe, was so pervaded with Egyptian political wisdom as, on the one hand, to raise them from a nomadic horde to a cultivated nation and, on the other, to turn them so completely away from Egypt that they would never again desire to set foot in that black land.* All the laws of Moses are so wonderfully deliberate: they govern the greatest as well as the least things, in order that they might exercise control over the spirit of his nation in every circumstance of life and, as Moses so often says, become an eternal law. Nor was this carefully considered legal code the work of an instant; the legislator added to it as the situation demanded, and before the expiration of his life bade the nation as a whole pledge itself to its future political constitution.* For forty years he insisted on strict obedience to his injunctions; indeed, perhaps his people had to wander for so long in the Arabian wilderness until the first, obstinate generation died off and a new people, one brought up in these customs, could be established in their ancestral lands in full conformity with them. Alas, however, the patriot did not live to see his wish fulfilled! The hoary Moses breathed his last on the skirts of Canaan, and when his successor entered, he lacked the authority and vigor to follow the lawgiver’s plan in its entirety. The conquest was not carried out as thoroughly as it ought to have been: the Hebrews were too hasty in dividing the country and taking their rest. The most powerful tribes seized the largest territories for themselves, so that their weaker brethren struggled to secure their inheritance and one of these tribes had to be split in two.10 Moreover, many small nations remained in the country: Israel therefore continued to be surrounded by its bitterest hereditary foes, and the land wanted the stability, both internal and external, that only its prescribed borders could guarantee. The inevitable result of this imperfect arrangement were those times of uncertainty that rarely allowed the invaders to enjoy peace. The military commanders, raised to these positions by necessity, were for the most part only successful skirmishers; and when at length the people demanded and received kings, these had so much trouble with their country’s division into tribes, that the third king was also the last to rule over the whole disjointed realm.* Five-sixths of the kingdom broke away from his successor; and what could come of two such weak states that, with powerful enemies for neighbors, ceaselessly waged war against each other? The Kingdom of Israel had, properly speaking, no constitution based on the Law; hence it revered foreign gods, simply to differentiate itself from its rival, which worshipped the rightful national god of old. It was therefore a matter of course that, according to the language of this people, there was no god-fearing king in Israel: for otherwise his people would have migrated to Jerusalem and his secessionist government would have come to an end. Consequently, they wallowed in the most deplorable imitation of foreign manners and customs until the king of Assyria arrived and plundered the diminutive realm with no more difficulty than were he robbing a bird’s nest. The other kingdom, which at least was founded on the ancient constitution laid down by two mighty kings and was protected by a fortified capital, held out for longer, but only until a mightier conqueror determined to capture it. Nebuchadnezzar, destroyer of nations, came and made its feeble kings first tributaries and then, after the last revolted, slaves. The land was laid waste, the capital razed, and Judah led to Babylon in captivity as disgraceful as that in which Israel was taken to Media. Thus, considered as a state, no people in its history cuts a more wretched figure than this one, excepting the reigns of two of its kings.*

What was the cause of this? In my view, it is evident from the sequel of the narrative itself: for a land with such a defective constitution, internally and externally, could not possibly thrive in this corner of the world. If David swept through the desert as far as the Euphrates, only to stir up a greater power against his successors, could he thereby give his country the stability it lacked, particularly as the seat of government was located almost at the southern extremity of the kingdom? His son brought foreign wives, trade, and luxury into the land; into a land that, like the Swiss Confederation, could support only herdsmen and farmers—and in fact had to support great numbers of these. Besides, as his trade was conducted not by merchants belonging to his own nation, but for the most part by the subjugated Edomites, luxury was detrimental to his kingdom. At any rate, since the age of Moses, no second lawgiver had arisen among this people, a man who might return the state, compromised from the very beginning, to a fundamental constitution in keeping with the times. Soon the learned class declined; those who championed the law of the land had a loud voice, but not a strong arm; the kings were mostly weaklings or creatures of the priests. Thus, the refined nomocracy that Moses intended and a kind of theocratic monarchy such as prevailed among all the peoples of this region rife with despotism—these two diametrically opposed systems were in conflict: and so Mosaic Law was bound to become a law of bondage for the people, when politically it ought to have been a law of liberty.

In the course of time, things changed but did not get better. When the Jews, emancipated by Cyrus, returned in small numbers from their captivity, they had learned much, but were still unacquainted with a genuine political constitution: how should they have acquired such knowledge in Assyria and Chaldea? They alternated between monarchy and hierarchy, built a temple, as if they might thereby recuperate the age of Moses and Solomon: their religiosity degenerated into Pharisaism, their learning a pedantic hair-splitting devoted to a single book, their patriotism a slavish adherence to the old and now misunderstood Law, so that to all neighboring nations they became the object of scorn or ridicule. Their only hope and consolation rested on ancient prophecies that, likewise misconstrued, supposedly promised to them the vanity of world dominion. Thus they lived and suffered for centuries under the Seleucids, Idumaeans, and Romans, until finally, with an enmity scarcely without equal in history, both the country and the capital city were destroyed in a manner that pained even the humane conqueror. Now they were dispersed across all the provinces of the Roman world, and at the very moment of this dispersion the Jews began to exert an influence on mankind that would hardly have been conceivable had they remained within the narrow confines of their homeland: for in the entire course of their history they had distinguished themselves by neither their political nor their military genius, and least of all by their inventions in the arts and sciences.

To wit: shortly before the downfall of the Jewish state, Christianity had arisen in its midst and at the beginning not only retained its connections to Judaism, and hence adopted the sacred writings of the latter, but also used these to justify the divine mission of its Messiah. Through Christianity, therefore, the books of the Jews were delivered into the hands of all nations that professed its doctrines. Consequently, their influence on every Christian age has been good or bad depending on how they were understood and applied. Their influence was good when in them the laws of Moses made the tenet of the One God, the Creator of the World, the basis of all religion and philosophy and when they spoke of this God in so many poems and precepts with a dignity and sublimity, a resignation and gratitude that are matched by few writings of human provenance. Compare these books not with the Shujing of the Chinese or with the Saddar and Zend-Avesta of the Persians, but with the much more recent Koran of the Muhammadans, which itself draws on the dogmas of the Jews and Christians: and the superiority of the Hebrew Scriptures over the ancient religious texts of every other nation will be unmistakable. It was also gratifying to human curiosity to receive from these books such popular and universally intelligible answers to questions concerning the age and creation of the world, the origin of evil, and so forth; to say nothing of the richly instructive history of the nation and the purity of the moral teachings contained in many books of the collection. The chronology of the Jews be what it may, it provided a generally accepted standard and a thread to string together the events of world history. And this is not to mention the many other advantages of philology, exegesis, and dialectics that might just as well have been practiced with other documents. In all these ways, the writings of the Hebrews indisputably have had a beneficial effect on the history of mankind.

In spite of all these benefits, however, it is equally obvious that the misinterpretation and misuse of these texts have also been, in various ways, detrimental to the human understanding—and all the more so because Scripture operated with the authority of the divine. How many foolish cosmogonies have been spun from Moses’s simple and sublime history of creation; how many rigid dogmas and unsatisfying hypotheses from his tale of the apple and serpent! For centuries, the forty days of the Flood have been the hook on which natural philosophers thought themselves obliged to hang all the phenomena of our earth’s formation, and for just as long historians of mankind have connected sundry nations to the people of God and a misapprehended prophetic vision of four monarchies.* So much history has been mutilated so that it might be explained by a Hebrew name; the whole human, terrestrial, and solar system has been narrowed in scope merely to uphold Joshua’s sun and the date of creation,* the determination of which was never the purpose of these writings. How many great men—even Newton*—have squandered their time on Jewish chronology and the Apocalypse; time that might have been spent in more fruitful inquiries! Indeed, the misunderstanding and misapplication of Hebrew Scripture has, even with regard to morality and political institutions, actually put fetters on the minds of the gentile nations. Having failed to distinguish between different periods and degrees of civilization [Bildung], they believed that the intolerance of the Jewish religious spirit provided a model for Christians to follow as well; passages from the Old Testament were adduced to justify the incongruous scheme to convert Christianity, a voluntary and merely moral community, into a Judaized state religion. Similarly, it is undeniable that the rites of the Hebrews and even their language of worship have influenced the observances, hymns, litanies, and clerical eloquence of all Christian nations, often inflecting their devotions with an oriental idiom. The laws of Moses were supposed to be valid in every climate and even under quite different constitutions; hence not one Christian nation has built up its laws and system of government from nothing. Thus, the choicest good, subjected to various perversions, is made to approximate all manner of evils: for cannot the sacred elements of Nature become agents of destruction and the most efficacious medicines an insidious poison?

The Jewish nation itself, since the Diaspora, has by its presence been both useful and harmful to the peoples of the earth, depending on the treatment it received. Early Christians were looked on as Jews, despised or oppressed in common with them, because the Christians, too, invited charges of Jewish exclusiveness, pride, and superstition. Later, when Christians themselves became the oppressors of the Jews, they gave them almost everywhere the opportunity of taking control of domestic trade, particularly of money-changing, thanks to their industry and wide dispersion; hence the ruder nations of Europe became the willing slaves of their usury. Though they did not invent banking, they quickly raised it to perfection, precisely because their insecurity in Christian and Muhammadan lands rendered this invention indispensable to them. Unquestionably, therefore, this diffuse republic of shrewd lenders long held back many European nations from exercising their own industry in trade; for these deemed themselves above a Jewish occupation and no more desired to learn this prudent and refined business from the chamber-servants of the Holy Roman world* than the Spartans wished to be taught agriculture by their helots. Were someone to compile a history of the Jews from all the countries in which they are scattered, we would have before us a showpiece of mankind, equally remarkable as a natural and political event. For no people on earth is so widespread as this one; no people on earth has retained, in every climate, its vigor and distinctive character so completely as this one.

But from this let no one superstitiously conclude that this people will at some future time occasion a revolution on behalf of all the other nations of the world. Any revolution that ought to be occasioned has probably already been accomplished—and neither in the people itself nor in the analogy of history is there the slightest sign of a disposition to another. The continuation of the Jews is just as explicable by natural causes as the continuation of the Brahmins, Parsees, and Gypsies.

For the rest, no one will wish to deny a people that became such an effective instrument in the hands of Fate those great qualities so clearly exhibited throughout its history. Ingenious, cunning, and diligent, the Jews were able to maintain themselves at all times, even under the severest oppression from other peoples, as they did in the deserts of Arabia for more than forty years. Nor did they lack martial valor, as is shown by the time of David and of the Maccabees, and especially the final and terrible downfall of their state. In their homeland they were once an industrious, bustling people that, like the Japanese, cultivated even the peaks of their bare mountains by cutting artificial terraces into the slopes, and in a narrow territory, which was not always the most fertile in the world, sustained an incredible number of inhabitants. True, the Jewish nation, in spite of being nestled between Egypt and Phoenicia, remained inexperienced in the arts, for foreign laborers were required to build Solomon’s Temple.* Though for a while they possessed the ports of the Red Sea and lived so near to the coasts of the Mediterranean, they never became a seafaring people, in a situation so crucial to world trade and with a population that grew to be a burden on the land. Like the Egyptians, they dreaded the sea and had always preferred to dwell among other nations, a trait of the national character that already Moses opposed with all his might. In short, they were a people spoiled in their education, because they never attained a mature political culture on their own soil and consequently never arrived at a true sentiment of liberty and honor. In the sciences, practiced by their foremost thinkers, an adherence to the letter of the law and a systematicity have always been more evident than a productive freedom of mind, and their condition has long deprived them of the patriotic virtues. The people of God, who were gifted their country by Heaven itself, has been for thousands of years—indeed, almost since its very beginning—a parasitic plant on the trunks of other nations; a race [Geschlecht] of crafty middlemen scattered almost throughout the whole world; who, in spite of all the oppression they have endured, nowhere burns with a desire for honor and a fixed abode, nowhere yearns after a fatherland.



IV. Phoenicia and Carthage

The Phoenicians, too, have rendered service to the rest of the world; but their contribution was of a rather different kind. They invented glass, one of man’s noblest manufactures, and history has recorded the accidental occasion of its discovery on the river Belus.* As they dwelt on the seacoast, they had been mariners since time immemorial: for already Semiramis had commissioned Phoenician shipwrights to build her fleet.* From small rafts they gradually progressed to galleys; they learned to navigate by observing the stars, particularly the Pole Star of the Lesser Bear, and, having been attacked, they were at last compelled to learn naval warfare. They sailed all over the Mediterranean, to the Straits of Gibraltar and beyond, reaching even as far as Britain, and it is possible that, setting out from the Red Sea, they circumnavigated Africa more than once.* And they did this not as conquerors, but as merchants and colonists. Lands that the sea had separated they connected by traffic, language, and manufactured goods, employing their ingenuity to invent whatever might promote this traffic. They learned to reckon numbers, to stamp metals, and to shape these metals into various vessels and baubles. They discovered purple dye, wrought fine Sidonian linen, exported tin and lead from Britain, silver from Spain, amber from Prussia, gold from Africa, and traded these for Asiatic commodities. Thus, the whole of the Mediterranean Sea was their domain, its coasts dotted here and there with their colonies, and Tartessos* in Spain the famed emporium of commerce between three quarters of the globe. However much knowledge they may have communicated to the Europeans, the gift of the alphabet, which the Greeks got from them, was worth more than everything else put together.

How did this people come to achieve such merit in manufactures? Was it perhaps a particularly fortunate tribe of the primordial land [Urland], advantageously endowed by Nature with mental and physical powers? Not at all. According to all the accounts we have of the Phoenicians, they were originally a despised and displaced cave people, the troglodytes or Gypsies of this region. We first encounter them on the littoral of the Red Sea,* in the wastes of which they probably sustained themselves with the vilest foods: for, long after they had moved to the Mediterranean, they retained their barbarous manners, their cruel and inhuman religion, and even their dwellings among the rocks of Canaan. Everyone knows the description of the ancient inhabitants of Canaan; and that this be no exaggeration is shown not only by the similar depiction of the Arabian troglodytes in Job,11 but also by the vestiges of barbarous idolatry that long persisted even in Carthage. Nor were the manners of Phoenician navigators much esteemed by foreign nations; they were predatory, piratical, lecherous, and treacherous—so much so that Punic faith became a proverbial stigma.*

Generally it has been necessity and circumstance that drove human beings to become all that they are. In the deserts surrounding the Red Sea, where the Phoenicians probably subsisted on fish, too, hunger acquainted them with the briny element; so when they arrived on the strand of the Mediterranean, they were already prepared to venture forth on a wider ocean. What has shaped the Dutch, what has shaped most maritime peoples? Necessity, situation, and chance.12 The Phoenicians were hated and despised by all the Semitic peoples, who believed that this district of Asia had fallen to their share alone. Thus, the Hamites, as foreign intruders, were left with nothing but the sea and its barren shore. That the Phoenicians found the Mediterranean so abundant in islands and havens, that they could hop from land to land, and coast to coast, eventually passing beyond the Pillars of Hercules and reaping such a rich bounty from their trade with the uncultivated peoples of Europe, was due to nothing more than the state of things; a favorable situation created for them by Nature herself. Already in primeval times, when the basin of the Mediterranean was scooped out between the Pyrenees and the Alps, the Apennines and the Atlas Mountains, and its promontories and islands gradually rose up, forming harbors and places of settlement, eternal Fate traced out the path of European culture. Had the three continents been one, then perhaps Europe might now be just as uncultivated as Tartary and inner Africa; certainly, it would been cultivated more slowly and in different ways. Only the Mediterranean Sea gave our earth a Phoenicia and a Greece, an Etruria and a Rome, a Spain and a Carthage: and it was from the first four of these that all European culture developed.

Equally favorable was Phoenicia’s situation to landward. Behind it lay the whole of fair Asia, with all its merchandise and inventions, with the overland trade established long before. It took advantage of foreign industry, as well as the rich resources with which Nature endowed this part of the world and the protracted labors of the past ages. Although the alphabet that the Phoenicians introduced to Europe was called Phoenician by the Europeans, they were likely not its inventors. Similarly, Egyptians, Babylonians, and Hindus probably practiced weaving before the Sidonians, as it is a well-known habit of speech both in antiquity and modernity to name a commodity not after the place where it is made, but where it is bought and sold. The character of Phoenician architecture can be judged from Solomon’s Temple, which surely stands no comparison with any Egyptian example, two mere columns having been celebrated as marvels.* The sole surviving monuments of Phoenician construction are those immense caves in Phoenicia and Canaan, which indicate both their troglodytic taste and descent. This people, of Egyptian stock, was undoubtedly pleased to find in this area mountains in which it could lay out habitations and tombs, storehouses and temples. The caves still exist, but their contents have vanished. The archives and libraries, which the Phoenician people possessed in the heyday of their culture, are no more; even the Greeks who recorded their history have perished.

If we now compare these industrious, flourishing commercial cities with the conquering states around the Euphrates, Tigris, and Caucasus, then no one will hesitate to say which has been the greater boon for the history of mankind. The conqueror conquers for himself; the commercial nation serves both itself and other peoples. It causes goods, industry, and the sciences to be shared throughout one part of the globe and therefore must involuntarily promote humanity. Thus, no conqueror disturbs the course of Nature so much as one who destroys thriving commercial cities: for their ruin usually brings the decline of industry and manufactures in whole countries and regions, unless a neighboring town comes quickly to take its place. The Phoenician coast was fortunate in this respect: its situation made it indispensable to Asian trade. When Nebuchadnezzar beset Sidon, Tyre rose to prominence; when Alexander sacked Tyre, Alexandria prospered—but trade never quite disappeared from this region. Carthage, too, profited from the destruction of ancient, wealthy Tyre, though the consequences for Europe could not be as fruitful as those of the earlier Phoenician commerce: for the times had changed. In general, the internal arrangements of the Phoenicians ought to be regarded as marking one of the first transitions from Asiatic monarchy to a kind of republic, such as commerce demands. The despotic power of the kings was weakened in their state, just as they never strove after conquests on land. For a while, Tyre was ruled by suffetes,* which system of government acquired a more permanent form in Carthage. Consequently, these two states are the first prototypes of great commercial republics in our world history, their colonies the first example of a more useful and refined governance than a Nebuchadnezzar and a Cambyses ever effected. This was a great stride in the culture of mankind. Commerce has always awakened industry: the sea limited or restrained the conquerors such that they were gradually transformed, against their will, from pillagers and subjugators into peaceful treaty-makers. Mutual need, particularly the weaker power of new arrivals to distant shores, was the foundation of the first more equitable intercourse between peoples. The ancient Phoenicians put to shame the senseless conduct of Europeans of more recent times when, armed to the teeth with superior weaponry, these set foot in both Indies. Whereas the latter enslaved, proselytized, and exterminated, the former did not conquer in the proper sense of that term. They cultivated the soil, established colonies, and aroused the industry of native peoples, who, even after many a Phoenician deception, at last came to know and exploit their own treasures. Will any part of the world ever owe Europe, with all its art and ingenuity, a debt of gratitude as great as Greece owed to the ruder Phoenicia?

________

The influence of Carthage on the peoples of Europe was not remotely as favorable as that of Phoenicia; and evidently the reason for this was the changed time, situation, and state of affairs. As a colony of Tyre, it had struck roots in distant Africa, though not without difficulty, and, being compelled to fight to expand along the coast, it slowly acquired a taste for conquest. It thereby gained a form that, while more brilliant and elaborate than its parent, did not have better consequences for either mankind or the republic itself. Carthage was a city, not a people: it was therefore incapable of instilling a true love of country or national culture [Volkskultur] in any district under its control. Its territorial gains in Africa, which, according to Strabo,* included three hundred cities at the beginning of the Third Punic War, consisted of subject populations over which their vanquisher exercised lordship, not fellow-citizens, properly speaking, of the ruling state. Nor did the mostly uncultivated Africans strive to become such; for even in the wars against Carthage they appear as unruly slaves or hired mercenaries. Hence scarcely any human culture was diffused into the interior of Africa from Carthage, because this state, embodied in just a few families and holding sway from behind its high walls, had not the slightest interest in spreading humanity, but rather in hoarding treasure. The rude superstition that prevailed in Carthage until the very end; the cruel punishments by death tyrannically imposed on its unsuccessful generals, even if they were blameless in their defeat; indeed, the whole conduct of this people in foreign countries shows how ruthless and greedy was this aristocratic state, which really sought nothing but lucre and African bondage.

This severity is adequately explained by the situation and constitution of Carthage. Instead of trading posts of the Phoenician sort, which they thought too insecure, the Carthaginians built fortresses, endeavoring, in this more complicated state of the world, to defend their mastery over the coasts as if everywhere were Africa. As they were obliged to employ for this purpose subdued barbarians or mercenaries, hence frequently clashing with peoples who refused any longer to be treated as barbarians, so this conflict could not but result in bloodshed and bitter enmity. Fair Sicily, and especially Syracuse, was often harassed by them and at first most unjustly, for they attacked it merely because of their alliance with Xerxes.* Against a Greek colony they acted as the barbarous conspirators of a barbarian king and proved themselves worthy of the role. Selinus, Himera, and Agrigentum, as well as Saguntum in Spain* and many an opulent province in Italy, were ravaged or plundered by them; indeed, in Sicily alone more blood was spilt than the imperious commerce of Carthage could ever make good. For all that Aristotle praises the establishment of their republic under a political aspect,* it has little value for the history of mankind: since in it a few leading families of the city, barbarous yet affluent merchants, used mercenaries in their struggle to monopolize wealth and claimed dominion over all the lands that would engross that wealth. A system of this sort is unappealing. Accordingly, however unjust most of the Roman wars against them were, and however much respect the names of Hamilcar, Hasdrubal, and Hannibal* demand from us, we will hardly wish to be Carthaginian if we pause to consider the internal condition of that mercantile republic that these heroes served. It brought them enough grief, and they were often rewarded for their troubles with the blackest ingratitude: for Hannibal himself would certainly have been delivered up to the Romans so that his countrymen might be spared a few pounds of gold, had he not fled to avoid the receipt of this Carthaginian wage.

Far be it from me to deprive any noble Carthaginian of one of his merits: for even this state, though it was built on the low-lying ground of avaricious conquest, produced great souls and nourished a multitude of arts. Of warriors the Barca family in particular has achieved immortality; the flames of whose ambition leapt higher, the more the jealousy of the Hannos* sought to snuff it out. But for the most part, even in the heroic spirit of the Carthaginians, a certain severity is discernible, compared with which a Gelo, Timoleon, Scipio,* and so on seem as free men next to slaves. So barbarous already was the heroism of those brothers, who consented to be buried alive to fix the disputed border of their fatherland,* and in more urgent circumstances, particularly when Carthage itself was threatened, their valor manifests itself mostly in savage desperation. Nevertheless, it is certain that Hannibal especially was a tutor to his hereditary foes in the finer points of the art of war, the Romans learning from him how to conquer the world. Likewise, all the arts that were in some way ancillary to commerce, ship-building, naval warfare, and gain thrived in Carthage, though Carthage itself would soon be defeated at sea by Rome. In bountiful Africa, agriculture was the art most essential to their trade, to which, as a rich source of their profits, they introduced many refinements. Unfortunately, however, all the books of the Carthaginians, as well as their state, perished by Roman barbarism; we are acquainted with the nation only from the accounts of their enemies and from a few ruins that scarcely give any indication of the eminence once enjoyed by this famed mistress of the seas. Alas, the chief significance of Carthage for the history of the world is its relation to Rome; the she-wolf that would one day conquer the earth had first to test herself in battle with an African jackal, until at last her rival was ruthlessly eliminated.



V. Egyptians

We come now to the land that, on account of its antiquity, arts, and political establishment, stands like a riddle of the primeval world and as such has amply taxed the conjectural ability of researchers: Egypt. Our most reliable intelligence concerning it derives from its antiquities, those immense pyramids, obelisks, and catacombs; those ruins of canals, cities, columns, and temples that, with their hieroglyphs, still excite the amazement of travelers and are the wonders of the ancient world. What multitudes, what art and political organization, but even more what a singular mentality must have been required to excavate these blocks and pile them on top of one another, not only to depict and carve animals, but also to bury them as sacred objects, to transform a rocky wilderness into a necropolis, and to immortalize in stone an Egyptian priestly spirit in a thousand different ways! There all these relics stand, there they lie: like a sacred sphinx, like a great problem demanding an explanation.

Some of these works, which serve a useful purpose or even are indispensable for the locality, are self-explanatory—such as the astonishing canals, dams, and catacombs. The canals diverted the waters of the Nile into even the remotest parts of Egypt, which, now they have fallen into disrepair, are a barren desert. The dams permitted cities to be settled in the fertile valley that, inundated by the Nile, and as the true heart of Egypt, nourishes the whole country. Even the catacombs, setting aside the religious ideas with which the Egyptians associated them, undeniably contributed to the healthy air and prevented those diseases that are apt to plague hot and humid climates. But why the prodigious size of these vaults? Whence and why the labyrinth, the obelisks, the pyramids? Whence the bizarre taste that has labored so to eternalize sphinxes and colossi? Did the Egyptians spring from the mud of the Nile to become the aboriginal nation* [Originalnation] of the world? Or, if they arrived from elsewhere, what were the occasions and impulses that distinguished them so completely from all the other peoples surrounding them?

That the Egyptians are not an indigenous and primordial people [Urvolk] is demonstrated, it seems to me, even by the natural history of their country: for not only ancient tradition, but all reasonable geogony, clearly tells us that Upper Egypt was inhabited at an earlier time and that the lowlands were in fact reclaimed from the mud of the Nile only by human art. Primitive Egypt was therefore centered on the Theban Hills, where the residence of their old kings also lay: for if the land had been populated via Suez, it would still be mysterious why the early kings of Egypt chose to make their home in the desert of Thebes. If, however, we follow the evidence of the colonization of Egypt, as it presents itself to our eyes, then the reason why its inhabitants could become such a distinguished and singular people, even in their culture, is readily apparent. Handsome Circassians they were not, but probably a southern Asiatic people who came westward across the Red Sea, or perhaps from even farther afield, and gradually spread from Ethiopia throughout Egypt. When they found that here the flooding and marshes of the Nile marked, as it were, the limits of the habitable land, is it any wonder that they initially established themselves among the rocks, like troglodytes, but in the course of time gained the whole of Egypt by their industry, cultivating themselves as they cultivated the soil? The account of their southern origin furnished by Diodorus,* though he connects it to various legends of Ethiopia, is not only highly plausible, but also the only key to explaining this people and its wondrous conformity with several distant nations in east Asia.

As I am unable to elaborate on this hypothesis here, let us reserve it for another occasion; for now, we shall merely apply some of its obvious consequences to ponder the place of the Egyptians in the history of mankind. These were a quiet, industrious, good-natured people, as their political constitution, art, and religion all attest. No temple, no statue in Egypt has a light, joyful, Greek aspect: they neither had a notion of this purpose of art nor aspired to it. The mummies show that the Egyptian figure was unbeautiful; and as they perceived the human form before them, so they depicted it. Confined to their own country, and to their religion and constitution as well, they had little love for the foreign. And as, in keeping with their character, they aimed above all at fidelity and accuracy in their artistic representations [Nachbildungen]; as their art consisted entirely in craft, and namely the religious craft of a hereditary guild [Geschlechtszunft], resting as it did for the most part on religious conceptions; so there could be no expectation of any deviation into the realm of ideal beauty, which, if lacking a model in Nature, is really nothing but a phantom.13 Instead, they preferred to strive for the solid, the durable, the gigantic; or for perfection accomplished by the most meticulous workmanship. In this land of rock-clad hills, the idea for their temples was suggested by vast caverns: hence in their architecture, too, they were bound to be enamored of majestic immensity. Their statues were inspired by mummies: hence their stiff posture, with their feet together and arms by their sides, that by itself ensures their permanency. Columns were made to support chambers and to separate tombs; and since Egyptian architecture took the rock vault as its starting-point, but in their edifices they had not yet learned our art of throwing arches, so the column, also often colossal, was indispensable.* The desert that surrounded them, and the ideas of the afterlife that their religion implanted in them, also caused their statues to resemble mummified figures; the defining character of their art being not movement [Handlung] but perpetual repose.

The pyramids and obelisks of the Egyptians, it seems to me, ought to be regarded with even less surprise. Pyramids are erected on graves in every part of the world, including Tahiti; an emblem not so much of the immortality of the soul as of a remembrance enduring even after death. On these graves they evidently originated in that crude heap of stones that served many nations as memorials in ancient times, the heap forming itself into a pyramid to achieve greater stability. When human art was joined to this universal custom, for no occasion for a memorial was more obvious than the burial of the venerated dead, then the heap of stones, initially perhaps intended to protect the corpse from being dug up by wild animals, was naturally transformed into a pyramid or commemorative column, erected with more or less art. That the Egyptians surpassed other nations in raising these structures is attributable to the same cause as the more durable fabrication of their temples and catacombs. They possessed sufficient stones for these monuments, as most of Egypt is properly rock; they also possessed sufficient hands to build them, as in their abundant and populous country the Nile fertilized the soil and agriculture cost them little effort. Furthermore, the ancient Egyptians lived very modestly: thousands of people, who for centuries toiled like slaves on these monuments, were so readily sustained that it depended only on the will of a king to erect thoughtless masses of this kind. In those times, the lives of individual human beings, their names reckoned only by tribe and district, were valued differently than they are today. The futile labor of many was then more easily sacrificed to the whims of a ruler who desired by such a lofty pile to obtain immortality for himself and, according to the tenets of his religion, provide the departed soul with an embalmed corpse; until this useless art, like so many others, developed over time into a rivalry. One king emulated another or strove to outshine him, while the sweet-tempered people wasted their days in the construction of these monumental edifices. This, presumably, was how the pyramids and obelisks of Egypt arose; they were built only in the remotest periods: for later ages, and every nation that learned to practice a useful occupation, ceased to erect pyramids. It is therefore quite mistaken to suppose that the pyramids betoken the happiness and true enlightenment of ancient Egypt; they are in fact an incontrovertible testimony to the superstition and thoughtlessness, both of the poor who built them and the overweeners who ordered them built. In vain will you search for secrets within the pyramids or arcane wisdom inscribed on the obelisks: for even if the hieroglyphs of the latter were deciphered, what could we expect to read in them but a chronicle of long-forgotten events or an apotheosis of its builder? And yet what are these structures compared to a mountain raised up by Nature?

After all, hieroglyphs so little warrant an inference of profound wisdom on the part of the Egyptians that in fact they prove the opposite. Hieroglyphs are the first crude and infantile experiment of the human understanding to find signs by which to elucidate [erklären] its thoughts. The rudest savages in America possessed hieroglyphs sufficient for their needs: for were those Mexicans not able to report even what was for them a most unprecedented occurrence, namely the arrival of the Spanish, by means of hieroglyphs?* That the Egyptians retained this imperfect writing system for so long, however, and century after century took enormous trouble to paint it on rocks and walls—what poverty of ideas, what mental stagnation is demonstrated here! How narrow must this nation’s body of knowledge have been, and that of its multitudinous learned order, to content itself for thousands of years with these birds and vertical strokes! For their second Hermes, who invented letters, arrived very late; he was also no Egyptian. The alphabetic writing found on the mummies is nothing but the foreign, Phoenician script, intermixed with hieroglyphic signs, that in all likelihood was learned from Phoenician merchants. The Chinese have themselves advanced beyond the Egyptians and from similar hieroglyphs invented genuinely abstract characters [Gedankencharaktere], to which, it would seem, these never attained. Is it any wonder, then, that a people so deficient in writing and yet not without ability should excel in the mechanical arts? Hieroglyphs had blocked their path to scientific literature, and so they were obliged to turn their attention to sensuous objects. The fertile Nile valley made agriculture easy: they learned to measure and calculate those periodic floods, on which their welfare depended. A nation whose life and well-being were determined by a single natural process that, annually recurring, served as an eternal calendar, was bound eventually to become conversant with the year and its seasons.

Thus, the accomplishments in natural history and astronomy that brought this ancient people fame were an equally natural product of their climate and terrain. Enclosed between mountains, seas, and deserts; in a narrow, bountiful valley, where everything depended on and referred back to a single natural event, where seasons and the harvest, winds and diseases, birds and insects were determined by one and the same revolution, namely the flooding of the Nile: how, in this location, could the earnest Egyptian and his numerous order of idle priests fail in the end to compile some form of natural history and astronomy? From every corner of the world it has been confirmed that secluded and sensuous peoples have the richest and liveliest knowledge of their country, though it has not been learned from books. Whatever Egyptian hieroglyphs might contribute was harmful rather than beneficial to science. They reduced vivid observation to an obscure and dead image, surely thereby impeding rather than advancing the progress of human understanding. Whether hieroglyphs contained priestly secrets has been the subject of much discussion. It seems to me that every hieroglyph contains by nature a secret; and a series of them, the exclusive preserve of a privileged caste [Zunft], must necessarily remain a mystery for the vulgar and profane—even assuming the latter were confronted with them at every turn. They cannot be initiated into the study of hieroglyphs: for this is not their profession, and they will not discover its meaning on their own. Hence the inevitable absence of widespread enlightenment in every country, in every guild where there is so-called hieroglyphic wisdom, whether taught by priests or non-priests. They cannot and will not decipher their symbols for everyone, and whatever refuses to be learned of itself must unfortunately stay a secret. Every hieroglyphic wisdom of modern times is therefore an obstinate bar to all freer enlightenment, because even in ancient times hieroglyphics was only ever the most imperfect writing system. It is unfair to demand that something open to a thousand different interpretations be understood of itself, and to expend effort on arbitrary signs as if they were necessary and eternal objects is mortifying. For that reason, Egypt has ever remained a child in respect of knowledge, because it remained a child in interpreting that knowledge; and its infantile ideas are probably lost to us forever.

Accordingly, in religion and political philosophy, too, we cannot easily imagine that the Egyptians rose to anything but the same level we have hitherto seen attained by many peoples of high antiquity and indeed by some nations of eastern Asia even today. If we assume as probable that Egyptians can hardly have discovered much of their knowledge for themselves, that instead they merely drew their own inferences, as from received formulas and premises, and adapted it to their country, then their infantilism in all these sciences would be even more conspicuous. Hence perhaps the long registers of their kings and dynasties; hence their much-interpreted stories of Osiris, Isis, Horus, Set, and so on; hence the great abundance of their sacred myths. The principal ideas of their religion are common to several lands in upper Asia; here, consistent with the natural history of the country and the national character of the Egyptians, they have been merely dressed up in hieroglyphs. The basic structure of their constitution is not unlike that of other peoples at a similar stage of culture; with the exception that here, in the beautiful Nile valley, a sequestered people greatly elaborated it in their own manner.14 Egypt would scarcely have acquired its high reputation for wisdom, but for its near situation to us, its ruined antiquities, and most especially the legends of the Greeks.

And this very situation makes clear, too, the position that Egypt occupies in the ranks of the peoples. Few nations have sprung from it or been cultivated by it, so that in the former case I can think only of the Phoenicians and in the latter the Jews and Greeks. How far their influence has spread into the interior of Africa is unknown. Poor Egypt, how changed you are! Once industrious and forbearing, after thousands of years of desperation its people are now wretched and indolent. At the nod of a pharaoh, they spun and wove, lugged stones and quarried in the mountains, practiced arts and tilled the soil. Patiently they suffered themselves to be closed off, assigned tasks, and put to work, were prolific and raised their children frugally, shunned foreigners and enjoyed their insulated country. When Egypt was opened up—or rather, when Cambyses decided to beat down the door—it would, for centuries to come, fall prey to nation after nation. Persians and Greeks, Romans, Byzantines, Arabs, Fatimids, Kurds, Mamluks, and Turks harried it in turn, and even now this fair land is the unhappy scene of Arab incursions and Turkish atrocities.*



VI. Further Ideas on the Philosophy of Human History

Now that we have once again covered a wide swathe of human events and institutions, extending from the Euphrates to the Nile, from Persepolis to Carthage, let us sit down and look back at the journey we have made.

What is the principal law that we observe at work in all the great phenomena of history? In my view this: that everywhere on our earth whatever can, will come into being; partly according to the situation and the requirements of the locality, partly according to the circumstances and opportunities of the age, and partly according to the native or acquired character of nations. Arrange the living forces of human beings* in definite relations proper to their time and place on earth, and all the vicissitudes of human history will result. Here states and empires crystallize into shape, there they dissolve and assume new forms; here a Babylon rises from a nomad horde, there a Tyre from a beleaguered coastal people; here, in Africa, an Egypt emerges, there, in the Arabian desert, a Jewish state—and all this in one region of the world, in close proximity to one another. Time, place, and national character alone—in short: the cooperation as a whole of living forces in their most distinctive individuality—determine, as all productions of Nature, so all events in the human realm. Let us set this prevailing law of creation in its due light.

1. Living human forces are the mainsprings of human history; and as man originates from and in one species, so his figure, education, and mode of thought are genetic. Hence those singular national characters that, so deeply imprinted on the most ancient peoples, are unmistakably exhibited in all their doings on earth. As spa-waters acquire their minerality, efficacy, and taste from the soil in which they have collected, so the ancient character of peoples derived from the tribal features, climate, way of life and education, early activities and occupations that were peculiar to them. Ancestral customs penetrated deeply and became the intrinsic pattern of the tribe. The way of thinking of the Jews, which is most familiar to us from their books and examples, may serve as an illustration of this: whether in the land of their forefathers or in the midst of other nations, they remained what they were; and even when mixed with other peoples they continued to be recognizable for several generations thereafter. It was and is the same with all the peoples of antiquity: Egyptians, Chinese, Arabs, Hindus, and so forth. The more secluded their existence—often, indeed, the more they were harried—the more their character was fixed; so that, had each of these nations stayed in its place, we might regard the earth as a garden where here one, there another national variety of the human plant flourished, each according to its own form and nature [in ihrer eignen Bildung und Natur]; where here one, there another species of animal went about its business, each according to its instincts and character.

But as human beings are not firmly rooted plants, so in time they were able to change their location—often obliged to do so by such calamities as famine, earthquakes, war, and so on—and settled themselves in another district with more or fewer modifications of habit. For though they clung to their ancestral customs with a tenacity that nearly rivaled the obduracy of instinct, and even conferred on their new mountains, rivers, cities, and institutions names from their homeland, things could not possibly remain the same, given such a significant change of soil and climate. Here, therefore, the transplanted people set about building for themselves a wasp-nest or an anthill in a style of their own. The structure was assembled from a mixture of ideas derived both from the old country and the new, and such an establishment usually represents a nation’s bloom of youth. Thus did the Phoenicians, having withdrawn from the Red Sea, establish themselves on the Mediterranean coast; thus did Moses endeavor to establish the Israelites; and so it was with many Asiatic peoples: for virtually every nation on earth has migrated at least once, sooner or later, nearer or farther. Obviously, much here depends on the time when this migration occurred, the circumstances that made it necessary, the length of the journey, the degree of culture a people possessed at the time of their departure, whether they were received with friendship or hostility in the new country, and so forth. Even with unmixed peoples, therefore, the historical calculation is so complex, for geographical and political reasons alone, that a mind free of hypotheses is required to avoid losing the thread. It is most commonly lost by those who adopt one tribe or another as their favorite and despise all others. The historian of mankind must, like the Creator of our species or the genius of the earth, see things impartially and judge dispassionately. To the naturalist who would have knowledge of, and bring order to, all the classes of the vegetable and animal kingdoms, the rose is as lovely as the thistle; the skunk and the sloth are as dear as the elephant:* that from which he can learn the most he examines most closely. Now, Nature has given the whole earth to her human offspring and allowed to sprout forth whatever could sprout forth, according to time, place, and force. Everything that can be, is: everything that can come into existence, will; if not today, then tomorrow. Nature’s year is long; the blossoms of her plants are as multifarious as the plants themselves and the elements that nourish them. In India, Egypt, and China there occurred what will never occur anywhere else; the same is true of Canaan, Greece, Rome, and Carthage. The law of necessity and convenience* [Convenienz], which is the aggregate of forces, time, and place, everywhere yields different fruits.

2. If, therefore, much depends on the time and place in which a kingdom arose, the parts of which it was composed, and the external circumstances surrounding it, then we see that the subsequent fate of this kingdom is also governed to a large extent by these factors. A monarchy, formed by nomads who continue their mode of life even in politics, will hardly endure for long: it will destroy and subjugate until destroyed in turn; the capture of the capital city and often a king’s death alone are sufficient to bring down the curtain on this scene of pillage. Thus it was with Babel and Nineveh, Persepolis and Ecbatana; and so it remains in Persia to this day. The empire of the Mughals in India has very nearly come to an end, and that of the Turks will not last so long as they remain Chaldeans—that is, foreign conquerors—and do not secure their regime on a more moral [sittlichern] footing. A tree’s topmost branches may reach to the skies and cast entire continents into shadow; but without roots to grip the earth, it is toppled by a gust of wind. It falls by the cunning of a single faithless slave or by the axe of a bold satrap. The history of Asia, both ancient and modern, is full of such revolutions—hence political philosophy finds little to learn from it. Despots are ousted from the throne and despots raised to it once again: the kingdom is attached to the monarch’s person, his tent, his crown; whoever has these in his power becomes the new father of the nation: in other words, the leader of a rampant band of robbers. A Nebuchadnezzar terrorized the whole of anterior Asia, and yet under his second successor his unstable empire was reduced to ashes. It took just three victories by Alexander to obliterate the vast Persian Empire.

It is otherwise with states that grow from their roots and repose on themselves: though they may be vanquished, the nation endures. Thus it is with China: we well know what trouble it cost the conquerors to introduce there a simple custom, the Manchu tonsure. Thus it was with the Brahmins and the Israelites, divorced forever from all the peoples of earth by their ceremonial spirit alone. Thus Egypt long resisted mixture with other nations; and how difficult it was to wipe out the Phoenicians, simply because they were a people rooted to their spot. If Cyrus had succeeded in founding a kingdom like that of Yao, Krishna, or Moses, it would still survive, though mutilated, in all its members.

This explains why ancient political constitutions placed such value on the formation of manners [Bildung der Sitten] through education: for their internal strength depended wholly on this spring of action. Whereas modern kingdoms are built on money or mechanical arts of government, the ancient were erected on the nation’s general way of thinking from infancy on: and as there exists no more effective spring for children than religion, most ancient states, especially those in Asia, were more or less theocratic. I am aware of the odium in which this word is held, as all the evils that have ever oppressed mankind are for the most part charged to its account; nor would I wish to advocate for any of its abuses. But at the same time, it remains true that this form of government has been not only appropriate to the infancy of our species, but also necessary; otherwise it surely would not have spread so far and maintained itself for so long. It has prevailed from Egypt to China, indeed in almost every country on earth, so that Greece was the first country gradually to separate its legislation from religion. And since every religion is more politically effective the more its objects—its gods and heroes, together with all their deeds—were indigenous, so we see that every ancient, deeply rooted nation has adapted even its cosmogony and mythology to the land it inhabited. The singular Israelites further set themselves apart from their neighbors by this, that they ascribe neither the creation of the world nor that of mankind to their own country. Their lawgiver was an enlightened foreigner who never reached the territories they would one day possess; their ancestors had dwelled elsewhere; their Law was promulgated outside that land. It is likely that these circumstances afterward helped the Jews, unlike almost all the other ancient nations, to adjust so well to life in other countries. The Brahmin or the Chinese cannot live outside his country; and as the Mosaic Jew is properly only a creature of Palestine, so there ought not to be Jews beyond Palestine.

3. Finally, from the whole region that we have traversed, we see how flimsy are all human works; indeed, how oppressive even the best institutions become within the course of a few generations. The plant blooms and fades; your forefathers have died and moldered away; your temple has crumbled; your tabernacle, your tables of law are no more; even language, the eternal bond of mankind, becomes antiquated; so how should, how could a single constitution, a single political or religious establishment, which after all can be built only from these parts, last forever? The wings of time would have to be clapped in chains and the globe stop spinning, an ice-rock suspended above the abyss. What would it mean to us, if we could still watch King Solomon sacrifice his 22,000 oxen and 120,000 sheep in a single offering or the Queen of Sheba visit him at a banquet and ask him riddles?* What would we say of all the Egyptian wisdom, if Apis the bull, Bast the cat, and Khnum the ram were presented to us in the most magnificent temple? It is just the same with the oppressive usages of the Brahmins, the superstitions of the Parsees, the empty pretensions of the Jews, the incongruous pride of the Chinese, and whatever else might have been propped up by age-old human institutions three thousand years ago. Zoroaster’s teaching may well have been a laudable attempt to explain the evils of the world and to encourage his compatriots to work on behalf of Light; but what is this theodicy now, even in the eyes of a Muhammadan? The Brahmin doctrine of metempsychosis may be valid as a youthful dream of the human imagination, which aims to preserve immortal souls in the sphere of the visible and connects moral ideas to this well-intentioned delusion; yet what has it become, but an irrational religious law to which, in the form of its precepts and observances, a thousand articles have been appended? Tradition in itself is an excellent ordination of Nature and indispensable to our species; but as soon as it shackles all power of thought, both in the institutions of state and in education; as soon as it inhibits all progress of human reason and improvement according to new circumstances and times; then it is the true opium of the mind, for states as well as for sects and individuals. Great Asia, the mother of all enlightenment on the inhabited earth, has drunk deep of this sweet poison and passed it on to others to quaff in turn. Its great states and sects lie sleeping, just as, according to legend, St John the Apostle lies sleeping in his tomb; he breathes gently, but has been dead for two thousand years and, slumbering, waits for his awakener to come.
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Book 13


WITH THE REGRETS of a traveler who must quit a country without seeing as much as he would have wished, I now take my leave of Asia. How little do we know it! And mostly from such recent times and from such dubious authorities! Information about the Far East has come to us only lately via religious or political bigots, some of which has been so confused by learned partisans in Europe that we still look on vast swathes of that territory as if it were a fairyland. In anterior Asia and neighboring Egypt, everything from ancient times appears to us as a ruin or like a vanished dream; what we know from reports we have only from the mouths of passing Greeks, who were partly too young, partly too disparate in their mode of thinking for the high antiquity of these states and apprehended only what pertained to them. The archives of Babylon, Phoenicia, and Carthage are no more: Egypt’s bloom had faded almost before Greeks had set foot in its interior; and so everything shrivels up into a few withered leaves containing legends of legends, fragments of history, a dream of the primordial world.

In Greece, the morning is brightening into day, and we set sail for it in good cheer. The inhabitants of this country acquired writing at an early date compared with other nations, and in most of their constitutions found incentives to shift their language from poetry toward prose and in prose toward philosophy and history. The philosophy of history therefore regards Greece as its birthplace; and there it also spent the delightful years of its youth. Even the fabling Homer describes, as far as his knowledge allowed, the manners of several peoples; the singers of the Argonauts, whose echo can still be heard, extended themselves into a different and noteworthy region. When, at a later point, history proper had untethered itself from poetry, Herodotus voyaged through many lands and, with an admirably childlike curiosity, gathered together all that he saw and heard. The later Greek historians, though they restricted themselves to their own country, were nevertheless bound to relate something of those others with which their people came into contact: and so the world gradually grew larger, thanks to Alexander’s campaigns in particular. With Rome, which the Greeks served not only as forerunners in history, but even as historians, it grows larger still; so that Diodorus of Sicily, a Greek, and Pompey Trogue,* a Roman, ventured already to compile their materials into a sort of history of the world. We are thus glad that at last we have arrived at a people whose origin may be buried in obscurity, whose early ages may be uncertain, whose finest accomplishments both in art and literature may have been erased by the fury of nations or the lapse of time, but whose glorious monuments still speak to us. They speak to us with the spirit of philosophy, the humanity of which I shall vainly strive to infuse into my essay on them. How I wish, like a poet, to invoke far-seeing Apollo and the daughters of Memory, the all-knowing Muses; but the spirit of inquiry shall be my Apollo and impartial truth my instructive Muse.


I. The Situation and Population of Greece

The threefold Greece* under discussion here is a sea-girt land of bays and coastline; or rather, an archipelago of islands. It lies in a part of the world where, from various climes, it would receive not only inhabitants but before long the germs of culture too; its situation, therefore, and the character of its people, which was patterned after this country by their early exploits and revolutions, soon brought about an internal circulation [Circulation] of ideas and an external activity that Nature denied to the nations of the great continent. Finally, the age in which the culture of Greece arose, the stage of formation [Bildung] at which not only the surrounding peoples but also the whole human spirit stood in those days: all this was conducive to making the Greeks the people that they once were, are no longer, and never will be again. Let us consider this fine historical problem more closely: the data of which, furnished by the industry of German scholars in particular,* lie before us, inviting a solution.

An isolated people living between mountains, far from the seacoast and intercourse with other nations; a people that received enlightenment from but a single place, by iron laws fixing this ever more firmly, the earlier it was adopted: such a nation may acquire much peculiarity of character and long retain it. But this limited idiotism is a long way from delivering that useful versatility that can be gained only through active competition with other nations. Egypt and all the countries of Asia are examples of this. Had the power that fashioned our earth given their mountains and seas a different form, and the great Fate that determined the boundaries of peoples caused them to originate elsewhere than from the Asiatic chains; if eastern Asia had possessed its own Mediterranean Sea and engaged in maritime trade at an earlier time: then the whole course of culture would be altered. Now it veered westward, because it could neither spread nor tack to the east.

If we consider the history of islands and gulf shores, however and wherever they may be situated in the world, then we find that, the more fortunate their settlement, the more easy and diversified the circuit of activity that could take place there, the more advantageous the age or location in which they were called upon to play their role; the more the inhabitants of islands and coasts distinguished themselves from the creatures of the plains. In spite of all his innate gifts and acquired skills, in the latter the herdsman remained a herdsman, the hunter a hunter: even the plowman and artisan were rooted like a plant to a narrow strip of soil. Compare England with Germany; the English are Germans: indeed, until the most recent times, Germans prepared the way for the English in the greatest things. But because England, as an island, early embarked on many a great enterprise with a common spirit, so this spirit could be better fostered there and acquire, under less duress, a consistency denied to beleaguered central Europe. The islands of Denmark, the littorals of Italy, Spain, and France, no less than the Dutch and north German strands, present a similar case, when compared to the interior of Slavonia and Scythia; to Russia, Poland, and Hungary. Voyagers in all the seas have found that islands, peninsulas, or auspiciously situated coastlines engendered an assiduity and a more liberal culture that could not have been brought forth under the pressure of the uniform, ancient laws of the mainland.1 Read the descriptions of the Society and Friendly Isles; in spite of their remoteness from the rest of the inhabited world, they formed themselves into a sort of Greece, save for the luxury and finery.* In many solitary islands on the open seas, too, their first visitors encountered a gentleness and obligingness that we would seek in vain among inland nations. Everywhere, therefore, we perceive the great law of human nature, that wherever activity and peace, sociability and remoteness, voluntary industry and its enjoyment are happily united, a circulation [Kreislauf] is promoted that is favorable to the people as well as to all others who come into contact with them. Nothing is more injurious to human health than the congestion of the fluids; in the despotic states of ancient establishment, such congestion is inevitable—hence why, unless they were destroyed all at once, they usually died a slow, lingering death. Where, however, owing to the nature of the country, states remain small and their inhabitants continue in healthy activity (which is guaranteed, for example, by a life divided between sea and land), favorable circumstances need only supervene for them to become a civilized [gebildetes] and notable people. Thus, among the Greeks themselves, to say nothing of other regions, Crete was the first territory to produce a system of laws that would serve as a model for all the republics on the mainland; most of which, and certainly the most celebrated, were located on the seaboard. Not without reason, therefore, did the ancients place the abodes of the blessed on islands; probably because it was there that they found the most free and happy peoples.

If we apply all this to Greece, then it is perfectly natural that its people should have distinguished themselves from the inhabitants of the higher mountains! Thrace was separated by a narrow strait from Asia Minor, and this fertile land, abounding in nations, was connected to Greece along its western coast by a gulf studded with islands. The Hellespont, it might almost be said, was carved out, and the Aegean Sea with its islands interposed, only to facilitate the crossing and encourage a constant movement and circulation throughout many-bayed Greece. From the remotest times we therefore encounter the numerous peoples of these coasts roaming the seas: Cretans, Lydians, Pelasgians, Thracians, Rhodians, Phrygians, Cypriots, Milesians, Carians, Lesbians, Phocaeans, Samians, Spartans, Naxians, Eretrians, and Aeginetes all succeeded one another in ruling the waves, even prior to the age of Xerxes;2 and long before these maritime powers, there were pirates, colonists, and adventurers to be found in these waters, so that there is almost no Greek people that has not migrated and often more than once. Since time immemorial, everything here has been in motion, from the coasts of Asia Minor to Italy, Sicily, and France; no European people settled a fairer, more extensive tract of earth than these Greeks. We mean nothing else when we speak of the fine climate of Greece. If the phrase merely suggested a tranquil and fruitful abode in river valleys or meadows irrigated by swollen streams, then how many finer climates might exist in the other three quarters of the globe, though none of them ever brought forth any Greeks.3 A series of coastlines, however, enjoying an air so favorable to the industry of small states in the course of culture as those of Ionia, Greece, and Magna Graecia is found nowhere else in the world.

Hence the question of where the first inhabitants of the Greek lands arrived from need not detain us for long. They were called Pelasgians,* or incomers, who even at this distance recognized themselves as the brethren of the peoples beyond the sea, i.e., Asia Minor. It would be a futile effort to enumerate all the routes that peoples took to get there, westward and southward, through Thrace or across the Hellespont and Aegean, before, shielded by the northern mountains, they gradually fanned out over Greece. One tribe followed the other, one tribe displaced another: Hellenes brought new culture to the Pelasgians, as in time Greek colonies transplanted themselves once more to the Asiatic shores. It was favorable enough for the Greeks that they were in the vicinity of such a fair peninsula of the great continent, where most peoples not only descended from the same stock, but also possessed culture from an early date.4 Their language thereby acquired that originality and unity that a mixture of many tongues would never have possessed; the nation itself also partook of the moral condition of the neighboring aboriginal peoples and with them soon entered into the various relations of war and peace. Asia Minor was thus the parent of Greece, supplying its population as well as the main contours of its earliest civilization [Bildung]; while Greece in turn established colonies on the coasts of the motherland and witnessed a second and more refined culture flourish in them.

It is unfortunate, however, that we know so little of the Asiatic peninsula in the earliest times! Troy we know only from Homer; and as high as he, as a poet, exalted his own countrymen above the Trojans, yet the flourishing state of their kingdom, as exemplified in the arts and even in its royal splendor, is quite obvious. Similarly, the Phrygians were an ancient and early civilized [frühgebildetes] people, whose religion and legends had an undeniable influence on the oldest mythology of the Greeks. The same is true of the Carians, who called themselves the brothers of the Mysians and Lydians, and were of the same stock as the Pelasgians and Leleges: from an early date they applied themselves to navigation, which in those days amounted to little more than piracy, while the more polished [gesittetern] Lydians share with the Phoenicians the invention of coinage as a medium of commerce. Thus, none of these peoples were lacking in early culture, any more than were the Mysians and Thracians, and, if they were transplanted successfully, they could become Greeks.

The original seat of the Greek Muses was toward Thrace in the northeast. From Thrace came Orpheus, from whom the savage Pelasgians first learned a more humane life and who introduced those religious practices that remained in force for so long and over such a wide area. The first mountains of the Muses were the peaks of Thessaly: Olympus, Helicon, Parnassus, and Pindus. Here, says the finest scholar of Greek history,5 was the most ancient center of their religion, philosophy, music, and poetry. Here lived the first Greek bards; here were formed the first polished [gesitteten] societies; here the lyre and cithara were invented and here everything that the Greek mind subsequently brought forth was given rough shape. In Thessaly and Boeotia, which in later times did so little to distinguish themselves by their mental labors, there is no spring, river, hill, or grove that poetry has not made famous and immortalized. Here flowed the Peneios; here was the pleasant Vale of Tempe; here Apollo wandered as a shepherd; here the Titans piled up their mountains. At the foot of the Helicon, Hesiod still learned his myths from the mouths of the Muses. In short, it was here that indigenous Greek culture first took form, and it was from here that the purer Greek language went forth, carried by the Hellenic tribes, in all of its principal dialects.

In the lapse of time, however, a host of other myths was bound to arise on such diverse coasts and islands, with all these migrations and adventures, myths that the poets likewise planted in the dominions of the Greek Muse. Almost every little district, every celebrated tribe took its ancestors or deities there; and this very variety, which would otherwise resemble an impenetrable forest were we to treat Greek mythology as a dogmatic system, breathed life into the national way of thinking from the deeds and experiences of each tribe. Without such multifarious roots and germs, that beautiful garden, which in time would yield the most varied fruit, even in legislation, could never have flourished. In the divided terrain of this country, one tribe was protected by a valley, another by coasts and islands; and thus, from the long, youthful activity of scattered tribes and kingdoms, developed the great and free mentality of the Greek Muse. Their culture was not imposed by some universal monarch: from the sound of the lyre in religious ceremonies, games, and dances; from arts and sciences of their own invention; and most especially from the frequent intercourse with one another and with other nations, they willingly adopted now this, now that tract of land, custom, or law. And thus they remained a free, Greek people even in their progress toward culture. That Phoenician colonies contributed to this process in Thebes, or Egyptian colonies in Attica, is not in doubt: though fortunately neither the main stock of the Greek nation nor its language and way of thinking were formed by these peoples. Thanks to their descent, mode of life, and native Muse, the Greeks were not destined to become an Egyptian-Canaanite people.



II. The Language, Mythology, and Poetry of Greece

We come now to subjects that for thousands of years already have been, and I hope always will be, the delight of the more refined members of mankind. The Greek language is the best-formed [gebildeteste] in the world; Greek mythology the richest and most beautiful on earth; Greek poetry perhaps the most perfect of its kind when considered relative to its time and place. Who gave these once coarse tribes such a language, such poetry, such allegorical [bildliche] wisdom? It was the genius of Nature, their country, their mode of life, their age, their ethnic character.

The Greek language developed from rude beginnings; but these beginnings already contained the seeds of what it would and could become. This was no mishmash [Machwerk] of hieroglyphics, no string of grunted monosyllables, like the languages beyond the Mongolian mountains. Lighter and suppler organs produced among the peoples of the Caucasus an easier modulation, which owing to the love of music common to their societies could readily be given form. More smoothly were the words joined together and the sounds rhythmically arranged: the language flowed in a fuller stream, its images in an agreeable harmony, rising even to the melody of a dance. And so the unique character of the Greek language came into being, not forcibly by mute laws, but arising as a living form of Nature through music and dance, history and song, and the garrulous and free intercourse of many tribes and colonies. The northern peoples of Europe were not so fortunate in their formation. As alien customs were imparted to them, by foreign laws and a religion devoid of song, so their language fell silent. German, for example, has unquestionably lost much of its internal plasticity, its more determinate markers in the inflection of words, and still more of that vital sound that it once possessed in more favorable climes. Once it was a sister of Greek, and now how distantly are they related! No language beyond the Ganges has the plasticity and smooth flow of Greek; nor, on this side of the Euphrates, did any Aramaean dialect in its ancient varieties. Only Greek originated as if by song: for song and poetry, as well as the early enjoyment of freedom, formed it into the universal language of the Muses. As the circumstances that gave rise to Greek culture will seldom coincide again, as mankind are unable to return to their childhood and bring back from the dead an Orpheus, Musaeus, and Linus, or a Homer and Hesiod, along with all that accompanied them, so the genesis of a Greek language is impossible in our age, even in the Hellenic lands.

Greek mythology was an amalgamation of the legends of various regions, popular beliefs, tribal stories of ancestors, or the first attempts by rational minds to explain the wonders of the world and lend coherence to human society.6 However spurious and recent our hymns of ancient Orpheus may be, they are still echoes of that lively worship and salutation of Nature, to which all peoples in the first stage of civilization [Bildung] have a predilection. The rude hunter addresses his dreaded bear,7 the Negro his sacred fetish, the Parsee mobed* his natural spirits and elements in a manner verging on the Orphic; but how the Orphic hymn to Nature is refined and ennobled by Greek words and images alone! And how much more pleasing and graceful did Greek mythology become, when in time it threw off the shackles of mere epithet, even in the hymns themselves, and related instead, as in the Homeric songs, the legends of the gods. In the cosmogonies, too, the harsh primitive myths were eventually merged together and human heroes and ancestors celebrated in song, closely associated with those myths as well as with the gods. Fortunately, the ancient theogonists had introduced into the genealogies of their gods and heroes such striking, beautiful allegories, often with a single word of their charming language, that when later philosophers desired to embroider their meaning and stitch them to their own, more refined ideas, a beautiful new contexture was the result. Hence eventually even the epic poets abandoned their oft-rehearsed myths of divine procreation, Titans, the feats of Hercules, and so forth and instead sang of more human themes that applied to human beings.

Of these, Homer, the father of all the Greek poets and philosophers who came after him, is the most renowned. By propitious fate, his scattered songs were collected at the right time and integrated into a whole consisting of two parts, which glitters like an indestructible palace of gods and heroes, even after thousands of years. As men endeavor to explain the wonders of Nature, so efforts have been made to illuminate the emergence of Homer,8 who was indeed nothing more than a child of Nature, a happy bard of the Ionian coast. Many of his kind, who might have rivaled the fame that is his alone to enjoy, have perhaps sunk into oblivion. Temples have been raised in his honor, and he has been venerated as a demigod; but this reverence is most evident in the lasting influence that he has exerted on his nation and on all those capable of appreciating him. His subject-matter may seem trifling to our way of thinking: his gods and heroes, with their passions and manners, are simply those transmitted by the myths of his own and past ages; equally limited is his knowledge of physics and geography, morals and politics. But the wisdom and truth with which he weaves all the objects of his world into a living whole; the firm contours with which he traces the features of each person in his immortal picture; the easy and effortless way in which he, free as a god, beholds all his characters and relates their virtues and vices, their fortunes and misfortunes; lastly, the music that streams incessantly from his lips in poems of such variety and grandeur and that will live forever with his songs, animating every image, every euphonious word: this is what makes Homer unique in the history of mankind and worthy of immortality, if indeed anything on earth can be immortal.

Of necessity Homer had a different effect on the Greeks than he can have on us, who so often reward him only with cool, unwilling admiration or even icy contempt; but not so with the Greeks. To them he sang in a living language, still wholly untrammeled by what in later times were termed dialects: he sang to them of the deeds of their forefathers, with patriotism against foreigners, naming families, tribes, states, and territories, some of which, as their possessions, still lay before them and some of which survived only in the memory of their ancestral pride. To them, therefore, Homer was in many respects a divine herald of national glory, a source of the most varied national wisdom. Later poets followed in his footsteps: from him the tragic poets borrowed plots; the didactic allegories, examples, and maxims. The inventor of every new genre used the structure of Homer’s work as a model for his own, so that he soon became the standard of Greek taste and, for weaker minds, the rule of all human wisdom. He influenced the Roman poets, too, and without him the Aeneid would not exist. What is more, he raised the modern peoples of Europe from barbarism: to many a youth he has brought a formative joy, and both the active and contemplative man have derived from him the canons of taste and a knowledge of mankind. Yet it is equally undeniable that, as every great man has caused mischief thanks to an exaggerated admiration of his talents, so the good Homer was not exempt from such abuse: he would be more surprised than anyone, were he to walk among us once again, to see what every age has made of him. Because of him, the Greeks likely retained the myths for longer, and more tenaciously, than they would have without him: rhapsodists recited him, frigid poetlings imitated him, and the enthusiasm for Homer among the Greeks at length became a bald, sugary, and overwrought enterprise scarcely without parallel among another people. The countless works that the grammarians devoted to him are mostly lost; otherwise we would see in them the miserable drudgery that God imposes on the later generations of mankind with every preeminent spirit: for are there not examples enough of an erroneous adaptation and application of Homer in more recent times? This much, however, is certain: that a mind like his, in the age in which he lived, and for the nation on whose behalf his works were collected, was a gift of civilization [Geschenk der Bildung], the likes of which hardly any other people can boast. No Oriental possesses a Homer; no poet like him has appeared at the right time, in the flush of their youth, to any European people: even Ossian was not such a figure to his Scots. Will Fate ever again manage a lucky throw of the dice and give to that modern Greek archipelago, the Friendly Isles, a second Homer who would take them to the same heights as his ancient twin took the original? That is a question we must leave to Fate herself.

As Greek culture thus proceeded from mythology, poetry, and music, so it is no surprise that a taste for these remained a dominant trait of their character, marking even their most serious writings and institutions. It strikes us as strange, according to our own conventions, that the Greeks speak of music as the centerpiece of education, that they regard it as a grand instrument of the state and ascribe the most momentous consequences to its decline. Stranger still seems the ardent and almost rapturous praise they bestow on dance, pantomime, and drama, as the natural sisters of poetry and philosophy. Many who have read these panegyrics supposed that the music of the Greeks, even in its systematic perfection, was a wonder of the world because its celebrated effects remained so alien to us. But that the Greeks were not concerned with the scientific perfection of music is evident from the use they made of it. They did not treat it as a separate art, but merely recruited it to serve poetry, dance, pantomime, and drama. The principal effect of their tonal art thus resides in this combination and in the whole course taken by Greek culture. The poetry of the Greeks, having gone forth from their music, readily returned to it once more: even the lofty tragedy sprang from the chorus, just as ancient comedy, public amusements, the march into battle, and the domestic delights of the banquet were seldom without music and song, and most athletic games not without dance. In this matter, one province differed very much from another, as Greece consisted of numerous states and peoples; the times, the various degrees of culture and of luxury produced even more diversity; but on the whole it remained true that the Greeks believed the common perfection [Ausbildung] of these arts to be the culmination of human activity and attached to it the greatest value. We may indeed say that neither pantomime nor drama, neither dance nor poetry nor music are to us what they were to the Greeks. For them, all these were but one work, one blossom of the human mind, the rude germs of which we observe among all savage nations that possess a pleasing, easygoing character and enjoy an auspicious climate. Foolish though it would be to wish ourselves transported back to this age of youthful levity, when it is now past, and to shuffle like a lame old codger among frolicking boys—yet why should this graybeard resent the young for their capering and high spirits? The culture of the Greeks coincided with this age of juvenile gaiety, from the arts of which they made all that could be made, and thereby necessarily accomplished such things as barely seem possible to us, even in our exaltations and fever dreams. For I doubt whether the finer operation of the sensuous ever delivered a greater impulse [Moment] to the human mind than when, by long practice, the conjunction of these arts had reached the acme—particularly on minds that, formed and educated to this end, existed in a vivid world of such impressions. If we cannot ourselves be Greek, then let us at least rejoice that there were Greeks once and that, like every flower of human thought, so this one, too, had a time and place to unfold its fairest blooms.

From what has been said hitherto it may be surmised that we regard many genres of Greek composition that have recourse to lively performance through music, dance, and pantomime, as mere phantoms and consequently are liable to go astray even with the most careful explanation. The theater of Aeschylus, Sophocles, Aristophanes, and Euripides was not our theater; the drama proper to the Greeks has never reappeared among any people, notwithstanding the excellent works in this vein produced by other nations. Without song, without the solemnities and lofty ideas that the Greeks connected with their games, Pindar’s odes must seem to us intoxicated outbursts, even as in Plato’s dialogs, which are full of syllabic music and elegant compositions of words and images, the very passages that are clothed in the most exquisite figures have drawn the most criticism. The young must therefore learn to read the Greeks, because the old are seldom inclined to study them or appropriate their beauties for themselves. Let it be admitted that the Greek imagination often overwhelmed the understanding, that the refined sensuousness that they considered the very essence of good breeding [der guten Bildung] occasionally surpassed reason and virtue: yet we would strive to appreciate them without desiring to become Greeks ourselves. From their rhetorical garb [Einkleidung], from the fine proportion and outline of their thoughts, from the natural vivacity of their sentiments, and, lastly, from that sonorous rhythm of their language, which never and nowhere has found an equal, we still have much to learn.



III. The Arts of the Greeks

In all the arts of life, too, a people of this disposition was bound to ascend from the necessary to the beautiful and pleasing:* the Greeks carried this very nearly to the highest pitch in everything that bore on them. Their religion required statues and temples; their polities [Staatsverfassungen] demanded monuments and public buildings; their climate and mode of life, their industry, luxury, vanity, and so on necessitated various works of art. The genius of the beautiful thus indicated these works to them and, uniquely in human history, assisted in their completion: for though the greatest wonders of this type have long since been destroyed, we still admire and prize their ruins and fragments.

1. That religion greatly promoted the art of the Greeks we see from the lists of their works in Pausanias, Pliny,* or any of the collections that mention their remains. This point is consistent with the history of nations and of mankind as a whole. Human beings everywhere have desired to behold the object of their devotion, endeavoring to image it wherever this was not prohibited by law or religion itself. Even Negro peoples have rendered their god visible with a fetish, and we know that in primeval times the Greeks first represented their deities with blocks of stone or wood. So energetic a people could not continue for long with such impoverished means: the block became a herma* or a statue, and as the nation was divided into many small tribes and communities, so each naturally sought to embellish the depiction of their household and ancestral deities. A few successful efforts of the ancient Daedalists* excited emulation, as did probably the sight of works of art among their neighbors: and soon several tribes and cities were able to gaze on their god, the most sacred relic in their district, in a more agreeable aspect. It was first and foremost by rendering likenesses of the gods that the earliest art stood up, so to speak, and learned to walk;9 which is why no people forbidden from depicting the divine ever truly rose to great heights in the figurative arts.

But as the Greek gods were introduced through poetry and song, where they were brought to life and given majestic form, what could be more natural than figurative art becoming, in remote times, the adoptive daughter of poetry, her mother whispering, as it were, those glorious forms directly into her ear? From poets the artist was obliged to learn the history of the gods and thus also the manner of their representation: hence the oldest art did not shrink even from the most gruesome depictions, for they had originated in the poet’s song.10 In time, art arrived at more pleasing images, because poetry itself became more pleasing: and thus Homer was the author of greater beauty in Greek art as well as in poetry. Phidias got from him that sublime idea for his Jupiter,* followed by the other statues of this sculptor of the gods. As the poetic tales detailed the relationships among the gods, so more definite characters, and even family traits, entered into their likenesses, until at length the received poetic tradition was fashioned into a code governing the representation of the gods throughout the realm of art. No people of antiquity could therefore possess Greek art without also possessing Greek mythology and Greek poetry, and at the same time acquiring their culture in a manner similar to the Greeks. No such people has ever existed in history; and so, with their Homeric art, the Greeks stand alone.

This explains the ideal creation [Idealschöpfung] of Greek art, which arose neither from some profound philosophy shared by their artists nor from the nation’s ideal physical form, but rather from the causes that we have hitherto unfolded. Doubtless it was a fortunate circumstance that the Greeks, viewed as a whole, were a handsomely made people, though we must not extend this form to every individual Greek as if to an ideal artistic figure. Among them, no less than anywhere else, prolific Nature was unhindered by the thousandfold variation of the human shape; and Hippocrates observes that, as everywhere else, so among the fair Greeks, all manner of marring distempers and evils were to be found. But even conceding all this, and taking into account those delightful occasions when the artist was able to exalt a handsome youth into Apollo, and a Phryne or a Lais into the goddess of love, the received ideal of the gods, laid down as a rule for the artists, has yet to be adequately explained. It is unlikely that the head of Jupiter could exist in human nature any more than Homer’s Jupiter ever lived in the real world. The great anatomical draughtsman, Camper, has clearly shown11 the considered rules on which the ideal form of Greek artists is based; but these rules could only be derived from the representations of poets and from the aim of inspiring religious veneration. If therefore you would bring forth a new Greece through images of gods, then give a people again this poetic-mythological superstition, in all of its natural simplicity, and everything that goes along with it. Travel through Greece and contemplate its temples, grottoes, and sacred groves: you will soon abandon any thought that the heights of Greek art might be scaled by another people wholly ignorant of such a religion; that is, a vivid superstition filling every town, every district, every nook and cranny with a hallowed presence.

2. The same generally applies to the heroic legends of the Greeks, particularly when these concerned tribal ancestors: for they, too, were filtered through the mind of the poets and in part lived in eternal song. Accordingly, the artist who took them as his subject, imbued with a kind of reverence for the poets, modeled his figures after their stories, to satisfy the tribe’s pride and joy in their pedigree. This is confirmed by the most ancient history of art and a survey of Greek works. Graves, shields, altars, sacred sites, and temples preserved the memory of their progenitors and in many tribes engaged the laboring artist from the remotest times. All the warlike peoples of the world have painted and adorned their shields, but the Greeks went further: they engraved or cast or carved on them remembrances of their forefathers. Hence the early craftsmanship of Vulcan as described by archaic poets; hence in Hesiod the shield of Hercules emblazoned with the feats of Perseus.* Besides shields there were representations of this sort on shrines dedicated to heroes or on other family monuments—as is shown by the chest of Cypselus,* the figures of which were entirely in the style of Hesiod’s shield. Sublime works with similar content date even from the age of Daedalus: and as many temples of the gods had originally been tombs,12 so in them the veneration of ancestors, heroes, and deities was so closely linked that it was almost united into a single act of worship and for art at least a single point of departure. Hence motifs from the ancient heroic narratives depicted on the garments of the gods, as well as on the sides of altars and the throne; hence the memorials to the dead often seen in the agoras of cities or the hermae and columns erected on tombs. If to these we add the countless works of art that were donated to the temples of the gods by families, tribes, or private persons as tokens of remembrance or votive offerings and, in keeping with the usual custom, often decorated with images from tribal and heroic history, then what other people can boast of such incentives to produce the most varied art? Our ancestral halls with their portraits of forgotten forebears are nothing in comparison: for the whole of Greece was full of legends and songs and sacred sites dedicated to its divine and heroic progenitors. It all rested on the bold idea that gods were kindred, superior human beings and heroes were lesser gods; but this notion had been developed by their poets.

Among such celebrations of family and fatherland serving to promote art I reckon also the Greek games. Instituted by their heroes, and now serving as festivals to commemorate them, as rites of religion, therefore, the games were exceedingly advantageous to both art and poetry. It was not just that partly naked young men, exercising themselves in various contests of strength and skill, thereby became living models for the artist; but rather that through these exercises their bodies could be portrayed with greater beauty and through these youthful victories familial, ancestral, and heroic fame were actively recalled to mind. We know from Pindar and from history how highly victories of this kind were prized throughout Greece and with what zeal they were pursued. The conqueror brought honor to the whole of his city; the gods and heroes of the primeval world descended to the victor and his kin. On this rests the economy of Pindar’s odes: he raised the value of these works of art beyond that of sculpture. On this rests the honor of the tomb or statue, mostly idealized, to which the victor was entitled. By successfully emulating his heroic ancestors, he became a god, as it were, and exalted above men. Where are such games, equally esteemed and equally consequential, possible in the present day?

3. The polities of the Greeks likewise promoted art: not so much because they were republics as because these republics employed the artist in grand works. Greece was divided into several states, and yet it mattered not whether these were governed by kings or archons: art found support in all of them. Their kings, too, were Greeks, and the artistic needs that sprang from religion or family legends were also their needs: often they were even the high priests. Thus, from ancient times, the lavish gifts of their tribal allies or the friends of their heroes contributed to the splendor of their palaces—as Homer already tells us. But the republican constitutions that in time were introduced throughout Greece gave art a broader scope. In a commonwealth, buildings were required for the popular assembly, public treasury, communal exercises, and amusements: and so in Athens, for example, there rose up the magnificent gymnasia, theaters, and galleries, the Odeon, Prytaneum, Pnyx,* and so on. As in the Greek republics, everything was undertaken on behalf of the people or of the city, nothing that related to the tutelary deities or the glory of their name was too costly, while individual citizens, including even the notables, were satisfied with modest houses. This public-spiritedness, at least in appearance doing everything for the good of the whole, was the very soul of the Greek states, which doubtless Winckelmann also had in mind when he celebrated the liberty of the Greek republics as the golden age of art.* In them, pomp and grandeur were not as widely diffused as in modern times, but concentrated in whatever pertained to the state. It was with such notions of fame that Pericles flattered the people and did more for the arts than ten kings of Athens would have done. Everything that he built was in the grand style, because it was for the sake of the gods and the eternal city; and surely fewer Greek cities and islands would have erected such buildings or promoted such works of art, had they not been separate republics vying for glory. Besides, as in democratic republics the leader of the people was obliged to seek their favor, what could be more politic than the kind of expense that, while appeasing the tutelary deities, also dazzled the populace and provided many with employment?

No one doubts that this expense also had consequences to which mankind would willingly turn a blind eye. The severity with which the Athenians oppressed those they conquered as well as their colonies; the piracy and wars in which the Greek states were ceaselessly embroiled; the onerous duties that even citizens were expected to discharge; and many other things besides surely do not make the Greek the most desirable of states. But even these adversities were conducive to public art. Though temples were for the most part sacred even to the enemy, yet fate is fickle: and those that were burnt to the ground rose from the ashes more splendid than before. After Athens was sacked by the victorious Persians, a more beautiful city was built; and with almost every successful war, part of the spoils reserved for the state was donated to one or other of the arts. Even in a later age, in spite of all the depredations of the Romans, Athens still retained the glory of her name by her statues and edifices: for many emperors, kings, heroes, and wealthy individuals endeavored to preserve and improve a city that they recognized as the mother of all good taste. Hence we see that Greek art was not extinguished even in the Macedonian Empire, but only migrated elsewhere. In more distant lands, too, the Greek kings were still Greeks and admired the Greek arts. Thus Alexander and several of his successors erected magnificent cities in Africa and Asia. Rome and other peoples also learned from the Greeks, even as art entered into a period of decline in its native country: for throughout the whole world there was but one Greek art and one Greek style of architecture.

4. Lastly, the climate of the Greeks also fostered the arts of the beautiful, not so much by its effect on the human figure, which owes more to descent than to zone, as by its convenient situation for the acquisition of materials and the completion of their works of art. In their country, fine Parian and other marbles were readily available; ivory, bronze, and whatever else they required for art they got by trade, lying as they did at the center of commerce. To a certain extent, this preceded the birth of their art itself, as they came into possession of valuable goods from Asia Minor, Phoenicia, and other lands that they knew not yet how to employ. The seeds of their artistic gifts were therefore encouraged to sprout early, particularly as their proximity to Asia Minor, their colonies in Magna Graecia, and so on aroused in them a taste for luxury and good living, which could only promote art. The Greeks, with their easy character, were in no way inclined to waste their labor building useless pyramids; nor could individual cities and states stray into this desert of the monstrous. Even in their largest works, perhaps with the sole exception of the Colossus of Rhodes, they therefore hit on that beautiful proportionality where the sublime and graceful coincide. Their serene climate gave them plenty of opportunity to do so. It allowed all those uncovered statues, altars, temples—and especially the beautiful column, a model of proportion, exactitude, and simplicity, that under southern skies stood forth with a slender grace so unlike the flat and lifeless wall of the north.

Taking all these circumstances together, we see how in Ionia, Greece, and Sicily that light and precise spirit, which the Greeks exhibit in all their works of taste, could be manifested in art as well. It cannot be learned by rules alone, but is expressed in the observation of rules and, though originally the inspiration of happy genius, with continual practice might even become an acquired skill. Even the worst Greek artist is a Greek in his manner. We may be able to surpass him, but we shall never attain the genetic quality [Art] of Greek art as a whole. The genius of those times is long since past.



IV. The Moral and Political Philosophy of the Greeks

The manners of the Greeks were as diverse as the character of the tribes to which they belonged, the country they inhabited, and the mode of life they adopted—the latter determined both by their degree of culture and by the series of misfortunes and happy accidents that Chance had dealt to them. The Arcadian and Athenian, the Ionian and Epirote, the Spartan and Sybarite were so unlike one another in their period, situation, and mode of life that I lack the art to sketch a picture of them as a whole: such a picture would perforce be misleading and its features more glaringly contradictory than the portrait of the Athenian demos painted by Parrhasius.13* Nothing remains to us, therefore, but to observe the general course taken by the moral formation [Sittenbildung] of the Greeks and the way in which it was conjoined with their political establishment.

As with every people on earth, so the most ancient moral culture [Sittencultur] of the Greeks developed primarily from their religion and long continued on this track. Acts of worship, propagated by means of the various mysteries until the advent of more polite times [sehr politische Zeiten]; those sacred rights of hospitality and asylum claimed by the persecuted, the refuge they found in certain holy places; the belief in the vengeance of the Furies, who pursued even the unintentional murderer for generation after generation and with the unexpiated blood brought down a curse on a whole land; the rite of atonement and propitiation of the gods; the utterances of the oracle; the sanctity of the oath, the hearth, the temple, the grave, and so forth—these prevailing beliefs and institutions were supposed to restrain a rude people and gradually form half-savage men to humanity.14 If we compare the Greeks with other nations, we can see that this aim was successfully achieved: for it is undeniable that by these institutions they were not only brought to the threshold of philosophy and political culture, but led deep into their sanctuary. What great service the Oracle of Delphi alone rendered to Greece! Its divine voice identified many tyrants and scoundrels, as it rejected their entreaties and revealed their fates. No less importantly, it provided relief to the unfortunate, counselled the perplexed, fortified useful institutions with divine authority, disseminated those works of art or of the Muse that reached it, and sanctified moral principles and political maxims. The crude verses of the Oracle therefore accomplished more than the smoothest lines of later poets; indeed, it had the greatest influence by placing under its protection the amphictyonies, the states-general and tribunal of Greece, and to a certain degree gave their pronouncements the force of religious law. What in later centuries has been proposed as the only means of securing the perpetual peace of Europe, an amphictyonic council,15* already existed among the Greeks and indeed close by the throne of the god of truth and wisdom, who sanctified it with his authority.

Besides religion we may include here all those practices that, having grown out of the institutions of their ancestors, preserved their memory for posterity; they had a continuous effect on the moral formation of the Greeks. So, for example, the various public games imparted to Greek education a very characteristic direction, by making physical exercise its centerpiece and the excellencies attained thereby the focus of the entire nation. No branch has borne finer fruit than the sprig of olive, ivy, or pine that crowned Greek victors. It made youngsters handsome, hale, and hearty; it gave their limbs suppleness, strength, and proportion; it sparked in their minds an early love of fame, even posthumous fame, and indelibly impressed on them a desire to live a public life for their city and country; and lastly, most valuable of all, it fixed in their natures that taste for manly intercourse and friendship that is so distinctive of the Greeks. In Greece, woman was not the highest prize that a youth strove to win in life; the fairest Helen could only form a Paris if to enjoy or possess her were the sole object of manly virtue. The female sex, though in Greece, too, it furnished paragons of every virtue, remained a subordinate purpose of masculine life. The thoughts of noble youths were turned to something higher: the bond of friendship, which united them with one another or with more experienced men, provided a schooling that an Aspasia could hardly offer them. Hence in many states the manly love of the Greeks, accompanied by that emulation, that instruction, that constancy, and self-sacrifice—the sentiments and consequences of which we read about in Plato, almost as a romance from an alien planet. Male hearts were joined with ties of love and friendship often broken only by death; the lover pursued his beloved with a kind of jealousy that discerned even his minutest faults, and the beloved shunned his lover’s gaze as a purifying flame that illumined the most secret inclinations of his soul. As our youthful friendships are the sweetest, and no feeling is as enduring as the love of those together with whom, in our salad days, we exercised our awakening powers on the course of perfection; so this course was publicly prescribed to the Greeks in their gymnasia, in their military and political occupations, and so that sacred band of lovers was its natural consequence. Far be it from me to conceal the moral depravity that over time developed from the abuse of these institutions, particularly where youths exercised unclothed; but even this abuse—alas!—stemmed from the character of the nation. Their heated imagination, their almost crazy love of all that is beautiful, in which they placed the highest enjoyment of the gods, made disorders of this sort inevitable. Practiced clandestinely, these would have become only more pernicious, as is proven by the history of nearly every people in warm climates or given to a culture of luxury. Hence although public institutions and noble goals fanned the flame that flickered within, it was contained by being brought under the supervision of the law, which utilized it as a spring of action for the state.

Lastly, as threefold Greece, straddling two continents, was divided into many tribes and states, so the moral culture [Sittencultur] that arose in various places must have become genetic to every tribe, and thus was given such diverse political form, that this very circumstance suffices to explain the happy progress of Greek morals [Sittenbildung]. The Greek states were connected only by the lightest bonds: a common language and religion, the Oracle, the games, the amphictyonic league and so on; or by descent, colonization, the memory of collective enterprises undertaken in the past, by poetry and national glory. No despot forged a closer union between them: for a long time the dangers they faced together blew over. Thus, each tribe determined which source of culture to draw from, which streams it would divert toward itself. Each did so according to its needs, but mostly according to the thinking of a few great men sent by formative Nature. Even among the kings of Greece there were noble sons of the ancient heroes, who had moved with the times and now proved themselves as serviceable to their peoples by good laws as their forefathers had been by their celebrated valor. Thus, leaving aside the first founders of colonies, Minos in particular stands out among royal legislators, for having fashioned his bellicose Cretans, the inhabitants of a mountainous island, into warriors and later becoming a model for Lycurgus. He was the first to curb piracy and make the Aegean secure; the first founder of morals [Sittenstifter] to have a wider influence in Greece, both on land and at sea. That several monarchs were his equals in respect of good institutions is shown by the history of Athens, Syracuse, and other kingdoms. But the formation of political morals [politische Sittenbildung] received a fresh impetus when the majority of Greek kingdoms became republics; a revolution that is surely one of the most remarkable in all of human history. It was possible nowhere else but Greece, where a number of distinct peoples had kept alive the memory of their origin and tribal existence, even under the rule of their kings. Each people regarded itself as a discrete civil body that, like its wandering ancestors, was entitled to its political establishment. None of the Greek tribes sold themselves to a hereditary line of kings and fell under their sway. Now, this does not yet mean that the new government was better than the old: instead of a king, those in control were almost everywhere the wealthiest and most powerful, so that in many cities the turmoil only increased and the oppression of the populace grew intolerable. Nevertheless, the die was now cast; and men, as if roused from their tutelage, learned to think for themselves about their political constitution. And so the age of the Greek republics was the human mind’s first step toward maturity in the important matter of how human beings should be governed by human beings. All the wrong turns and false steps made by the Greeks in governance we ought to look on as juvenile experiments: for ordinarily the young learn only from their mistakes.

Soon, therefore, in many tribes and colonies that had become free, wise men rose to prominence and acted as the guardians of the people. They saw the evils afflicting their tribe and bent their thoughts to a constitution built on the laws and manners of the totality. Quite naturally, then, most of these old Greek sages were public officials, governors, royal advisors, military commanders: for a political culture could issue only from notables such as these before being diffused downward to the populace. Even Lycurgus, Draco, and Solon hailed from the foremost families of their cities and were to an extent already persons of authority. In their time, the evils of aristocracy and popular discontent had reached such a pitch that their proposed reforms met with a favorable reception. Buoyed by the confidence of the people, these men deserve immortal praise for refusing supreme power for themselves and their descendants and applying all their energies, all their knowledge of mankind in general and their people in particular, to a commonwealth; that is, to the state as a state. Though their first attempts might have fallen well short of perfection and any claim to be lasting models for human establishments, they were not intended to be such: they are valid only where they were introduced. Indeed, even here they had to be reluctantly adapted to the manners of the tribe and its deep-rooted evils. Lycurgus enjoyed a freer hand than Solon; but he revisited the too-distant past and built a state as if the world could forever persevere in the heroic age of untutored youth. He enacted his laws without waiting to observe their effects, and for his soul it would have been the acutest torment to witness, throughout every epoch of Greek history, their consequences for his city and occasionally for all of Greece, owing partly to their abuse and partly to their having endured for so long. The laws of Solon were harmful in a different way. He himself outlived their spirit; he foresaw the evil consequences of his popular government, and they remained evident to the wisest and best of his city until Athens drew its last breath.16 But such is the fate of all human establishments, particularly the most important that pertain to a country and its people. Time and Nature change everything; why should the lives of men be exempt from change? Each new generation gives rise to a new way of thinking, no matter how antiquated establishment and education remain. This is closely followed by new needs and new dangers; new rewards brought by victory, wealth, increased prestige, and even a growing population; and how can yesterday still be today, how can the old law be an eternal law? The law is retained, but perhaps in appearance only and—alas!—is honored mainly in the breach, for to renounce these transgressions would be too hard for selfish and idle men. This was the case with the laws of Lycurgus, Solon, Romulus, Moses, and all laws that outlived their time.

Hence it is rather moving to hear the often plaintive voice of these legislators in their later years: for if they lived a long life, they had also outlived themselves. So it is with the voice of Moses and of Solon in the few fragments of him that remain to us;* indeed, with the exception of the purely moral maxims, almost all of the deliberations of the Greek sages have an elegiac tone. They observed how the ever-changing fate and fortune of men are narrowly circumscribed by the laws of Nature, or confounded by their own vile behavior, and cried out in lamentation. They lamented the fleetingness of human life and the fading of the bloom of youth, contrasting it with old age: frequently poor and sickly, but always frail and neglected. They lamented the felicity of the insolent and the sorrows of the kind-hearted; but with stirring words they never failed to impress on their citizens the most effective weapons against these: prudence and sound reason, moderation of the passions and quiet industry, concord and fidelity in friendship, steadfastness and steely courage, respect for the gods and love of country. This melancholy voice of gentle humanity can still be heard even in the remnants of Greek New Comedy.17

Thus, in spite of all the bad and sometimes terrible consequences of many Greek states for helots, Pelasgians, colonists, foreigners, and enemies, we cannot mistake the nobility and sublimity of that public spirit that in its day flourished in Lacedaemon, Athens, Thebes, and to a certain degree throughout the whole of Greece. It is quite true and certain that, having not developed from particular laws framed by one particular man, it did not flourish at all times in every member of the state in exactly the same way. Yet it flourished among the Greeks, visible even in their unjust and jealous wars, their severest oppression, and the most perfidious traitors to their civic virtue. The epitaph of those Spartans who fell at Thermopylae—“Go, tell the Spartans, thou who passest by, / That here, obedient to her laws, we lie”—will forever remain the principle of the highest political virtue. Two thousand years later, it is only to be regretted that, though it was once the watchword of a handful of Spartans in reference to a few harsh patrician laws in just one small country, it never became the principle governing the pure laws of mankind as a whole. This principle is the highest that human beings may conceive and realize in pursuit of their liberty and happiness. The same can be said of the constitution of Athens, though it aimed at a quite different purpose. For if the enlightenment of the people in matters that closely concern them ought to be the object of a political establishment, then Athens was unquestionably the most enlightened city in the known world. Neither Paris nor London, neither Rome nor Babylon, and still less Memphis, Jerusalem, Peking, or Benares, can presume to dispute its supremacy. As patriotism and enlightenment are the two poles around which the moral culture of mankind revolves, so Athens and Sparta will ever remain the two great sites of memory where, with all the exuberance of youth, the art of politics first applied itself to these ends. For the most part the other Greek states merely followed these two great examples, and some that were unwilling to follow had the constitutions of Athens and Lacedaemon imposed on them by their conquerors. Besides, the philosophy of history is less preoccupied with what feeble human beings actually accomplished in these two points of the globe, during the brief time in which they were active, than with what follows from the principles of their establishment for the whole of mankind. In spite of all their faults, the names of Lycurgus and Solon, Miltiades and Themistocles, Aristides, Cimon, Phocion, Epaminondas, Pelopidas, Agesilaus, Agis, Cleomenes, Dion, Timoleon, and all the rest will enjoy everlasting fame; whereas Alcibiades, Conon, Pausanias, Lysander, equally great men, are condemned as the destroyers of the public spirit of Greece or as traitors to their country. Without an Athens, even the modest virtue of Socrates could hardly have borne such fruit as it did in the form of his pupils: for Socrates was no more than an Athenian citizen, all his wisdom but the wisdom of an Athenian citizen, which he communicated through familiar conversations. In respect of civic enlightenment, therefore, we are indebted to Athens alone for the most and best of all ages.

And so, since little may be said of practical virtues, let us devote a few more words to those institutions that were made possible only by Athenian democracy: oratory and the theater. Orators addressing a court, particularly in affairs of state or when an immediate verdict is required, are dangerous agitators, their harmful consequences being obvious enough in Athenian history. Yet as they presuppose a people with knowledge, or at least capable of acquiring such knowledge, of every public matter brought before them, so the Athenian people, notwithstanding their various parties, remains unique in our history, scarcely matched even by the Romans. The issue itself, whether electing or trying generals, discussing war and peace, life and death, and every public affair of state, was surely of scant interest to a restless mob; but by this business being declaimed, and by all the art employed in such harangues, the ears even of the unruly mob were opened, and it was imbued with that enlightened and political spirit of garrulity that is unknown to any of the peoples of Asia. The eloquence addressed to the people was thereby raised to such heights as it attained nowhere outside Greece and Rome, and as it hardly can or will have ever again, until perhaps popular oratory is united with true, general enlightenment. The end is undeniably grand, though in Athens it was often defeated by the means. It was the same with Athenian theater, which staged plays for the people—plays appropriate to them, sublime and ingenious plays. But with Athens its history has passed: for that narrow circle of particular themes, passions, and intentions, designed to appeal to the people, is scarcely found again in the muddled masses of which other tribes and governments were composed. Hence Greek moral culture, neither in its public history nor in its orators and dramatic poets, should never be measured by the standard of an abstract morality, because no such standard underlies either of these instances.18 History shows how the Greeks, at every point in time, were all that they could be, for good or ill, according to their situation. The orator demonstrates how, as he went about his task, he viewed the different parties and was obliged to portray them to suit his purpose. The dramatic poet included such characters in his play as former ages had bequeathed to him or, in keeping with his profession, as he desired to represent to this specific audience and no other. To make inferences from this as to the morality or immorality of the people as a whole would be groundless; but there can be no doubt that, at certain times and in certain cities, and according to the circle of objects then before them, the Greeks were the most adroit, light-spirited, and enlightened people of their world. The citizens of Athens furnished generals, orators, sophists, judges, statesmen, and artists—as education, inclination, choice, fate, or chance demanded; and in one Greek many of the finest qualities of the good and noble were often united.



V. Scientific Endeavors of the Greeks

We fail to do justice to any people on earth if we impose on them a foreign ideal of science: yet this has been the lot of the Greeks, as well as of many nations of Asia, who have often been unfairly showered with both praise and blame. The Greeks had no notion of speculative dogmatics—concerning God and the human soul, for example. Their inquiries into such matters were private opinions, in which the philosopher was free to indulge, so long as he had observed the religious rites of his country and no political party stood in his way. In this regard, the human mind, in Greece as everywhere else, was obliged to win space for itself; and ultimately it met with success.

Greek philosophy developed from ancient theogonies and myths of the gods, and it is remarkable how much the fine intellect of this nation elaborated on these themes. The tales of the birth of the gods, elemental strife, the mutual love and hatred of all beings were perfected by the different Greek schools and taken in such different directions that we are almost tempted to say: they had advanced as far as we have, when we invent cosmogonies without the aid of natural history. Indeed, in a certain respect they were further along, because their mind was freer and their course not prescribed by some assumed hypothesis. Even the numbers of Pythagoras and other philosophers are bold attempts to marry the knowledge of things with the simplest idea of the human soul, a distinctly conceived magnitude; but because natural science and mathematics were then still in their infancy, this attempt was premature. Yet, like the systems of many other Greek philosophers, it elicits a kind of respect: because all of them, each from its own standpoint, were the product of deep reflection and broad in their scope. Many are based on truths and observations of which we have since lost sight—perhaps not to the benefit of science. That, for example, none of the ancient philosophers thought of God as a transcendent being or as a purely metaphysical monad, but all clung to the concept of a world-soul, was perfectly appropriate to the childhood of human philosophy and perhaps will always remain so. It is a pity that we are acquainted with the opinions of the most daring philosophers only from fragmentary reports and not from their own systematic writings; but it is an even greater pity that we are reluctant to transport ourselves to their time and prefer instead to assimilate them to our own way of thinking. When it comes to general concepts, every nation has its own mode of seeing, usually founded on the forms of expression; or, to put it more succinctly, on tradition. And as the philosophy of the Greeks arose from poems and allegories, so these gave even their abstractions a peculiar and clear stamp. Even in Plato allegories are not merely ornamental; their images are like classical maxims from bygone times, more refined developments of ancient poetic traditions.

But the spirit of inquiry among the Greeks was principally inclined to human and moral philosophy, their time and constitution in particular leading them in this direction. In those days, natural history, physics, and mathematics were still rudimentary and the instruments requisite for our modern discoveries not yet invented. All their efforts were instead concentrated on the nature and manners of mankind. This was the prevailing tone of Greek poetry, history, and politics; every citizen was obliged to know his fellow citizens and occasionally occupy a public office, a duty from which there was no exemption. Then the passions and energies of human beings had a freer play; even the idle philosopher did not allow them to slip past unnoticed: to govern men or to act as a vital member of society was the object of every aspiring Greek soul. So no wonder that also the philosophy of abstract thinkers aimed at the refinement of morals or of the state—as Pythagoras, Plato, and even Aristotle prove. It was not their civic vocation to found states; Pythagoras, unlike Lycurgus, Solon, and others, was never regent or archon: and his philosophy for the most part was speculation verging on superstition. Yet his school attracted men who came to exercise the greatest influence on the states of Magna Graecia, and, had Fate permitted the league of his disciples to endure, it might perhaps have become the most effective motive [Triebfeder], and at least a very pure one, for the betterment of the world.19 But even this step, undertaken by a man far superior to his age, was premature: the wealthy, sybaritic cities of Magna Graecia, along with their tyrants, had no use for such guardians of morals, and so the Pythagoreans were put to death.

That friend of mankind, Socrates, is often lauded, though such praise seems to me rather extravagant, for being the first to bring philosophy down to earth from heaven and reconcile it to the moral life of men; this commendation at most applies only to the person of Socrates himself and the narrow circle of his own life. Long before him philosophers had reflected on ethics and human conduct, as precisely this had been the distinguishing character of Greek culture since the mythical figure of Orpheus. Even Pythagoras had laid much more extensive foundations for the formation of morals, through his school, than Socrates could ever have done with all his friends. That Socrates was not fond of lofty abstraction was due to his station, the limits of his knowledge, and most especially to his age and mode of life. The systems of pure imagination, unsupported by additional observations of Nature, were exhausted and Greek wisdom had been reduced to the specious prattle of the Sophists; so it was but a small step for him to despise or abandon whatever could not be carried further. He was protected from the dazzling mind of the Sophists by his daemon, his native integrity, and the frugal simplicity of his life. The latter also suggested to him and his philosophy the proper goal toward which mankind should strive, which had such beneficial consequences for all those with whom he associated; but to this effectiveness the time, the place, and the circle of men among whom he lived also contributed. Elsewhere the citizen-philosopher would have been an enlightened and virtuous man, perhaps without us ever having heard his name: for no discovery, no new doctrine, peculiar to himself, has he inscribed in the book of time; only by his method and way of life, by the moral formation that he had given himself and sought to impart to others, and especially by the circumstances of his death did he became a model for the rest of the world. Much, indeed, was required to make a Socrates; above all, the fine ability to manage with so little and the exquisite taste in moral beauty that in himself he seems to have raised into a sort of instinct: yet let us not exalt this modest and noble man above the sphere in which he was placed by Providence. He instructed few apprentices completely worthy of himself, precisely because his wisdom belonged, as it were, only to the household goods of his own life; and his excellent method could, in the mouths of his closest students, all too easily degenerate into sarcasm and sophistry, if the ironical questioner lacked the heart and mind of Socrates. Even if we impartially compare his two most notable disciples, Xenophon and Plato, we shall find that he was (to use the modest expression of which he was himself so fond) merely the midwife of their intellectual temper;* hence why he appears so differently in the accounts of each. What is distinctive about their writings evidently derives from their own way of thinking, and the finest token of gratitude that they could offer to their beloved teacher was to exhibit his moral image. Evidently, it would have been very desirable had the pupils of Socrates infused his spirit into all the laws and constitutions of Greece; but that this did not happen is borne out by Greek history. His life coincided with the highpoint of Athenian culture, but also with the moment of greatest tension among the Greek states: in each case, misfortune and moral corruption could be the only sequel, which not long afterward brought about the extinction of Greek liberty. Against this eventuality Socratic wisdom, too pure and refined to decide the fate of nations, failed to guard. Xenophon, the statesman and soldier, pointed out defective constitutions; but he could not amend them. Plato created an ideal republic, but nowhere was it put into practice, least of all in the court of Dionysius.* In short, the philosophy of Socrates has rendered greater service to mankind as a whole than to Greece: and this is undoubtedly a nobler claim to fame.

Aristotle’s spirit was of a quite different cast, perhaps the keenest, firmest, and driest ever to wield a stylus. His philosophy is, to be sure, the philosophy of the schools more than of common life, particularly in the writings that are extant and in the manner that they have been used; but pure reason and science have gained all the more by him, so that in their domain he stands apart as a monarch of the ages. That the Scholastics, by and large, resorted to his metaphysics alone was their fault, not Aristotle’s, and yet human reason was thereby sharpened to an incredible degree. To barbarous nations it delivered tools with which to transform the obscure dreams of fancy and tradition into subtle abstractions before they gradually destroyed themselves with such sophistries. But Aristotle’s better writings, on natural history, physics, ethics, politics, poetics, and rhetoric, still await many a successful application. It is unfortunate indeed that his historical works are lost and that we do not have his natural history in its totality. Nevertheless, those who deny the Greeks the spirit of pure science ought to read Aristotle and Euclid, writers who were never surpassed in their kind: for it was also the merit of Plato and Aristotle that they aroused the spirit of natural philosophy and mathematics, which in its scope is far grander than mere moralizing and works for the benefit of all ages. Many of their students were promoters of astronomy, botany, anatomy, and other sciences; while Aristotle himself built, with his natural history alone, the foundations of a structure that will require centuries yet to complete. In Greece, the ground was prepared for all certainty in science as well as all beauty of form [Form]; but what a shame that Fate has granted us so few of the writings of its most penetrating philosophers! What remains is excellent; but the most excellent has perhaps perished.

The reader will not expect me to go through the individual sciences of mathematics, medicine, natural philosophy, and all the fine arts, to cite a string of names that, as inventors or augmenters, established their scientific character for all the ages to come. It is generally accepted that Asia and Egypt have given us, properly speaking, no true form of science [Form der Wissenschaft] in any art or branch of learning; for this we have the acute and systematizing mind of the Greeks alone to thank. Now, as it is precisely a determinate form that brings about the enlargement or amelioration of knowledge [Erkenntnis] in the future, so we are indebted to the Greeks for the basis of almost all of our sciences. Let them have appropriated as many foreign ideas as they pleased, so much the better for us: it is enough that they systematized them and aimed at distinct knowledge. In this, the various Greek schools were what the several republics were in politics: competing forces striving after a common goal; for without this division, Greece would never have accomplished as much as it did, even in the sciences. The Ionic, Italic, and Athenian schools, though they shared a language, were separated from one another by land and sea; each could therefore strike root in its own soil and, when it was engrafted or transplanted elsewhere, bear so much finer fruit. None of the early philosophers was in the pay of the state or took money from his students; he thought for himself, he invented from a love of knowledge or from love of fame. Those he taught were not children, but youths or men—and often men who administered the most important business of state. In those days, they did not yet write for the book fairs of learned commerce, but they thought all the more deeply and protractedly—particularly the temperate philosopher in the fine Greek climate, who, having no cares and requiring little for his support, could devote himself wholly to reflection.

Yet we cannot refuse monarchy the praise it is due. None of the so-called Greek republics would have provided Aristotle with the assistance that his royal student was able to offer for his natural history; still less would those sciences that demand leisure or expense, such as mathematics, astronomy, and so on, have made the progress they did in Alexandria without the institutions of the Ptolemies.* To these we owe the careers of Euclid, Erastothenes, Apollonius of Perga, Claudius Ptolemy, and so on; men who laid the groundwork for those sciences on which not only the edifice of learning reposes, but also, to a certain extent, our whole government of the world. That the age of Greek oratory and civic philosophy ended with the republics was therefore not without its advantages: these had borne their fruits. But the human spirit still had need of other germs of science that sprang from Greek minds. We readily overlook the inferiority of Egyptian Alexandria’s poets20 when in return it gave us such good observers and computers. Poets make themselves; but observers can be perfected only by diligence and practice.

Greek philosophy paved the way for three subjects in particular, which would hardly have found so fortunate a workshop anywhere else: and these are language, art, and history. The language of the Greeks was shaped by poets, orators, and philosophers, becoming so versatile, rich, and beautiful that in later times the instrument itself attracted the attention of thinkers, since it could no longer be applied to such dazzling ends in public life. Hence the art of the grammarians, who were in part actual philosophers. Time may have robbed us of most of these writers, a loss we can overcome, if need be, when confronted with more important matters; but that has not erased their influence: for the study of Greek sparked the study of Latin and indeed the philosophy of all the earth’s languages. It even set in motion the study of the oriental dialects of anterior Asia, for the grammar of Hebrew, Arabic, and other languages was learned only through Greek. Similarly, a philosophy of art was conceived nowhere but in Greece, where, prompted by a happy impulse of Nature and by a sure and tasteful habit, poets and artists themselves practiced a philosophy of the beautiful, before the analyzer addressed himself to its rules. Thus, from the stiff competition in epic poetry, drama, and public speaking there eventually developed a criticism to which ours scarcely compares. With the exception of Aristotle’s writings, only a few late fragments of this criticism have survived; and yet they testify to the overnice acuity of Greek critics. Lastly, the philosophy of history calls Greece its home, because the Greeks alone truly have history. The Orientals have their genealogies or legends, the northern Europeans their sagas, and other nations their songs; but from such sagas, songs, legends, and genealogies the Greeks over time fashioned a narrative, one resembling a body in rude health, each of its constituent parts bursting with life. Here, too, the ancient poetry of the Greeks led the way, for it would not be easy to find a more agreeable vehicle for relating a tale than the epic: the arrangement of subjects into rhapsodies occasioned similar breaks in history writing, and the long hexameter informed the euphony of historical prose. Herodotus thus became Homer’s successor, and the later historians of the Greek free states colored their own narratives with the spirit of republican oratory. Now, as with Thucydides and Xenophon, Greek history proceeded from Athens, and its writers were statesmen and generals, so this history was bound to become pragmatic, though no one sought deliberately to make it such. This form was dictated by the public speeches, the intricacy of Greek affairs, the vitality of every issue and its motives; and we may confidently assert that no pragmatic history would exist in the world without the Greek republics. The more statecraft and the military arts developed, the more the pragmatic spirit of history was refined, very nearly becoming itself, in the hands of Polybius, a science of war and politics. In models of this kind, later observers possessed a wealth of material for their remarks, and a Dionysius of Halicarnassus certainly had more abundant opportunities to acquire the rudiments of historiography than did a Chinese, a Jew, or even a Roman.

As we therefore find the Greeks so richly endowed and successful in every exercise of the mind, in poetic, oratorical, philosophical, scientific, and historical works; why, Fate of the Times, have you deprived us of so many of them? Where are Homer’s Amazonia, Thebaid, and Iresione, his iambics, his Margites?* Where are the many lost poems of Archilochus, Simonides, Alcaeus, Pindar; the 83 tragedies of Aeschylus, the 118 of Sophocles, and the countless other inextant works by tragedians, comedians, lyric poets, the greatest philosophers, the most indispensable historians, the most remarkable mathematicians, physicists, and so on? For one treatise of Democritus, Aristotle, Theophrastus, Polybius, or Euclid; for one tragedy of Aeschylus, Sophocles, and so many others; for one comedy of Aristophanes, Philemon, or Menander; for one ode of Alcaeus or Sappho; for the lost natural and political history of Aristotle or for the 35 books of Polybius—who would not gladly give a mountain of modern books, his own the first to be tossed on the pile, to heat the baths of Alexandria for a year? But iron Fate walks a different path, heedless of the immortality of individual human accomplishments in the arts and sciences. The mighty Propylaea of Athens, all the temples of the gods, those magnificent palaces, walls, colossi, statues, residences, aqueducts, streets, and altars that antiquity built to last for eternity: they have been demolished by the fury of conquerors. And should a few fragile pages of human industry and reflection be spared? Rather, it is a wonder that we still have so many—too many, perhaps, for us to use as they ought to have been used. To elucidate what hitherto has been treated as separate phenomena, let us now consider the history of Greece as a whole. At every step along the way its philosophy is revealed for our instruction.



VI. History of the Revolutions in Greece

Though abundant change is woven into the fabric of Greek history, there are several major points at which the threads converge and the laws of Nature governing them are clear. And these are as follows.

1. That in these three territories comprising Greece, with their islands and peninsulas, many tribes and colonies, descending from higher country or taking to the sea, roamed hither and thither, settled down, and displaced one another, is consistent with the history of similar expanses of land and sea throughout the ancient world. But here, close to the heavily populated mountains in the north and the vastness of Asia, the migrations were more animated; and the spirit of enterprise was kept very much alive by a series of fortuitous events that are recounted in legend. This was the history of Greece for almost 700 years.

2. That culture was bound to arrive among these tribes, from different quarters and in different degrees, follows from the very constitution of this culture and of the region. It spread from the north, coming to them from the different neighboring lands occupied by peoples with some civilization [Bildung] and establishing itself here and there in very different ways. At length, the predominant Hellenes gave unity to the whole and set the tone for the Greek language and mode of thought. Now, the seeds of this culture, once received, must have germinated very differently and unequally in Asia Minor, in Greece proper, and Magna Graecia; but this very variety, through competition and transplantation, raised up the Greek spirit: for it is well-known in the natural history of both plants and animals that the same seed does not thrive forever in the same spot, but, when transplanted at the right time, bears gayer and more succulent fruit.

3. In time, the separate states, originally small monarchies, passed into aristocracies and some into democracies: both were often in danger of falling back under the control [Willkür] of a single ruler, but the democracies more so. Once again this is the natural course of human establishments in the youthful stages of their development. The foremost members of the tribe thought themselves justified in defying a king’s will; and as the people could not lead itself, so they became its leaders. But depending on its employments, spirit, and establishment, it either remained under these leaders or struggled until it received a share in government. The former was the case in Lacedaemon, the latter in Athens. The reason for this lay in the circumstances and constitution of each city. In Sparta, the regents watched one another closely, so that no tyrant could arise; in Athens, the people were flattered more than once into accepting tyranny, whether it called itself by that name or not. Both cities, with all that they have accomplished, are as much the result of their situation, time, establishment, and circumstances as any natural production.

4. Several republics, which compete against one another in the same stadium, owing more or less to their common affairs, borders, or some other interest, but most of all because of their love of war and fame, will soon find a cause of quarrel: the more powerful ones first, these attracting those they can to their side, until at last one of them achieves superiority. This was the case in the early wars between the Greek states, particularly between Sparta, Athens, and latterly Thebes. These wars were bitterly, harshly, and indeed often cruelly fought—as wars always will be when every citizen and warrior takes part. They usually originated in trifles or matters of honor, as youthful squabbles are apt to be; and what seems strange, but in fact is not, every victorious state, especially Lacedaemon, sought to impose its laws and institutions on the vanquished, as if thereby to brand it with the indelible sign of defeat. For aristocracy is a sworn enemy of tyranny as well as of popular government.

5. Nevertheless, in respect of the manner of their prosecution, the wars of the Greeks were more than the raids of savages; rather, in the passage of time, there developed in them the whole political and martial spirit that has ever turned the wheel of world events.21 The Greeks, too, knew what the state required, the sources of its might and wealth, which they often sought to obtain by rude means. They, too, understood the significance of a balance of power among the republics and their various social ranks, of secret and open confederacies, of stratagems of war, of preventive strikes, of deserting allies, and so forth. Both in military and political affairs, therefore, the wisest Romans and moderns have learned from the Greeks: for however the art of war may change with the times, the circumstances of the world, and the introduction of new weapons, the human mind that invents, persuades, conceals its purposes, attacks, advances, defends or retreats, discovers an enemy’s weaknesses, and in one way or another exploits or abuses its advantage, will in every age remain the same.

6. The wars with the Persians represent the first decisive shift in Greek history. They were occasioned by the colonies in Asia, which had been unable to resist the prodigious, oriental spirit of conquest and, accustomed to freedom, sought the first opportunity to shake off this yoke. That the Athenians sent twenty ships to their aid was an arrogant miscalculation by democracy: for Cleomenes of Sparta had refused them assistance, and with these twenty ships, Athens led all of Greece into the most brutal of struggles.* Yet once it was underway, it was a marvel of valor that a few small states should win the most glorious victories against two kings of Asia; but it was no miracle of Nature. The Persians were quite out of their element, whereas the Greeks fought for their lives, liberty, and country. They fought against slavish barbarians, whose treatment of Eretria showed what fate awaited them, too, and so they gathered all their wits and courage. The Persians under Xerxes attacked like barbarians: they carried chains to bind the Greeks and fire to lay waste to their cities; but this was not a prudent way of fighting. Against them Themistocles merely took advantage of the wind, and to be sure an adverse wind at sea is a dangerous opponent for an ungainly fleet. In short, the Persian War was waged with great force and fury, but without intelligence; and thus it was bound to end unhappily. Even had the Greeks been defeated and their whole country devastated like Athens, the Persians, from the center of Asia and with the internal state of their empire being what it was, could never have held Greece in subjection when they had difficulty even maintaining control over Egypt. The sea was Greece’s friend, as the Delphic Oracle* had also said under different circumstances.

7. But, along with their spoils and outrages, the defeated Persians left behind in Athens a spark, which kindled flames that would destroy the entire edifice of the Greek polities. It was the fame and wealth, the splendor and jealousy—in short, all the expressions of the overweening pride that followed these campaigns. In Athens, the age of Pericles was soon inaugurated, the most glittering ever experienced by a state so small, and which in turn, from equally natural causes, gave rise to the unfortunate Peloponnesian War, the two-part conflict with Sparta,* until at last, with a single victorious battle, Philip of Macedon was able to cast his net over all of Greece. Let no one say that an unpropitious god guides the fate of men and jealously seeks to bring them low: men are themselves malicious demons to one another. What else could become of Greece, as it was in those days, but easy prey awaiting a conqueror? And from where else could this conqueror arrive, but the mountains of Macedon? From Persia, Egypt, Phoenicia, Rome, and Carthage it was safe; but its enemy lurked nearby and drew it into his clutches with cunning and superior power. The Oracle was here again more astute than the Greeks: it philippized; and the whole episode merely confirmed the general principle that a mountain people, united and well-versed in war, will necessarily conquer the weakened, divided, and enervated nation it is harassing, if it goes about the task with intelligence and courage. This Philip did and snatched up Greece: for it had already defeated itself long ago. Here is where the history of Greece would have ended, had Philip been a barbarian like Sulla or Alaric; but he was himself a Greek and so, too, was his still greater son. Thus, even with the loss of their liberty, a scene rarely equaled now opens under the name of the Greeks.

8. The young Alexander, who was barely twenty years old when he ascended the throne in the first ardor of ambition, executed the plan for which his father had made all the preparations: he went across to Asia and invaded the Persian monarch’s own dominions. This, too, was a perfectly natural turn of events. Every Persian land campaign against Greece had passed through Thrace and Macedon, where ancient resentments still simmered among the people. Now, the weakness of the Persians was sufficiently familiar to the Greeks, not only from the old battles of Marathon, Plataea, and so on, but also from the more recent retreat of Xenophon with his ten thousand Greeks. Where else should the Macedonian, now the ruler of Greece and supreme commander of its military forces, direct his arms and phalanx, but against the opulent monarchy that for a century had been in steep decline and rotting from within. The young hero fought three battles, and Asia Minor, Syria, Phoenicia, Egypt, Libya, Persia, and India were his. Indeed, he might have continued to the shores of the world ocean had not his Macedonians, more cautious than he, compelled him to retreat. This success was no more a miracle than his death in Babylon was caused by a jealous fate. What a grand idea, to rule the world from Babylon, a world that stretched from the Indus to Libya and across Greece as far as the Icarian Sea! What an idea, to make this quarter of the globe into a Greece, one Greece, in respect of language, manners, arts, commerce, and colonies; to found a new Athens in Bactra, Susa, Alexandria, and elsewhere! And behold: the conqueror dies in the prime of his life and with him is extinguished every hope of a newly created Greek world! Were we to express such sentiments to Fate, we would hear in reply: “Regardless of whether Babel or Pella is the residence of Alexander, whether Bactra speaks Greek or Parthian, if the son of mortals would realize his plan, let him be temperate and not drink himself to death.” But this Alexander did, and his empire perished. It is no wonder that he killed himself, but it verges on the marvelous that he, who for some considerable time had been unable to bear his good fortune, lived as long as he did.

9. Now the empire was divided: the vast bubble burst. Where and when has it been any different under similar circumstances? Alexander’s domains were not yet unified in any way; even in the mind of the conqueror himself they scarcely constituted a whole. The colonies that he had established in various places were unable to defend themselves in their juvenile state without a protector like him, let alone keep in check all the peoples on whom they had been imposed. As Alexander died without a proper heir, how could it be otherwise than that the birds of prey, who had been by his side when he soared to victory, now hunted for themselves? For a long time, they pecked one another to pieces until each built his nest on the spoils of victory. No state assembled from such swift and sweeping conquests, supported only by the mind of the conqueror, has ever met a different end; the nature of the various peoples and countries soon reasserts its rights, so that it can only be ascribed to the superiority of Greek culture over the barbarians that so many forcibly united territories did not sooner return to their old constitutions. Parthia, Bactria, and the lands beyond the Euphrates were the first to do so: for they lay too far from the center of the empire, which had no means of defending itself against mountaineers of Parthian stock. Had the Seleucids* made Babylon their capital, as Alexander intended, or their own Seleucia, then perhaps they would have remained more powerful in the east; but then again perhaps they would have descended into enervating luxury all the more quickly. It was the same with the Asian provinces of the kingdom of Thrace; they invoked the same rights to which their robbers had resorted and, when Alexander’s generals yielded the throne to feebler successors, became independent kingdoms. In all this, the eternally recurring laws of Nature that govern the political history of the world are quite evident.

10. The kingdoms that lay closest to Greece lasted the longest; indeed, they might have lasted even longer had not the conflict between them, but particularly the struggle between the Romans and Carthaginians, brought them to that ruin that, proceeding from the queen of the Italian peninsula, gradually spread to every shore of the Mediterranean Sea. Here weak and exhausted kingdoms met in unequal battles to determine their fortunes, from which a modest degree of prudence might have deterred them. Still, they retained as much of Greek culture and art as the character of their rulers and age permitted. In Egypt the sciences flourished as erudition, because they had been introduced there only as erudition: they were buried like mummies in the museum or library. Art in the Asiatic courts became voluptuous splendor: the kings of Pergamum and Egypt competed with each other in collecting libraries, a competition that was both beneficial and harmful to all future literature. Books were hoarded and forged; indeed, when the collections were burnt, an entire world of ancient learning perished at once. We see that Fate presided over these affairs no differently than it does over everything else in the world, which it leaves to the wise or foolish, but always natural, conduct of human beings. A scholar may weep over a lost book of antiquity, but how many more important things must we lament, all of which have followed the inexorable course of Fate? The history of Alexander’s successors is especially noteworthy, because not only can we trace in it so many causes of whatever was subsequently preserved or destroyed, but it also serves as a sad example of empires founded on foreign acquisitions—territory, as well as sciences, arts, and culture.

11. That in this condition Greece was unable to regain its old luster surely needs no demonstration; its heyday had long since passed. Some preening rulers made efforts to exalt Greek freedom; but these were sham efforts aimed at a freedom without spirit, a body without soul. Athens never ceased to deify its benefactors; and the arts, as well as declamations on philosophy and the sciences, maintained themselves here, the seat of the universal culture of Europe, for as long as it was possible; but good fortune always alternated with disaster. The smaller states knew neither concord nor the principles ensuring their survival, though they formed the Aetolian League and revived the Achaean League.* Neither the shrewdness of Philopoemen nor the integrity of Aratus of Sicyon* restored the past glories of Greece. As the setting sun, ringed by the vapors of the horizon, takes on a grander and more romantic appearance, so too did Greek politics in this period; but the rays of the setting sun no longer have the warmth of noonday, and the politics of the dying Greeks remained impotent. The Romans descended on them, like flattering tyrants, settling all regional disputes to their own advantage; and scarcely any barbarian can have acted as ruthlessly as Mummius in Corinth, Sulla in Athens, or Aemilius Paullus in Macedon.* The Romans plundered Greece of everything that could be plundered, until at length they accorded it as much respect as a despoiled corpse. They paid sycophants there and sent their sons to study under the prattlers and sophists who now trod in the hallowed footsteps of ancient philosophers. Ultimately, the Goths, Christians, and Turks appeared and once and for all put an end to the dominion of the Greek gods, which had long since outlived itself. They are fallen, the great deities, Jupiter Olympus and Pallas Athene, Delphic Apollo and Argive Hera. Their temples are rubble, their statues heaps of stone, and even for their remains we search in vain.22* They are vanished from the earth, so that we struggle to understand the hold they once had, how belief in them flourished and worked so many wonders among the most keen-witted peoples. Now that they, the most beautiful idols of the human imagination have fallen, will the less beautiful ones fall like them? And for what will they make way? Other idols?

12. Though in a different cockpit of the world, Magna Graecia eventually met the same fate. The most prosperous and populous cities in the fairest climate, established according to the laws of Zaleucus, Charondas, Diocles,* and leading most Greek provinces in culture, science, art, and commerce, they were not in the way of the Persians or Philip and therefore survived longer than their European and Asiatic sisters. But their hour of destiny also arrived. Embroiled in various wars between Carthage and Rome, they were finally defeated and corrupted Rome with their manners, as they in turn were corrupted by Rome’s arms. It is a lamentable sight: their beautiful and grand ruins lie strewn about, devastated by earthquakes and volcanoes, but still more by the fury of men.23 The nymph Parthenope mourns; Sicily’s Ceres* seeks her temples and can scarcely find again her golden seeds.



VII. General Observations on the History of Greece

We have considered this remarkable region under various aspects because, by comparison with all the peoples of the earth, it presents a rather unique datum for the philosophy of history. Not only did the Greeks remain free from intermixture with foreign nations, so that they always retained their particularity in their formation [in ihrer Bildung]; but they also lived each period of their existence more fully and, from the least beginnings of civilization [Bildung], passed through each stage more completely than any other people in history. Either the nations of the mainland did not advance beyond the rudiments of civilization, unnaturally perpetuating these in laws and customs; or they fell prey to conquest before their development was concluded [sich auslebten]: the flower was nipped in the bud. Greece, by contrast, enjoyed its time to the full: it perfected whatever capacities it could perfect, in which it was aided once again by a fortunate combination of circumstances. On the mainland, surely, it would quickly have been overcome by a conqueror, like its Asiatic brethren; if Darius and Xerxes had realized their ambitions, the age of Pericles would never have dawned. Or had a despot ruled over the Greeks, he would soon, after the manner of all despots, have turned conqueror himself and, as Alexander did, dyed distant rivers red with Greek blood. Foreign peoples would have entered their country, while in victory the Greeks would have been scattered throughout foreign lands. From all this they were protected by the moderate degree of their power and even by their limited commerce, which never ventured beyond the Pillars of Hercules or tried the patience of Fortune. As the botanist may contemplate a plant in its entirety only if he follows it from the seed through its germination, flowering, and decay, so Greek history would seem to us such a plant; it is just a pity that, as is the way of things, it has not yet been studied as carefully as that of Rome. For now, having recourse to what I have previously said, I should like to emphasize several points that arise from this important contribution to the history of mankind and immediately present themselves to the eye of the observer. And here I must first of all repeat the following grand principle.

First. Whatever can occur in the human realm, according to the range of given circumstances of time, place, and nation, does in fact occur. Greece furnishes the most abundant and beautiful proofs of this proposition.

In physical Nature, we never reckon on miracles: we observe laws that are found everywhere to be equally effective, immutable, and regular. So why should the human realm, with all its forces, vicissitudes, and passions, be unbound by this chain of Nature? Set the Chinese in the Greek lands, and Greece as it we know it would never have existed. Set our Greeks where Darius led the captive Eretrians,* and they would never build an Athens or a Sparta. Behold Greece in the present day; you will seek in vain for ancient Greeks and often even their country. If they did not still speak the vestiges of their old tongue; if we did not see before us the residue of their thought, their art, and their cities, or at least of their ancient rivers and mountains, then we would assume that ancient Greece was as mythical as the islands of Calypso or Alcinous.* As these more modern Greeks have become what they are by the passage of time, in a given sequence of causes and effects, so the same is true of the ancient Greeks and indeed every nation on earth. The whole history of mankind is a purely natural history of human forces, actions, and impulses relative to time and place.

Simple though this principle may be, it is even more illuminating and useful in treating the history of peoples. Every historian agrees with me that sterile wonder and mechanical learning are unworthy of the name of history; and if this be the case, then the deliberating mind must exercise all its acuity on every historical phenomenon as on a natural event. In narrating history, it will therefore aim at the greatest truth; in understanding and forming judgments, it will seek all connections: and never attempt to explain a thing that is, or is occurring, by a thing that is not. With this rigorous principle we banish every ideal, every phantom of some enchanted domain: everywhere we endeavor simply to see what is. And as soon as we have glimpsed this, the reason why it could not be otherwise is usually quite apparent. Once our mind has acquired this habit in history, it will have discovered the way to sounder philosophy, which it would scarcely have found elsewhere save in mathematics and natural history.

In consequence of this philosophy, first and foremost, we shall be wary of attributing the phenomena [Thaterscheinungen] of history to the particular hidden purposes of a plan of things unknown to us or to the magical influence of invisible daemons [Dämonen], the names of which we would not even dare mention in association with phenomena of Nature. Fate reveals its purposes by what occurs and how: the investigator of history therefore unfolds these purposes only from what lies before him and displays itself to its fullest extent. Why were there enlightened Greeks in the world? Because they existed—and under such circumstances that they could not but be otherwise than enlightened Greeks. Why did Alexander invade India? Because he was Alexander, son of Philip: and because of the preparations his father had made, the exploits of his nation, his age and character, his reading of Homer, and so on, he could think of nothing better to do. If we impute his rash decision to the occult purposes of some higher power and his valiant deeds to the goddess of fortune watching over him, then we run the risk, in the first instance, of making his most atrocious and impetuous actions into divine ends and, in the second, of diminishing his personal courage and military skill, while generally depriving the whole event of its natural form. He who brings to natural history a belief in fairies and is convinced that invisible nymphs tint the rose or pour silvery dew into its chalice; who imagines that tiny luminous spirits encase themselves in the body of the glow worm or frolic on the peacock’s fan—such a fellow may well be an ingenious poet; but he will never shine as a naturalist or historian. History is the science of what is, not what might be according to the secret designs of Fate.

Second. What is true of one people is equally true of several peoples in connection with one another; they stand together, linked by time and place; they operate on one another, as determined by the nexus of living forces.

The Greeks were influenced by Asiatics and influenced the Asiatics in turn. They were overwhelmed by Romans, Goths, Turks, and Christians; and Romans, Goths, and Christians have acquired from them various means of enlightenment. How are these things related? By time, place, and the natural operation of living forces. The Phoenicians brought the alphabet to the Greeks; but they did not invent this alphabet for them: it went with them when they established trading posts in Greece. So it was with the Hellenes and Egyptians; so it was with the Greeks when they set out for Bactra; so with all the gifts of the Muse that we have received from them. Homer sang, but not for us; it is only because he has come down to us that we have him in our possession and are able to learn from him. If one circumstance in the course of time had deprived us of his works, as we have been robbed of so many excellent others, then who would rail against the mysterious purposes of Fate when the natural cause of their destruction was plain to see? Consider all the writings that have been lost and preserved, the works of art that have vanished and those that remain, together with the accounts of their preservation and destruction: would we dare to adduce the rule that Fate followed in particular instances? Aristotle was preserved in a single copy underground; other writings were saved as scraps of parchment in cellars and chests; the comedies of Aristophanes were rescued by St John Chrysostom, who kept them under his pillow and learned to compose homilies from them:* and so it was precisely the crudest and most insignificant roads that led to our whole enlightenment. Now, our enlightenment is unquestionably a great thing in world history: it has thrown almost every people into commotion and with Herschel* is presently mapping the nebulous strata of the heavens. Yet it has all depended on such trifling circumstances that happened to give us glass and a few books! And but for these we might perhaps still be wandering about in wagons, with our wives and children, like our ancient brethren, the immortal Scythians.* Had it turned out that we received the Mongol letters rather than the Greek, we would now be writing in the Mongol style: and yet the earth would continue on its great course, and the years and seasons pass, a nourisher of all that lives and acts on her according to divine laws of Nature.

Third. The culture of a people is the flower of its existence, by which it reveals itself agreeably though fleetingly.

As man comes into the world knowing nothing and must learn what he would know, so a rude people learns by its own practice or by intercourse with others. Every kind of human knowledge has its proper sphere; that is, its nature, time, setting, and period of life. Greek culture, for example, waxed according to particular times, places, and subject matters and waned with them. Poetry and several of the arts preceded philosophy: wherever fine art or oratory flourished, the military art or patriotic virtue could not also blossom. The orators of Athens demonstrated their greatest enthusiasm when the state neared its end and its integrity was gone.

But all species of human enlightenment have this in common, that each strives for a point of perfection, which, once achieved by the conjunction of happy circumstances, can neither sustain itself indefinitely nor immediately return, but instead begins a process of decline. Every perfect work, inasmuch as perfection can be demanded of human beings, is the highest of its kind; only imitations or failed attempts to surpass it can possibly follow. After Homer had sung, a second Homer in the same genre was inconceivable; he had plucked the finest flowers for the garland of epic poetry, while those who came after him were obliged to content themselves with single leaves. The Greek tragedians therefore chose another tack: they ate, as Aeschylus says, from Homer’s table,* but prepared a different feast for their age. Their time also passed: the subjects of tragedy were exhausted, and all that the successors to the greatest poets could do was present them in an altered—that is to say, inferior—form, because the best and most beautiful form of Greek drama had already been attained with those models. In spite of all his morality, Euripides could no longer measure up to Sophocles, let alone outstrip him in the essence of his art: hence Aristophanes wisely pursued a different course. Thus it was with all the genres of Greek art and thus it will ever be in all nations; indeed, it was precisely because in their heyday the Greeks recognized this law of Nature and did not seek to exceed the highest with something higher still that their taste was so sure and its development so varied. Once Phidias had carved his statue of almighty Jupiter, a sublimer Jupiter lay beyond the bounds of possibility; but this ideal could very well be applied to the other Olympians and so every god was given his own character. The whole province of art was thereby planted and cultivated.

Poor and petty it would therefore be, were we to dictate to all-governing Providence by making our fondness for some object of human culture into a rule and giving an unnatural perpetuity to the moment in which it alone gained prominence. Such a wish would mean nothing less than annihilating the essence of time and destroying the whole nature of finitude. We cannot recapture our youth, nor the intensity with which our mental powers once operated. The very appearance of the flower is a sign that it will fade; it has drawn to itself the vegetal powers from the root, so that when it dies, the whole plant follows. It would have been unfortunate had the age that brought forth Pericles and Socrates been prolonged even by a minute beyond the interval determined by the sequence of events; for Athens, it was a perilous and agonizing period. It would be equally narrow were we to demand that Homer’s mythology endure forever in the minds of men, the reign of the Greek gods last an eternity, Demosthenes thunder ceaselessly, and so forth. Every plant in Nature must wither; but the withered plant scatters its seed, and thereby is animate creation renewed. Shakespeare was no Sophocles, Milton no Homer, Bolingbroke* no Pericles; but in their own way and in their own setting, they were what those were in theirs. Let everyone strive in his place to be what he can be in the course of things: and this he shall be, for he cannot possibly be anything else.

Fourth. The health and longevity of a state depend not on the point of its highest culture, but on a wise or fortunate equilibrium of its living and active forces [lebendig-wirkenden Kräfte]. The deeper its center of gravity lies in this vital striving, the more secure and durable it is.

On what did those ancient founders of states reckon? Neither on indolent ease nor on utmost activity, but rather on order and a proper distribution of the never dormant, ever stirring forces. The principle of these sages was a truly human wisdom learned from Nature. Every time a state was pushed to extremity, though by the most eminent man and under the most dazzling pretext, it faced destruction and was able to revert to its previous condition only by some fortunate turn of events. Thus Greece stood on the brink of disaster against the Persians; thus Athens, Lacedaemon, and Thebes strained every sinew in their internecine struggle, which resulted in the whole of Greece forfeiting its liberty. Similarly, Alexander, with his brilliant victories, balanced the fabric of his empire on the head of a ninepin; he died, the pin tottered, and all came tumbling down. How dangerous Alcibiades and Pericles were for Athens their history shows; though it is no less true that such junctures, particularly if they end swiftly and happily, produce effects seldom seen and set incredible forces in motion. The splendor of Greece was created by the vigorous activity of many states and living forces; whereas all that is sound and enduring in its taste and constitution was brought about only by a wise and fortunate equilibrium of its striving forces. The success of its establishments was always more noble and permanent, the more it was founded on humanity; that is, on reason and equity. Here, then, the constitution of Greece affords us ample scope to reflect on what it contributed, with its inventions and institutions, to the happiness both of its own citizens and the whole of mankind. But it is still too early for that. We must first examine several more periods and peoples before we can arrive at firm conclusions on this matter.

_____________


1. Compare the Malayans and the inhabitants of the Asiatic islands with the mainland; even Japan might be contrasted with China, the inhabitants of the Kuril Islands and Fox Islands with the Mongols: the Juan Fernández Islands, Socotra, Byron Island, Easter Island, the Maldives, etc.


2. See Christian Gottlob Heyne, “Super Castoris epochis populorum qui maris imperium habuere” [On Castor’s Epochs of Those Peoples Who Had Dominion of the Sea], Novi Commentarii Societatis Regiae Scientarium Goettingensis, 1 (1770), Commentationes historicae et philologicae, 67–95 and 2 (1771), 40–71.


3. See Johann Hermann von Riedesel, Bemerkungen auf einer Reise in die Levante [Remarks on a Voyage to the Levant] (Leipzig, 1774), p. 113.


4. See Heyne, “De Graecorum origine,” in Commentationes Societatis Regiae Scientiarum Goettingensis, 8 (1787), Commentationes antiquiores, 20–34.


5. Heyne, “De musis,” in Göttingische Gelehrte Anzeigen (1766), 273–76 (275).


6. See Heyne, “De fontibus et causis errorum in historia mythica” [On the Sources and Causes of Error in the History of Myth], Commentationes, 8 (1763) and Göttingische Gelehrte Anzeigen (1763), 1257–61; “De causis fabularum physicis” [On the Basis of Myths of Nature], in Opuscula academica, vol. 1 (Göttingen, 1785), pp. 184–206; “De origine et causis fabularum Homericarum” [On the Origin and Causes of Homeric Myth], Novi Commentarii, 8 (1777), Comm. hist. et phil., 34–58; “De Theogonia ab Hesiodo condita” [The Theogony Composed by Hesiod], Commentationes, 2 (1779), Comm. hist. et phil., 125–54.


7. Georgi, Beschreibung aller Nationen des russischen Reiches, vol. 1.


8. Thomas Blackwell’s Enquiry into the Life and Writings of Homer (London, 1736); Robert Wood’s Essay on the Original Genius of Homer (London, 1769).


9. See Johann Joachim Winckelmann’s Geschichte der Kunst des Alterthums [History of the Art of Antiquity], vol. 1 (Dresden, 1764), chapter 1 and Heyne’s “Berichtigung und Ergänzung der Winckelmannischen Geschichte” [Correction and Supplement to Winckelmann’s History], Deutsche Schriften von der Königlichen Societät zu Göttingen, 1 (1771), 204–66 (211–13).


10. See Heyne, Über den Kasten des Kypselus (Göttingen, 1770).


11. Camper’s Sämmtliche kleinere Schriften, pp. 18ff.


12. So, for example, the temple of Pallas in Larissa was the tomb of Acrisius; that of Minerva Polias in Athens was the tomb of Erichthonius, the throne of Apollo Amyclaeus the tomb of Hyacinthus, etc.


13. “Pinxit demon Atheniensium argumento quoque ingenioso; ostendebat namque varium, iracundum, iniustum, inconstantem, eundem exorabilem, clementem, misericordem, gloriosum, excelsum, humilem, ferocem fugacemque et omnia pariter” (Pliny, Historia naturalis 35.36.69).


14. Heyne, “Nonulla in vitae humanae initiis a primis Graeciae legumlatoribus ad morum mansuetudinem sapienter instituta” [The Beginnings of Humane Life Were Instituted by the First Greek Legislators to Soften Manners], in Opuscula academica, vol. 1 (Göttingen, 1785), pp. 207–20.


15. See Charles Irénée Castel de Saint-Pierre, Oeuvres, vol. 1 (Paris, 1730), and in very nearly all of his writings.


16. See Xenophon’s Constitution of the Athenians, as well as Plato’s Republic, Aristotle’s Politics, etc.


17. More on this on another occasion.


18. See the introduction to John Gillies’s translation of The Orations of Lysias and Isocrates (London, 1778), as well as similar writings that esteem Greece by its orators or poets.


19. For a history of this society, see Christoph Meiner’s Geschichte des Ursprungs, Fortgangs und Verfalls der Wissenschaften in Griechenland und Rom [History of the Origin, Progress, and Decline of the Sciences in Greece and Rome] vol. 1 (Lemgo, 1781).


20. See Heyne, “De genio saeculi Ptolemaeorum” [On the Genius of the Age of the Ptolemies], in Opuscula academica, vol. 1 (Göttingen, 1785), pp. 76–84.


21. A comparison of several peoples on this score will arise from the progress of history.


22. See the travels of Spon, Stuart, Chandler, and Riedesel, etc.


23. See Johann Hermann von Riedelsel and Jean-Pierre Louis-Laurent Houel, Voyage pittoresque des îles de la Sicile, Malta et Lipari (Paris, 1782–1787), among others.









Book 14


WE NOW APPROACH the coast that, for most of the states hitherto under consideration, has been the cause of their often terrible downfall: from Rome a flood of destruction poured forth, sweeping over Magna Graecia, Greece proper, and the kingdoms built from the rubble of Alexander’s throne. Rome devastated Carthage, Corinth, Jerusalem, and many other flourishing cities in the Greek and Asiatic world; just as it brought a sad end to every Mediterranean culture within reach of its sword, especially its neighbors Etruria and brave Numantia. It would not rest until it held sway over a universe of nations stretching from the Euphrates to the Western Ocean, from the Rhine to Mount Atlas. At length, having exceeded even the limits that Fate had prescribed to it, Rome not only was halted in its advance by the valiant resistance of northern and mountain peoples, but also met its own ruin as a result of internal discord and luxury, the cruel pride of its rulers, the dreadful stratocracy, and finally the fury of barbarian tribes, who rushed upon it like waves crashing on the shore. Never has the fate of nations been bound to a single city for so long or so tightly as during Rome’s dominion over the world. And while, on the one hand, this enabled courage and resolve, and more especially military and political skill, to develop to their fullest extent: on the other hand, vices and callosities, from which human nature must recoil for as long as it is sensible of its rights, played a part in this great drama. In wondrous manner this same Rome became the steep and forbidding passage to the whole of European culture, for not only was a treasure trove of art and wisdom, plundered from various ancient states, preserved among its ruins in fragmentary form, but also the language of Rome became, by a singular metamorphosis, the instrument whereby men learned to make use of all those treasures of antiquity. Even now Latin is from our early youth the vehicle of a more refined education, and we, who possess so little of the Roman mind and spirit, are destined to acquaint ourselves with these ravagers of the world sooner than the milder manners of gentler peoples or the principles conducive to the happiness of our own states. Marius and Sulla, Caesar and Octavian are our companions long before we are familiar with the wisdom of Socrates or the institutions of our forefathers. Roman history, moreover, because the culture of Europe was contingent on the language in which it was written, has received political as well as scholarly commentary, the likes of which scarcely any other history can boast: for the greatest minds that have reflected on history have reflected on Roman history and developed their own thoughts based on Roman principles and actions. We therefore walk on the blood-soaked ground of Roman splendor as if it were a sanctuary of classical learning and the residue of ancient works of art, where at every step some new object reminds us of the sunken treasures of a universal empire that is gone and never to return. We regard the fasces of the conquerors, which once chastised blameless nations, as the shoots of a supremely glorious [hochherrlichen] culture that by unhappy chance were planted among us too. But before we get to know the world-conqueror herself, we must first bring an offering to humanity and at the very least cast a look of pity at a neighboring people, one that contributed most to the early growth of Rome, but—alas!—lay directly in the path of her conquests and so experienced a miserable end.


I. Etruscans and Latins

The protruding peninsula of Italy, due to its situation alone, was open to various settlers and inhabitants. As it is connected in the north to the wide tract of earth that extends from Spain and Gaul through Illyria to the Black Sea, that great crossroads of peoples, while its eastern shore lies directly opposite the coast of Illyria and Greece, so, in those times of ancient migrations, that various tribes of various nations should make their way down its length was inevitable. In upper Italy, some were of Iberian stock and others Gaulish; to the south dwelt the Ausones,* whose ultimate origin is unknown: and as Pelasgians and then Greeks, indeed perhaps even Trojans, intermingled with most of these peoples, arriving from different parts and at different times, so, by reason of these remarkable incomers alone, we may regard Italy as a hothouse that, sooner or later, was bound to produce something of note. When many of these peoples turned up, they were not uncivilized [ungebildet]: the Pelasgians had their alphabet, their religion, and mythology; so too, perhaps, the many Iberians who had lived in proximity to Phoenician trade. It was thus only a matter of where, and in what manner, the Italian flower would bloom.

It bloomed among the Etruscans who, wherever they might have hailed from, became one of the earliest and most peculiar peoples in taste and culture. They were not inclined to conquest; but rather to settlements, institutions, commerce, art, and navigation, for which the coastline of this land was well suited. They founded colonies throughout almost all of Italy, as far as Campania, introduced arts, and pursued trade, so that a number of the most celebrated cities of this country owe their origin to them.1 Their civil establishment, which served as a model to the Romans themselves, is so superior to the constitution of barbarians and bears so completely the stamp of a European spirit that surely it could not have been borrowed from any Asiatic or African people. Not very long before its destruction, Etruria was a confederation of twelve tribes,* united by principles that even Greece would carry into practice only much later and under extreme pressure. No single city-state was permitted to make war or conclude peace without the consent of all. War itself they had already raised to an art by inventing or using the javelin, or pilum, and trumpets to signal attack, retreat, marching, or the closing of ranks. With the solemn rights of heralds, which they introduced, they observed a sort of rule of war or law of nations; just as the auguries and many of their religious practices, which seem to us mere superstition, were evidently also instruments of their political establishment,* whereby they emerged as the first people in Italy that sought systematically to join religion and the state. In such matters Rome learned almost everything from them: and if institutions of this kind unquestionably contributed to the stability and grandeur of Roman power, then it is to the Etruscans that the Romans owe the biggest debt. From an early period, this people also practiced navigation as a real art and by their colonies or trade dominated the length of the Italian coast. They understood fortification and architecture: the Tuscan column, older even than the Doric of Greece, bears their name and was not borrowed from any foreign nation. They were fond of chariot races, the theater, music, even poetry, and had, as their artistic monuments demonstrate, made the Pelasgian mythology their own. Those remains and fragments of their art, which for the most part have come down to us only because they were preserved by the kingdom of the dead,* show that they proceeded from the rudest beginnings and even afterward, when acquainted with several nations, including the Greeks, kept faith with their peculiar mode of thinking. They truly possessed a distinctive style of art,2 sustaining it, as they did their religious myths, even after the end of their liberty.3 Thus, in good civil laws for both sexes; in arrangements for cultivating the wheat-field and the grapevine, for the internal security of commerce, for the reception of strangers, and so forth, they seem also to have approached nearer to the rights of man than did many Greek republics subsequently; and as their alphabet has become the prototype of all European alphabets, so we are justified in regarding Etruria as the second nursery of culture in our quarter of the globe. It is all the more regrettable that we have so few monuments and accounts of the endeavors of this ingenious and polished [gesitteten] people: for an ill chance has deprived us even of a more detailed history of their downfall.*

Whence came this Etruscan bloom? Why did it not rise to the beauty attained by Greece, instead fading before it reached the pinnacle of perfection? Little as we know of the Etruscans, yet in them, too, we see Nature’s great work in forming nations [das grosse Naturwerk in Bildung der Nationen], this process being, as it were, itself circumscribed by their inner forces and external relations of time and place. They were a European people, already more distant from long-inhabited Asia, that mother of early civilization [Bildung]. Even the Pelasgian tribes arrived at this or that Italian shore as half-savage wanderers, whereas Greece, by contrast, lay at the confluence of civilized [gebildeter] nations. Italy was thronged with various peoples, so that the Etruscan language, too, would seem to be a medley of several others:4 this populous land was therefore denied flowers of civilization [Bildung] that sprouted from a single, pristine germ. The very fact that the Apennines, filled with rude mountaineers, stretch down the middle of Italy precluded that uniformity, both of political organization and national taste, on which alone the permanence of a country’s general culture depends. Even in later times no territory gave the Romans more trouble than Italy itself, and once their rule came to an end, it returned to its natural condition of the most manifold division. The lie of the land, in respect of its mountains and coastline, as well as the divergent ethnic character of its inhabitants, rendered this division natural: for even now, when political power aims to unite all under one sovereign or link all to one chain, Italy has remained the most divided country in Europe. Accordingly, the Etruscans, too, were soon beset by several peoples, and as they were inclined to commerce rather than to war, so even their more refined tactics were obliged to yield to almost every fresh assault by ruder nations. They lost their foothold in upper Italy to the Gauls, with the result that they were confined to Etruria proper, and later their settlements in Campania were captured by the Samnites. As a mercantile people with a love of the arts, it was only a matter of time before they were overwhelmed by less tutored nations: for arts and commerce bring luxury, to which their colonies on the fairest coasts of Italy were no strangers. At length, they were overrun by the Romans, whom it was their misfortune to adjoin and whom, in spite of their commendable resistance, neither their culture nor their confederacy could withstand forever. By their culture they were already in part enfeebled, whereas the Romans were still a hardy and warlike people; and their confederacy was of little use, because the Romans were adept at dividing and picking off the constituent states. One by one they were vanquished, though not without many years of effort, while the Gauls often made inroads into Etruria from the other direction. Harassed and surrounded by two mighty enemies, they succumbed to the one that was most methodical in pursuing their subjugation: Rome. Since the reception of Tarquin the Proud in Etruria and the success of Lars Porsena,* Rome had regarded this state as its most dangerous neighbor: for such humiliations as Rome had been dealt by Porsena it could never forgive. No wonder, then, that a rude and martial nation should defeat an enervated and mercantile people, a united city triumph over a factious confederacy. The only way to stop Rome from destroying Etruria would have been to destroy Rome at an earlier point; but as the good Porsena refrained from doing so, his country at length fell prey to the enemy he spared.

That the Etruscans did not become wholly Greek in their artistic style either is explained by the time and place in which they flourished. Their poetic myths were merely the older, weighty Greek mythology, which they nevertheless imbued with such life and energy that it excites our admiration. The subjects expressed in their art seem to have been restricted to a few religious or civil festivities, the keys to which we have almost completely lost. Moreover, we know this people mostly from funerary rites, sarcophagi, and urns. Etruscan liberty did not last long enough to witness the golden age of Greek art, ushered in by victory over the Persians, and Etruria’s situation deprived it of similar occasions to ascend of its own accord to greater heights of genius and fame. Therefore we must consider it a premature fruit that, growing in one corner of the garden, could not quite achieve the sweetness of those enjoying the mellower warmth of the sunshine. Fate reserved a later age for the banks of the Arno* to bring forth ripened and more beautiful fruit.

________

Already the marshy shores of the Tiber were destined for a sphere of influence that would extend over three continents: a disposition of events long in preparation and arising from circumstances that antedate the foundation of Rome. It was in this region, according to legend, that Evander landed with his Greeks, Hercules himself grazed his cattle, and Aeneas and the Trojans settled: here, in the center of Italy, Pallantium was built and the kingdom of the Latins established together with Alba Longa: this, therefore, was the repository of an earlier culture, so that some have assumed the existence of a Rome before Rome and imagined they would find the new city on the ruins of the old. This assumption is baseless, as Rome was probably a colony of Alba Longa under the leadership of two happy adventurers: for this desolate area would hardly have been chosen under different circumstances. Let us therefore examine Rome’s situation at the very beginning of its history, such that it turned to war and rapine as soon as it had ceased sucking the teat of the she-wolf.

Rome was surrounded on all sides by small tribes, as a consequence of which it was soon obliged to fight not only for its survival, but also for its place in the world. The early conflicts with the Caeninenses, Crustumini, Antemnates, Sabines, Camerini, Fidenates, Veientines, and so forth are well known: they made of Rome, scarcely established and bordering the most disparate peoples, from the very outset a kind of permanent military encampment and accustomed the generals as well as the senate, the equites as well as the populace to the celebration of victories over plundered nations. These triumphal processions, which Rome borrowed from the neighboring Etruscans, were the bait that lured this state, lacking wealth and land but populous and bellicose, into foreign raids and incursions. In vain did the peace-loving Numa erect the temples of Janus and Fides; in vain did he inaugurate the cult of Terminus, the god of boundaries, and the festival of the Terminalia.* These pacific institutions lasted only during his lifetime: for Rome, having grown used to rapine during the thirty years of victories enjoyed by its first ruler, believed that there was no better way of honoring Jupiter than by bringing him the spoils of war. After this just lawgiver, there arose a new martial spirit, with Tullius Hostilius* waging war against Alba Longa, the city that was mother to his own. He razed it to the ground and transported its population to Rome: and so he and his successors conquered the Fidenates, the Sabines, and eventually all the Latin cities, before proceeding to the Etruscans. None of this would have transpired had Rome been built on another site or crushed by a powerful neighbor early on. As a Latin city it soon took on the leadership of the Latin League and eventually absorbed the Latins; it meddled in the affairs of the Sabines until it subjugated them too; it learned from the Etruscans until it brought them under its sway—and so it acquired possession of a triple frontier.

These early undertakings demanded the character of such kings as Rome had, particularly the character of its first king. It was not just in legend that he was nourished by the milk of a she-wolf: for he was evidently a brave, shrewd, and bold adventurer, as his first laws and institutions demonstrate. That Numa already saw fit to mitigate some of these is a clear indication that their severity was due not to the age but to the person who made them. For the rude heroism of the early Romans in general is revealed in the stories of Horatius Cocles, Junius Brutus, or Mucius Scaevola, and in the conduct of Tullia Minor, Tarquin,* and so on. It was fortunate, therefore, that the royal line of this predatory state mixed raw courage with political prudence, combining both with patriotic magnanimity. It was fortunate that Romulus was followed by a Numa, Numa by a Tullius and Ancus, these by a Tarquin, and Tarquin in turn by Servius,* whose personal merit was enough to raise him to the throne from the condition of slave. Finally, it was fortunate that the reigns of these kings, who possessed such different qualities, were long, so that each had time to secure the contribution of his genius to Rome, until, with the advent of Tarquinius Superbus, the now firmly established city chose another system of government for itself. A select and ever-new succession of warriors and rude patriots now appeared, who every year sought to renew their triumphs, too, and to strengthen and exert their patriotism in a thousand different ways. Were anyone to write a political romance about the emergence of Rome, he could scarcely invent more fortunate circumstances than those actually encountered in history or legend.5 Rhea Silvia and the fate of her sons, the rape of the Sabine women, the apotheosis of Quirinus, every rude adventure in war and victory, and lastly a Tarquin and Lucretia, a Junius Brutus, Poplicola, Mucius Scaevola,* and so on—these suffice for us to draw, even while Rome is yet in embryo, a whole series of future consequences. Hence there is no history on which it has been easier to philosophize than the Roman, because it is the very political spirit of Rome’s historiographers that discloses to us the chain of cause and effect underlying events and actions.



II. The Establishments by Which Rome Arrived at Political and Military Ascendancy

Romulus counted his people and divided them into tribes, curiae, and centuriae; he surveyed the land and distributed it, reserving parcels for religious use, the state, and the people. The people he distinguished into patricians and plebeians, creating the senate from the former, who not only occupied the principal offices of the state but also performed the priestly rites. He also selected a regiment of cavalry: in later times, this equestrian order would constitute a kind of middle rank between the senate and the populace, while these two main classes were more closely connected by the relationship of patron and client. From the Etruscans Romulus borrowed the lictors with their fasces: a dreadful symbol of authority, which subsequently would accompany the highest magistrate as he went about his business, though not without some variation in number. He excluded foreign gods so as to secure for Rome its own tutelary divinity; he introduced the auguries and other kinds of soothsaying, thereby interweaving popular religion with the affairs of war and state. He determined the duties owed by a wife to her husband, and a father to his children, organized the city, celebrated triumphs, was eventually murdered, and venerated as a deity.* Behold the simple points around which subsequently the wheel of Roman events ceaselessly turns. For if in time the classes of the people were increased, altered, or opposed to one another; if bitter conflicts arose as to whether the classes or tribes of the people, and which of them, should have power;* if the growing debts of the plebeians and the oppression of the rich occasioned unrest and inspired various proposals for alleviating the burden of the citizenry by means of tribunes, the redistribution of land, or the administration of justice by an intermediate knightly order; if disputes over the limits of the senate, the patricians, and the plebeians, took now one form, now another, until both orders were confounded together: then in all of this we see nothing more than the necessary hazards [Zufälle] of a crudely composed, living machine, such as the Roman state was bound to be within the walls of a single city. The same is true of the proliferation of magistracies, as the number of citizens, victories, conquered territories, and the requirements of the state also grew. The same is true of the curtailment or enlargement, according to the manners and mentality of different ages, of triumphal processions, games, expenditure, and husbandly and paternal authority: all of these merely adding color to that ancient establishment, which, though not the invention of Romulus, he fixed so firmly that it would remain the basis of the Roman constitution even under the emperors and indeed almost to the present day. Its motto was SPQR;6 four magic words that have subjugated and ravaged the world, ultimately making Romans the instruments of their own misfortune. Let us consider several leading features of the Roman constitution, from which the fate of Rome seems to have sprouted forth, like a tree from its roots.

1. The Roman senate, as well as the Roman people, were from the earliest times warriors; Rome, from its most exalted member down, in extremity, to its humblest, was a military state. The senate was a deliberative body; but it also supplied generals and envoys from among its patricians: a well-to-do citizen was obliged to serve in the field from his seventeenth year to his forty-sixth or even fiftieth. Anyone who had not participated in ten campaigns was ineligible for magisterial office. Hence the political spirit [Staatsgeist] of the Romans in the field and their martial spirit in the affairs of state. Their deliberations concerned matters with which they were intimately familiar; their resolutions were turned into actions. A Roman ambassador imposed respect on kings: for he could at once lead armies and, in both the senate and in battle, decide the fate of their realms. The people of the higher centuriae were no rude mob; they consisted of propertied men experienced in war and public affairs, both foreign and domestic. The poorer centuriae, and their votes, carried less weight, and in the better times of Rome, their members were not regarded as fit for combat.

2. Roman education, particularly in noble families, prepared them for this vocation. They learned to deliberate, make speeches, vote, or persuade the people; they went off to war at a young age and paved their way to triumphs, honors, or public office. Hence the peculiar character of Roman history and eloquence, and even of Roman jurisprudence and religion, philosophy and language: all breathe a political and active spirit [Staats- und Thatengeist], a manly and dauntless courage, combined with wiliness and urbanity. A greater contrast can scarcely be imagined than that which results from a comparison of Roman history and eloquence with the Jewish or Chinese. The Roman spirit is distinct from that of the Greeks, too, including even Sparta, resting as it does on a tougher nature, on more ancient habit, and on principles more fixed. The Roman senate never died; its resolutions, its maxims, and the Roman character inherited from Romulus, were eternal.

3. Roman generals were often consuls, whose command and term of office were typically limited to a single year: they were therefore obliged to hasten, so as to return in triumph, while their successors hurried to emulate the divine honors won by those who had gone before. Hence Rome’s incredible progress and the multiplication of its wars; one gave rise to another and incited the next one in its turn. Opportunities for future campaigns were saved for the day when the present hostilities might be concluded, and this capital—the spoils, the success, the glory—was invested with spectacular returns. Hence the ready interest that the Romans took in foreign peoples, on whom they forced themselves as allies and protectors, or as arbiters, and surely not from charity. Their friendship entailed tutelage; their advice was an imperative; their decision meant either war or bending the knee. Never has there existed a more calculating arrogance and shameless impudence in asserting a claim to dominion than that displayed by these Romans, who believed that the world was theirs and made for them alone.

4. The Roman soldier, too, shared in the honors and rewards of his general. In the earliest days of civic virtue, a warrior received no pay for his service: later a modest sum would be disbursed. But with conquests and the ascent of the common people by means of their tribunes came increased wages, rewards, and booty. The lands of vanquished enemies were often divided among the soldiery, and it is well known that most disputes in the Roman Republic, and those of longest standing, arose from the distribution of land among the populace. Subsequently, in foreign conquests the soldier took a share in the spoils and, in the form of glory and lavish gifts, in the triumph of his commander. There were civic, mural, and naval crowns to be won, and Lucius Siccius Dentatus could boast that he had “fought one hundred and twenty battles, been eight times victorious in single combat, and been graced with forty-five wounds in the front of his body, without one on his back; that he carried off thirty-four spoils, was eighteen times presented with the victor’s spear, and received twenty-five pendants, eighty-three torcs, one hundred and sixty bracelets, twenty-six crowns (of which fourteen were civic, eight golden, three mural, and one grass), a bag of money, ten prisoners, and twenty oxen altogether.”* Moreover, because the point of honor on which our standing armies insist, that no one is demoted and everyone promoted according to the length of his service, did not exist in the Roman state for much of its history; but rather the general chose his own tribunes, and these in turn their subordinate officers, at the commencement of hostilities; so a freer competition was necessarily introduced into the pursuit of honors and the conduct of military affairs, and a closer connection established between commander, officers, and common soldiery. The whole army was a body selected for a particular campaign and the general its soul, working through his lieutenants to animate even its smallest and most insignificant part. The more the wall, which from the beginning of the republic had separated patriciate and plebs, was broken down with the passage of time, the more valor and success in war became, for all orders, the path to honors, wealth, and political power; so that in later times the first statesmen to possess supreme authority in Rome, Marius and Sulla,* were plebeian in origin and finally even the lowliest men rose to the highest dignities. This was unquestionably the ruin of Rome: for in the early days of the republic patrician pride had been its basis and only gradually did the nobility’s overbearing arrogance become the cause of all the internal dissensions that would follow. How to strike a balance between senate and people, between patricians and plebeians, was the issue perpetually in dispute for the constitution of Rome; so that, with the scales tipping in favor of one side and then another, the republic eventually came to an end.

5. Much of what is celebrated as Roman virtue remains inexplicable for us without the narrow, austere constitution of the Roman state; the former declined when the latter was gone. The consuls took the place of the kings and were as good as compelled, in imitation of ancient example, to display more than a royal soul: a Roman soul. All magistrates, and particularly the censors, participated in this spirit. We are amazed at the strict impartiality, the selfless magnanimity, the busy civic lives of the ancient Romans from break of day—or even earlier, from the first streaks of dawn—to late in the evening. Probably no state in the world has gone as far in this earnest assiduity, this civic rigor, as Rome, where everyone was thrust so closely together. The noble character of its leading families, distinguished also by the luster of their gentile names;* the ever-new dangers from without and the ceaseless struggle to find equilibrium between patricians and plebeians within; the ties of clientele and patronage that bound them together; the common intercourse with one another in marketplaces, houses, and political temples; the fine yet clearly demarcated limits between what pertained to the senate and what to the people; their intimate domestic lives; the education of the youth in sight of these things from their infancy—all this contributed to making the Romans the proudest and preeminent people in the world. Their nobility was not, as with other nations, an idle landed or titled nobility: the early generations took pride in a familial, civic, and Roman spirit and on which the fatherland depended as its firmest support. In continuous activity, in the enduring connection to the same eternal state, that spirit was transmitted from father to son and from son to grandson. I am certain that, in the times of greatest peril, no Roman ever entertained the notion that Rome might perish: they acted on behalf on their city, as if the gods had granted it immortality and they were the divinely appointed instruments by which that immortality would be preserved. Only after the prodigious success of the Romans had transformed their boldness [Muth] into overboldness [Übermuth], their valor into insolence, did Scipio, while watching the destruction of Carthage, recite those lines of Homer prophesying that his own country would suffer the same fate as Troy.*

6. The manner in which religion was interwoven with the state in Rome definitely contributed to its civil and military greatness. As religion, from the foundation of the city and in the bravest times of the republic, was in the hands of the most eminent families, the statesmen and warriors themselves, such that even the emperors did not disdain its offices, so its rites were kept free from the true plague of all national religions, namely scorn, which the senate strove to guard against by every means. The politically astute Polybius* therefore ascribed some virtues of the Romans, primarily their incorruptible fidelity and veracity, to religion—or, as he called it, superstition. And truly, the Romans were so devoted to this superstition, long after they had entered their period of decline, that even a few of the fiercest generals claimed to consort with the gods,* believing that through their divine inspiration and aid they had power not only over the minds of the people and the army, but also over chance and fortune. Religion was connected with every civil and military transaction, that it might thereby be sanctified; hence the noble families vied with the people for the possession of religious dignities as for their most sacred privilege. This is usually attributed solely to their political shrewdness [Staatsklugheit], because through the auspices and haruspices, and their practicing an artful religious deception, they gained control over the course of affairs. But though I do not deny that the auguries were employed in this manner, it was not the whole story. The religion of the founding fathers and gods of Rome was, according to general belief, the basis of their success, the surety by which they guaranteed their precedence over other peoples, and the holy sanctuary of their peerless state. As in the beginning they did not adopt any foreign gods, though they respected the gods of every foreign land, so they retained the long-established worship of their own deities, by which they had become Romans. To change something here would be tantamount to pulling down a pillar of the state; hence in the regulation of religious ceremonies the senate and the people insisted on their right of majesty, which precluded all the intrigues or subtleties of a separate priesthood. The religion of the Romans was a civil and military religion; it did not keep them from unjust wars, but, with the rituals of the fetials* and auspices lending these campaigns at least the semblance of legitimacy, it brought them under the watchful eyes of the gods and did not rule out their assistance. Later, it was likewise actually Roman policy, contrary to their ancient principles, to make room for and assimilate foreign deities also. At this point already their state began to totter, as was inevitable after such prodigious conquests; but even now this politic toleration shielded them from the spirit of persecution, which first stirred under the emperors—and even they exerted it only occasionally and for reasons of state, not from hatred or love of speculative truth. By and large, Rome did not trouble itself with religion except insofar as it concerned the state: in this regard they were not human beings and philosophers, but citizens, warriors, and conquerors.

7. What shall I say of the Roman art of war, certainly at that time the most perfect of its kind, uniting as it did soldier and citizen, general and statesman, and learning, ever vigilant, ever flexible and new, from every foe? Its rude foundations were as old as the city itself, the citizenry mustered by Romulus forming also the first legion; but in time the Romans did not hesitate to reorganize their army so as to make the ancient phalanx more mobile, and, owing to this greater mobility, they soon threw into disarray even the well-drilled Macedonians, whose battle array was then considered the height of military art. Instead of their old-fashioned Latin arms, they borrowed such weapons from the Etruscans and Samnites as suited their purpose: from Hannibal they learned marching order, and his lengthy sojourn in Italy provided them with the harshest lessons in war they had ever received. Every great general, including the Scipios, Marius, Sulla, Pompey, and Caesar, reflected on the conduct of war, which was their life’s work, as though on an art; and since they then had to practice this art against the most various and capable peoples, who were driven by desperation, courage, and fortitude, they necessarily made great progress in every branch of this science. Roman might was not wholly due to their arms, battle array, and encampments, but rather to the dauntless martial spirit of their commanders and in the tried and tested strength of the common soldier, who could endure hunger, thirst, and danger, who wielded his weapons as readily as his own limbs, and who, standing firm against the spear-thrusts and with the Roman short sword in his hand, sought the heart of the enemy even in the midst of the phalanx. This Roman short sword, brandished with Roman courage, conquered the world. The Roman way of war was to attack rather than defend, to strike openly rather than lay siege, and to take always the shortest, straightest path to victory and fame. It was bolstered by those unbending principles of the Republic before which the whole world must shrink: never let up until the enemy lies trampled in the dust and hence fight only one enemy at a time; never accept peace when faced with calamity, even if peace would bring more than victory, but remain steadfast and show all the more defiance against the victor; begin with magnanimity and the pretense of selflessness, as if seeking only to protect the oppressed and to gain allies, until the moment comes to dominate those allies, oppress the protected, and triumph over friend and foe alike. These and similar maxims of Roman insolence—or, if you prefer, of shrewd and resolute magnanimity—reduced the countries of the world to their provinces: and so they ever would, were similar times and a similar people to come again. Let us now enter the blood-soaked field, across which the world-conquerors marched, and examine what they have left behind.



III. Conquests of the Romans

When Rome embarked on its heroic career, Italy was covered with a multitude of small nations, each of which lived according to its own laws and ethnic character, more or less enlightened, but nonetheless active, industrious, and prolific. We are astonished by the hosts of men with which every tiny state, even in bleak mountainous areas, could oppose the Romans; yet all these men had found sustenance and continued to do so. By no means was the culture of Italy confined to Etruria: every small nation had a share in it, even the Gauls. The land was worked; rudimentary arts, trade, and war were practiced after the manner of the times; no people was without good laws, though few in number, or ignorant of that natural rule governing the balance of power among several states. Driven by pride or necessity, and favored by various circumstances, the Romans waged brutal and bloody war against them for five centuries, so that the rest of the world that they subjugated was not so bitter a prize, or so dearly purchased, as these little patches that they gradually brought under their control. And what was the result of this effort? Destruction and devastation. I shall not count the men slain on both sides and through whose defeat entire nations perished, such as the Etruscans and Samnites: the dissolution of their communities and the razing of their cities was the greater misfortune to befall this land, because its effects extended far into the future. Whether these nations were transplanted to Rome, or their sad remnants now reckoned among its allies, or whether they were treated as subjects and kept in check by colonies—they never regained their original strength. Once chained to Rome’s iron yoke, they were compelled for centuries, as subjects or allies, to spill their blood in service of Rome, for its profit and glory, not their own. Once chained to Rome’s yoke, and notwithstanding all the liberties granted to this or that people, every man ended up seeking fame, fortune, wealth, and justice in Rome alone; so that within a few hundred years the great city became the graveyard of Italy. Sooner or later Rome’s laws had universal application; Roman manners became the manners of Italy; their mad goal of ruling the world enticed all these peoples to rally to their side and ultimately to die in Roman luxury. No refusal, no restriction, no prohibition was any help here: for the course of Nature, once diverted from its path, cannot be altered subsequently by the agency of human laws. Thus Rome gradually drained, enervated, and depopulated Italy, so that at length rude barbarians were needed to give it new people, new laws, new manners, and new courage. But what once was gone did not return: Alba and Cameria, wealthy Veii, and most of the Etrurian, Latin, Samnite, and Apulian cities, were destroyed; even the meager colonies built on their ashes restored to none their ancient prestige, their abundant population, their manufacturing, their laws and manners. It was the same with all the flourishing republics of Magna Graecia: Tarentum and Croton, Sybaris and Cumae, Locri and Thurii, Rhegion and Messana, Syracuse, Catania, Naxos, and Megara were no more, many of them meeting a terrible fate. You were slain, great and wise Archimedes, while contemplating your circles,* and it is no wonder that your later countrymen knew not where your tomb lay, for your country was buried with you. The city may have been spared, but the fatherland could not be resurrected. The damage done to the arts and sciences, to the culture of both the land and the people, by Rome’s dominion in this corner of the world beggars belief. Wars and proconsular rule ravaged fair Sicily, and lower Italy was humbled by all the devastation visited on it and most especially by its proximity to Rome; until at length both territories were parceled out into estates and pleasure seats for the Romans and consequently formed the nearest objects of their extortion. Etruria, once so prosperous, had already, in the time of Gracchus the Elder, found itself in a similar plight: reduced to a fertile waste, inhabited by slaves, and sucked dry by the Romans. And once a pleasant land was in reach of Rome’s grasping hands, was the outcome ever any different?

Having now subjugated Italy, Rome’s quarrel with Carthage began; and to my mind in such a manner as to discomfit even its most resolute friend. The way in which Rome came to the aid of the Mamertines* in order to gain a foothold in Sicily; the way in which it seized Sardinia and Corsica while Carthage was preoccupied with the mercenary uprising; finally, the casual way in which the wise senate deliberated whether Carthage should be suffered to exist, as if they were discussing whether to dig up a cabbage they had themselves planted—this, together with a hundred other instances of ruthlessness, make Roman history, for all the valor and shrewdness on display, a history of devilry. Whether it was Scipio himself who conveyed, to a Carthage that no longer posed a serious threat to Rome, that even appealed for its help by offering a generous tribute, and that then, honoring its promise, surrendered arms, ships, arsenals, and three hundred of its leading citizens as hostages; whether it was Scipio or a god who conveyed the arrogant and callous proposal, as decreed by the senate, that Carthage be destroyed;* it remains a black-hearted, diabolical proposal of which the noble messenger himself was surely ashamed. “Carthage is taken,” he reported back to Rome, as if with this bland phrase he wished to conceal his nefarious deed: for never have the Romans given, or been the occasion of giving, such a Carthage to the world. Even an enemy of this state, one familiar with all its frailties and vices, must regard its downfall with exasperation and respect the Carthaginians at least in this moment, when as republicans, disarmed and betrayed, they fought on the ground that would become their grave and died to ensure they would be buried there. Why was it denied you, great and incomparable Hannibal, to prevent the ruin of your country and after victory at Cannae hasten straight to the lair of your hereditary foe? A feebler posterity, having never crossed the Alps and Pyrenees, reproaches you for this missed opportunity, without considering the peoples under your command and in what condition they must have been after the terrible winter campaigns in northern and central Italy. They reproach you, echoing the words of your enemy, for your lack of military discipline, though it seems almost incomprehensible how you could keep your mercenaries together for so long and, after such marches and actions, relent only when you had reached the fields of Campania. The name of this valiant adversary of Rome, whom it more than once imperiously demanded be delivered up like some artillery piece, will always be spoken with honor. Not fate, but the mutinous greed of his country hindered him from completing the victories that he, not Carthage, had gained over the Romans; and so he was bound to become nothing more than a means of instructing his rude opponents in the art of war, just as they had learned all about navigation from his countrymen. In both, Fate has issued a frightful warning: never to employ half-measures in our undertakings, for otherwise we shall surely promote what we wished to prevent. Suffice it to say, with Carthage fell a state that the Romans could never replace. Commerce vanished from these seas, giving way to piracy, a situation that persists to the present day. Rich in wheat, Africa under Rome was not what it had been for so long under Carthage; it became the granary of the Roman plebs, a menagerie of wild animals for their amusement, and a storehouse of slaves. Desolate, even to this day, lie the shores and plains of this land, once the fairest of them all, which the Romans first deprived of its indigenous culture. Every letter of Punic writings is lost to us; Scipio Aemilianus presented them to the grandsons of Masinissa,* a gift from one enemy of Carthage to another.

Turning my gaze from Carthage, I see devastation on all sides; for everywhere they went these world-conquerors left the same trail of destruction behind them. Had the Romans been sincere in their claim to be liberators of Greece, under which name they magnanimously announced themselves at the Isthmian Games, to a nation now helpless as a child, then how different might their rule have been! But when Lucius Aemilius Paullus ordered that seventy cities of Epirus be pillaged and one hundred and fifty thousand Epirots sold into slavery, merely to reward his army; when Metellus and Silanus ravaged and plundered Macedonia, Mummius Corinth, Sulla Athens and Delphi, as cities have scarcely been plundered before; when this ruin was then also spread through the Greek islands, with Rhodes, Cyprus, and Crete experiencing a fate no better than the Greek mainland, namely to become a treasure-chest of tribute and a repository of trophies to bedeck the triumphal processions of the Romans; when the last king of Macedon was led in triumph with his sons, to languish in the foulest dungeon, and the one son who had escaped death thereafter made his living in Rome as a skilled turner and scribe;* when the last glimmers of Greek liberty, the Aetolian and Achaean Leagues, were snuffed out and at length the whole country was reduced either to a Roman province or a field of battle, on which the plundering, ravaging legions of the Triumvirate would eventually clash with one another: o Greece, what an end was prepared for you by your protectress, your pupil, Roma, the governess of the world! All that remains of you is rubble, which the barbarians carried away with them as the spoils of victory, so that one day every artful invention of mankind would perish on their own ash-heap.

From Greece we set sail for the coasts of Asia and Africa. Asia Minor, Syria, Pontus, Armenia, and Egypt were the kingdoms into which the Romans insinuated themselves, now as heirs, now as guardians, arbiters, and peacemakers; but as a reward for their services, they procured from here the poison that ultimately would prove fatal to their own political constitution. The great feats of war of Scipio Asiaticus, Marius, Sulla, Lucullus, and Pompey are known to one and all, the last of these alone celebrating in a single triumph the defeat of fifteen kingdoms, the conquest of eight hundred cities, and the capture of a thousand strongholds. The gold and silver displayed in this pageantry was valued at 20,000 talents.7 He increased the income of the state by a third, to the tune of 12,000 talents, and his whole army had amassed such wealth that the lowliest soldier received from him a triumphal gift worth over 200 talers, in addition to the loot he already carried.* What a robber! Crassus followed in his footsteps, seizing 10,000 talents from Jerusalem alone,* and those who campaigned farther east returned laden with gold and the trappings of luxury. And what did the Romans give the Orient in return? Neither laws, nor peace, nor institutions, nor people, nor arts. They ravaged countries, burned libraries to the ground, laid waste to altars, temples, and cities. Julius Caesar had already consigned a portion of the Library of Alexandria to the flames, whereupon Mark Antony presented the Library of Pergamum as a gift to Cleopatra* so that the collections of both might one day perish in the same spot. Thus, the Romans who desired to bring light into the world first shrouded it in desolate darkness; treasures of gold and works of art were extorted; entire regions and eon-old ideas sank into oblivion; the characters of nations were effaced and the provinces drained, despoiled, and abused under a succession of the most abominable emperors.

With almost greater sorrow I now turn westward and head to the devastated nations in Spain, Gaul, and wherever Rome’s reach extended. While the lands conquered in the east were mostly past their bloom, here full buds, though yet to ripen, were so damaged in their early growth that the common stock and character of many were scarcely recognizable. Before the Romans arrived, Spain was a well-husbanded country and in most places fertile, rich, and happy. Its trade was considerable, and the degree of culture among some of its nations not to be sniffed at, as is demonstrated not only by the Turdetani on the Baetis,* who were in contact with the Phoenicians and Carthaginians for the longest time, but also by the Celtiberians in the center of the country. Nowhere on earth resisted the Romans more doggedly than brave Numantia;* for twenty years it endured a state of war, defeating one Roman army after another and at last defending itself against all the military prowess of Scipio with such valor that every reader will tremble at its pathetic end. And what did these ravagers seek in the interior of this land, among nations that had never wronged them or so much as heard their name? Gold and silver mines. Spain was to Rome what America is now to Spain: a place of plunder. So Lucullus, Galba,* and the rest, in breach of good faith, duly plundered. The senate itself nullified two peace treaties that its hard-pressed generals had concluded with the Numantines, grimly handing the commanders over to them, but finding itself again outdone by the generosity shown by the enemy toward these unfortunates. And then Scipio advanced with full force on Numantia, encircled it, gave orders to chop off the right hands of four hundred young men, the only ones who would come to the aid of this unfairly suffering city, refused to listen to the moving petitions with which a starving people implored his mercy and justice: and, like a true Roman, completed the destruction of these wretches. Tiberius Gracchus, too, acted like a true Roman when in Celtiberia alone he sacked three hundred cities, even if they turn out to have been little more than fortresses and farmhouses. Hence the inextinguishable hatred of the Spaniards toward the Romans; hence the valiant exploits of Viriatus and Sertorius,* both of whom fell in an unworthy manner, and who surely surpassed many Roman generals in ingenuity and courage; hence those rarely subdued mountaineers of the Pyrenees, who in defiance of the Romans retained their savage state for as long as they could. Iberia, unhappy land of gold! Together with your culture and peoples, you sank almost unknown into the realm of shades, Homer having already depicted you, beneath the glow of the setting sun, as a region of the netherworld.*

Of Gaul there is little to say, since what we know of its conquest comes only from the account of its conqueror himself.* It cost Caesar ten years of incredible effort and taxed all the powers of his lofty soul. Though he was more noble-minded than any Roman, he could not alter his destiny as a Roman and reveled in the dreary praise that, excluding the civil wars, he had fought in fifty pitched battles and killed 1,192 men in combat—most of them Gauls. Where are the many peoples, fiery and brave, who formerly inhabited this great country? What had become of their spirit and courage, their numbers and strength, when centuries later they were invaded by barbarian tribes, who divided them among themselves like Roman slaves? The very name of this nation, among the foremost in the world, together with its peculiar religion, culture, and language, have been expunged from everywhere that was once a Roman province. You great and noble souls, Scipio and Caesar, what did you think, what did you feel when your departed spirits gazed down from the starry heavens at Rome, that den of robbers, and the completion of your murderous handiwork? How sullied must your honor have seemed to you, how bloody your laurels, how base and inhuman your butchery! Rome is no more; yet even while it endured every worthy man must have sensed that these towering, ambitious victories would only rain down curses and disaster on his country.



IV. The Decline of Rome

The law of retaliation [Wiedervergeltung] is an eternal ordinance of Nature. As a weight cannot be placed in the pan of a balance without turning the scale, so no political equilibrium is disturbed, no offence committed against the rights of nations and of man without avenging itself; and the greater the weight, the more terrible the fall. If any history confirms this natural truth, it is the history of Rome; but let us broaden our view and focus not only on a single cause of Rome’s ruin. If the Romans had never set eyes on Asia and Greece, and preyed on poorer countries in their characteristic way, then doubtless their downfall would have come at a different time, under different circumstances, but it would have been no less inevitable. The seeds of corruption lay deep within the plant; the worm gnawed at its root and at its heart: and so in the end the colossal tree had to come crashing down.

1. The constitution of Rome contained a tension that, if not resolved, was bound to bring about its destruction sooner or later: namely, the fabric of the state itself, the unjust or uncertain boundaries between the senate, the equites, and the citizenry. Romulus could not possibly have foreseen every eventuality that his city would face when he made this arrangement: he created it according to his own circumstances and needs. When these changed, even he met his death at the hands of those for whom his authority had become irksome. None of his successors had the heart or desire to do what Romulus also had not done: wielding their personal power, they prevailed over each of the opposing parties and guided them in a rude state surrounded by dangers. Servius mustered the people and gave the most weight to the wealthiest.* Under the first consuls, the perils were all too urgent; and among the patricians there shone forth men of such grandeur, strength, and merit that the commoners could not but follow them. Soon, however, the circumstances altered and the oppression of the nobles became intolerable. The plebs groaned under the burden of debt; their say in legislation or their share in victories won by their arms was too small: and so the people withdrew to the Mons Sacer, so other disputes arose, which the appointment of tribunes could not eliminate but only multiply* and which therefore run like a thread through the whole subsequent history of Rome. Hence the protracted and frequently recurring conflicts over the allocation of land and the eligibility of plebeians for magisterial, consular, or priestly office—where each party sought its own interest and no one was able to put the whole on an impartial footing. This discord continued even under the Triumvirates:* indeed, the latter were merely the consequence of the former. As the Triumvirates brought an end to the entire Roman constitution, and such discord was nearly as old as the republic itself, so we must recognize that it arose not from external but from internal causes that gnawed at the marrow of the state from the very beginning. It seems strange, therefore, that the Roman constitution should be portrayed as a model of perfection: for in fact it was one of the most imperfect in the world, framed in a barbarous age and never subsequently amended with an eye to the whole, but only modified haphazardly by partisan acrimony. Caesar alone might have been able to introduce radical reform; but by then it was too late, and the dagger that killed him also foiled any plan for establishing the republic on better principles.

2. There is a contradiction inherent in the phrases “Rome, the queen of nations” or “Rome, the mistress of the world”: for Rome was but a city and its constitution that of a city. That Rome’s decisions to go to war were the decisions of an immortal senate, and not of a mortal king, surely contributed to its military tenacity and hence to its long-fought victories over foreign nations: for the spirit of its world-destroying maxims must necessarily be more effectively sustained in a collective body [Collegium] than in a fluctuating series of rulers. Indeed, as there was almost always friction between the senate and the people, and the former was obliged to provoke wars, in order that now the restless mob and now a restless leader might be employed abroad and peace preserved at home; so this incessant friction was a significant factor in disrupting the stability of the world. Lastly, as the senate itself regarded not only victories, or reports of victories, but also dire and imminent dangers as necessary for its support, and every ambitious patrician who wished to rally the plebs to his cause had need of gifts, games, renown, and triumphs, which he could get only or chiefly by war: so the fractious and troubled government of this city helped set the world astir and keep it unsettled for hundreds of years: for no orderly state, at ease with itself, would ever have enacted this fearful drama merely in pursuit of its own happiness. But it is one thing to make conquests and another to retain them; to gain victories and then turn them to the advantage of the state. Owing to its internal arrangements, Rome was never capable of the latter; and the former it accomplished only by means wholly at odds with the constitution of a city. Already the first kings who embarked on conquest were obliged to admit some of the vanquished towns and peoples within the walls of Rome, so that the feeble tree, which desired to put forth such mighty branches, might acquire roots and a trunk; the number of Rome’s inhabitants therefore grew tremendously. Afterward the city concluded alliances, and these allies joined it in the field; they therefore took part in its victories and conquests, and were Romans, even if they were not yet citizens or inhabitants of Rome. Violent quarrels soon raged, sparked by the insistence of these allies that they were due the rights of Roman citizenship; a demand inevitable from the nature of the case. This gave rise to the first civil war, which cost Italy 300,000 of its youth and brought Rome, which had been compelled to arm even its freedmen, to the very brink of destruction: for this was a war between head and limbs, a conflict that could have no other outcome than that the limbs should merge with this grossly misshapen head. Now all of Italy was Rome; and, throwing the world into great confusion, Rome spread ever farther. I shall not pause to consider the legal chaos that this Romanization must have inflicted on the cities of Italy and merely note the evils that henceforth flowed from every nook and corner into Rome. If previously everyone already gravitated toward this city, and the register of the census could not be kept pristine, such that there was even a consul who had not been born a Roman citizen,* then how much worse were things now, when the head of the world was a seething mass from all over Italy and therefore the most monstrous head that the world had ever borne? Immediately after Sulla’s death, the masters of the earth were 450,000 men strong; by absorbing their allies, their numbers increased enormously; and in Caesar’s time, there were 320,000 receiving the grain dole. Imagine this unruly and largely idle mob at the voting assemblies, in the company of its patrons and those vying for public office, and one will soon appreciate how in Rome gifts, games, pageantry, flattery, and most of all military force could incite those revolts, perpetrate those bloodbaths, and establish those Triumvirates that ultimately made this proud mistress of the world a slave to herself. What was the authority of the senate, totaling four to six hundred persons, compared to this numberless multitude that demanded the right of sovereignty and, marshalled in mighty armies, were at the beck and call of now one commander and now another? What a poor figure does the senate, which the ingratiating Greeks styled a god,* cut before Marius and Sulla, Pompey and Caesar, Antony and Octavian, to say nothing of the tyrannical emperors! How unimposing seems the pater patriae, Cicero, when attacked even by a Clodius;* his best counsel counts for little when measured against not only what Pompey, Caesar, Antony, and the rest actually did, but also what even a Catiline* nearly accomplished. These disparities stemmed not from the spices of Asia or from the effeminacy of Lucullus, but from the fundamental constitution of Rome, aspiring as it did to rule the world though but a city.8

3. But there were not only senate and people in Rome, but also slaves; and their numbers grew as the Romans subjected ever more of the world to their dominion. Slaves were put to work on their extensive and fertile estates in Italy, Sicily, Greece, and so on; the wealth of a household was determined by the amount of slaves attached to it; and the traffic in and training of them was one of Rome’s biggest industries, at which even Cato felt no shame.* Long gone were the days when master and servant enjoyed an almost fraternal relationship, and Romulus could pass a law permitting a father to sell his own son into slavery three times; the slaves of the world’s vanquishers were rounded up from every region of the earth and treated with clemency by kind masters and often like brutes by the pitiless. It would have been a miracle had no harm ever come to the Romans from this mass of oppressed beings: for like every evil institution, so this one too must necessarily avenge itself and bring its own punishment. By no means was this vengeance confined to that bloody slave war that Spartacus* waged for three years against the Romans, with the courage and skill of a general. His followers swelling from 74 to 70,000 men, he defeated various commanders, including two consuls, and many atrocities were committed. But the greater mischief arose from the favorites of their masters, the freedmen, thanks to whom Rome at length became, in the truest sense of the words, a slave of slaves. This evil first appeared in Sulla’s time, multiplying under the emperors and reaching such terrible proportions that I am unable to describe the upheavals and outrages perpetrated by freedmen and favored slaves. Roman histories and satires are full of such episodes: no savage people on earth is acquainted with the like. Thus Rome was punished by Rome itself; the oppressors of the world became the humble servants of the most despicable slaves.

4. At length there arrived luxury, which conduced to Rome’s misfortune just as its situation had facilitated its conquest of the world. As if from a central point, Rome ruled the Mediterranean Sea and hence the most opulent coasts of three continents—besides which, large fleets returned from Alexandria laden with the preciosities of Ethiopia and the remotest Indies. There are not words enough to describe that rude extravagance and voluptuousness prevailing after the conquest of Asia, visible in banquets and games, in clothing and dainty morsels, in grand houses and furnishings, not only in Rome itself, but everywhere under its dominion.9 We can scarcely believe our eyes when we read of such things, the exorbitant price of foreign commodities and the profligacy in acquiring them, leading to the onerous debt of prominent Romans, who in the end consisted of freedmen and slaves. This lavish expenditure necessarily brought the bitterest poverty in its train; indeed, it was already a sign of wretched impoverishment. Those rivers of gold, which for centuries had flowed into Rome from every province, at last ran dry; and as the entire trade of the Romans was in the highest degree disadvantageous to them, for they purchased superfluities and paid in specie, so it is no surprise that India alone drained them of immense sums each year. Meanwhile the land was abandoned to the wild: agriculture was no longer practiced as it once had been by the ancient Romans and their contemporaries in Italy; the arts of Rome were now given over to the frivolous rather than the useful, to prodigious pomp and sumptuosities in the form of triumphal arches, baths, tombs, theaters, amphitheaters, and so on—marvelous structures that, to be sure, only these plunderers of the world could have built. There is no applied art, no branch of industry in human society to which a Roman ever made a significant contribution; to say nothing of the possibility that he might thereby have been of service to other nations and derived from them just and lasting benefits. The coffers of the empire were therefore soon depleted; the coinage was debased; and, as a result of this debasement, by the third century of our era a general barely received the pay that had been deemed insufficient for a common soldier in the time of Augustus. These are simply natural consequences of the course of things, which, considered merely under the aspect of commerce and industry, could not turn out otherwise. Moreover, these very causes produced deleterious effects in the human species itself: numbers decreased, but so too did the size, stature, and vital powers of individual members. That same Rome and Italy, which had nearly made the most populous and flourishing countries in the world—Sicily, Greece, Spain, Asia, Africa, and Egypt—into deserts, brought upon themselves, naturally enough, by their wars and legislation, but more especially by their corrupt and idle mode of life, their intemperate vices, their divorcing of wives, their cruelty to slaves, and latterly by their tyranny over the noblest of men, the most unnatural death. For centuries a mortally ill Rome will languish on its sick-bed, wracked by frightful convulsions: the sick-bed extends across an entire world, from which it has extracted its sweet poisons, and which now cannot otherwise help Rome save by hastening its death. Barbarians approach, northern giants, to whom the enervated Romans must seem like dwarfs: they lay waste to Rome and reinvigorate an enfeebled Italy. A dreadful yet salutary proof that all extravagance in Nature avenges and devours itself! We have oriental luxury to thank for ridding the world early of this corpse, which by its victories elsewhere would have grown equally putrid, but probably not as swiftly or as terribly.

5. At this juncture I ought to summarize everything and unfold that grand disposition of Nature: how, even without luxury, plebeians, senate, and slaves, Rome’s martial spirit was bound ultimately to destroy itself and thrust into its own bowels the same sword that it had so often brandished at innocent cities and nations; but here history itself may speak in my stead. When the legions, unsated by rapine, found nothing more to plunder and glimpsed, on the frontiers of Parthia and Germania, the limit of their glory, what else could they do but turn back and direct their fury at their parent? This frightful spectacle had already begun in the time of Marius and Sulla: devoted to their commander, or paid from his purse, the returning armies, once more on native soil, took vengeance on his rivals, and Rome overflowed with blood. The spectacle continued. When Pompey and Caesar led their costly armies against each other in the land where once the Muses had sung and Apollo grazed his flock, the fate of their mother city was decided faraway by Romans fighting against Romans. So it went when, after Mutina, the Triumvirate sealed their brutal compact, issuing a list of proscription in which 300 senators and 2,000 equites were condemned to death or exile and confiscating 200,000 talents—mostly from Rome and even from the wives of those who had been proscribed. So it went after the Battle of Philippi, where Brutus fell; so it went before the war against Sextus Pompey, the yet nobler son of a great father; so it went after the Battle of Actium,* and so on. It was in vain that the weak and cruel Augustus played the part of benevolent peacemaker: the empire was won by the sword; by the sword it would be defended or by the sword it would fall. If the Romans were now only too pleased to doze serenely, then the nations that had been wronged, or stirred up, would not also sleep; they demanded revenge and retaliated when the opportunity arose. In the principate, the emperors remained nothing more than the commander in chief, and when many of them neglected their duties, the army delivered a stern reminder. It both installed emperors and assassinated them, until at length the prefect of the Praetorian Guard imposed himself as grand vizier and reduced the senate to abject puppets. Soon the senate, too, was composed only of soldiers; soldiers who in time became so feeble that they were fit neither for war nor for counsel. The empire crumbled: emperors and anti-emperors pursued and persecuted one another, while foreign nations encroached on Roman territory and the army was compelled to recruit enemies into its ranks, which served only to entice other foes. Thus the provinces were torn apart and ravaged; proud, eternal Rome finally fell, deserted and betrayed by its own generals. A grim monument of the fate that lies in store for the conquering rage of dominions great and small, and particularly for the despotic martial spirit, as decreed by the just laws of Nature. No military state has ever been more extensive or firmly established than the Roman; but equally no corpse has ever been borne to its grave in so shocking a manner as was the Roman throughout centuries of its history; so that, after Pompey and Caesar, there should never be another conqueror, another stratocracy among cultivated nations.

Great Fate! Has the history of Rome been preserved, indeed forced on half the world at sword’s point, merely to teach us this lesson? And yet of that history we learn only hollow phrases; or else it has been misunderstood and schooled new Romans, none of whom ever came close to the originals. The ancient Romans stood but once on the stage to enact, mostly as private individuals, their grand and terrible drama, an encore performance of which we would never wish to see inflicted on mankind. Let us nevertheless examine what luster and noble aspects even this tragedy possessed in the course of events.



V. Character, Sciences, and Arts of the Romans

After what has been said hitherto, duty demands that we name and commend those noble souls who, though Fate had placed them in a difficult position, bravely sacrificed themselves for what they called their patria and in their brief lives accomplished such things as approached the very peak of human powers. According to their merits, and in chronological order, I ought to name and commend Junius Brutus and Poplicola, Mucius Scaevola and Coriolanus, Valeria and Veturia, the three hundred Fabii and Cincinnatus, Camillus and Decius, Fabricius and Regulus, Marcellus and Fabius, the Scipios and Catos, Cornelia and her unfortunate sons—indeed, if we go by military exploits alone, we should add Marius and Sulla, Pompey and Caesar; and if good intentions and endeavors are deserving of praise, then Marcus Brutus, Cicero, Agrippa, Drusus, and Germanicus.* Among the emperors, too, I should acclaim Titus, that delight of mankind, the just and benevolent Nerva, the fortunate Trajan, the indefatigable Hadrian, the good Antonines, the undaunted Severus, the manly Aurelian,* and other pillars holding up a crumbling superstructure. But as these men are better known than even the Greeks, the reader will surely permit me to speak generally of the character of the Romans in their best ages and to consider this character, too, solely as a consequence of their historical circumstances.

If a name were to be given to impartiality and firm resolve; to tireless activity in word and deed; to a swift, determined march toward the goals of victory or honor; to that cool, intrepid courage, undaunted by danger, unbowed by misfortune, and unmoved by success; then that name would have to be Roman. Many persons belonging to this state, even from the lower orders, have displayed this courage so conspicuously that we, particularly in our youth, when the Romans mostly appear to us only in their nobler aspect, still venerate the shades of these great and departed men of the ancient world. Their generals stride forth like giants from one part of the world to another, carrying the fate of nations in their strong and deft hands. As they pass, they kick over thrones; with a single word they decide whether myriads live or die. How perilous were the heights on which they stood! And how large the stakes for which they played, gambling with crowns and millions in men and gold!

And on these heights they walk as simple Romans, disdaining the pomp of barbarian kings; a helmet was their crown, a breastplate their ornament.

And when I hear them, on this summit of wealth and power, speak with their manly eloquence, or see them tirelessly practicing their domestic or patriotic virtues; when, in the shock of battle or in the bustle of the marketplace, Caesar’s brow remains serene and his heart beats with merciful magnanimity even toward his enemies: O great soul, for all your reckless vices, if you did not deserve to be the monarch of Rome, then no man ever did! Yet Caesar was more than this; he was Caesar. The loftiest throne on earth was emblazoned with his cognomen; o that it could have been adorned with his soul, too, so that in the millennia that followed it might have been animated by the benevolent, watchful, and capacious spirit of Caesar!

But across from him stands his friend Brutus with dagger drawn. Good Brutus, not for the first time did your evil genius appear before you at Sardis and Philippi,* but long before and in the image of the patria—to which you, with a softer soul than that of your rude ancestors, sacrificed the hallowed rights of friendship and of man. Lacking Caesar’s spirit and Sulla’s coarse fury, you could not profit from the deed to which you were compelled and were therefore obliged to abandon Rome, which was Rome no more, to the wild intrigues of Antony and Octavian: the former, who laid all the majesty of Rome at the feet of an Egyptian courtesan; the latter, who from Livia’s boudoir subsequently imposed on the weary and tormented world the semblance of tranquility.

From where did this great character of the Romans spring? From their education, often even from the glory attached to a personal and family name, from their occupations, from the coming together of the senate, the people, and all the nations in the seat of world-government; indeed, from necessity itself, both fortunate and unfortunate, in which the Romans found themselves. Hence this character was communicated to all who partook of Roman grandeur, not only the patrician families but also to the common people, men as well as women. The daughters of Scipio and Cato, the wife of Brutus, the mother and sister of the Gracchi were incapable of acting in a manner unworthy of their family; indeed, the high-born ladies of Rome often surpassed the men in prudence and dignity. Thus, Terentia displayed more heroism than Cicero, Veturia more nobility than Coriolanus, Paulina* more fortitude than Seneca, and so on. The feminine virtues, though a natural aptitude for them surely existed, could not blossom in an oriental harem or a Greek gynaeceum as they did in the public and domestic life of the Romans; but, in times of depravity, feminine vices also flourished, before which humankind must shudder. Already after the defeat of the Latins 170 wives* agreed to poison their husbands and, when their plan was discovered, they drank like heroes the potion they had prepared. What the women of Rome were capable of doing under the emperors, and what they actually carried out, defies description. The darkest shadow borders the brightest light: Livia stands alongside her daughter-in-law, the faithful Antonia Minor; Munatia Plancina alongside Agrippina the Elder; Messalina alongside Claudia Octavia.*

________

If we would estimate the worth of Roman achievements in science, too, then we must proceed from their character and expect nothing Greek. Their language was the Aeolian dialect, mixed with almost all the tongues of Italy;* from this rude form it was gradually refined, and yet, in spite of all this refinement, it could never quite attain the lightness, clarity, and beauty of Greek. It was concise, grave, and dignified, the language of the legislators and rulers of the world; in every respect an imprint of the Roman mind. As the Romans became acquainted with the Greeks only after their character and state had long been molded by Latin, Etruscan, and their own culture, so they learned only belatedly to embellish their natural eloquence with the art of the Greeks. Let us therefore overlook their early efforts in drama and poetry, which unquestionably contributed much to the development of their language, and instead discuss those endeavors that struck deeper roots among them: legislation, oratory, and history. It was in these flowers of the intellect, which their very occupations helped to foster, that the Roman soul revealed itself most fully.

But here, too, we must bemoan the fact that Fate has vouchsafed us so little, inasmuch as those, whose thirst for conquest deprived us of so many writings of other peoples, were likewise obliged to surrender the productions of their own mind to the ravages of time. For, leaving aside their ancient pontifical annals* and the epics of Ennius, Naevius, or the attempts of a Fabius Pictor, where are the histories of a Cincius, Cato, Libo, Postumius Albinus, Piso, Cassius Hemina, Servilianus, Gaius Fannius, Sempronius Tuditanus, Coelius Antipater, Sempronius Asellio, Gnaeus Gellius, Lucinius Macer, and so on? Where are the lives, written by their own hand, of Aemilius Scaurus, Rutilius Rufus, Lutatius Catalus, Sulla, Augustus, Agrippa, Tiberius, Agrippina the Elder, or even of a Claudius, Trajan, and so on? To say nothing of the countless other historical works composed by the most important statesmen during Rome’s most important periods—by Hortensius, Atticus, Sisenna, Lutatius, Tubero, Lucius Lucceius, Balbus, Brutus, Tiro; by Valerius Messala, Cremutius Cordus, Domitius Corbulo, Cluvius Rufus—as well as the many lost writings of Cornelius Nepos, Sallust, Livy, Pompey Trogue, Pliny, and all the rest. Merely to list these names is sufficient refutation of those moderns who exalt themselves high above the Romans: for which modern nation has reckoned, among their regents, generals, and leading statesmen, in so brief a span of time, during events of such importance in which they themselves actively participated, so many and so great historians as the supposedly barbarous Romans? On the evidence of the few fragments and specimens that have come down to us by Cornelius, Caesar, Livy, and so on, Roman history may not have had the grace and pleasing beauty of the Greek; but it certainly possessed Roman dignity and much philosophical and political acumen in Sallust, Tacitus, and others. Wherever men perform great deeds, they also think and write great things: under slavery the mouth is muzzled, as the later course of Roman history amply demonstrates. And unfortunately the majority of historians from Rome’s times of liberty, or semi-liberty, have been wholly lost to posterity. An irreplaceable loss: for such men lived only once and only once did they write their own history.

Hand in hand with Roman history walked eloquence, her sister, and both following in the footsteps of their mother, the art of politics and of war—and hence many of the greatest Romans not only were well versed in these sciences, but also contributed to them. It is therefore unfair to reproach the Greek and Roman historians for inserting political and military orations into their narratives: for as the whole of civic life in the Republic was conducted by public speeches, so the historian had no more natural means with which to link events, present them from various points of view, and offer a pragmatic explanation, than precisely these speeches. They were a far more beautiful mode of pragmatic discourse than that subsequently employed by Tacitus and his brethren, who, compelled by necessity, uniformly interposed their own thoughts. Yet even Tacitus, with his reflective spirit, has often been unjustly maligned; for in his depictions, and in the spiteful tone he adopts there, he remains at heart a Roman. It was impossible for him to relate events without unfolding their causes and painting the detestable with dark colors. His history groans for liberty, with grief over the loss of freedom expressed far more effectively by his obscure and tight-lipped manner than by simple words. Eloquence and history prosper only in times of freedom—that is, of actions undertaken openly in the state and in war. When those times come to an end, so do they. As the state lapses into idleness, so they also resort to idle reflections and phrases.

In respect of eloquence, however, we feel less keenly the loss of orators, even those equal in eminence to the historians; Cicero alone makes up for many who are inextant. In his writings on rhetoric, he gives us at least a character sketch of his illustrious predecessors and contemporaries; but his speeches themselves can now serve in place of those by Cato, Antony, Hortensius, Caesar, and the rest. The fate of this man is glorious, more glorious in death than in life. He has preserved for us not only Roman eloquence, both in his principles and practice, but also the bulk of Greek philosophy, as the doctrines of many schools would be known to us little more than in name only, were it not for his enviable way of presenting them. His eloquence surpasses the thunder of Demosthenes not only in lucidity and philosophical precision, but also in urbanity and true patriotism. Almost to him alone is owed the credit for restoring to Europe a purer Latin language, an instrument that has unquestionably brought great benefits to the human mind, notwithstanding its many abuses. So rest in peace, you much-occupied and much-persecuted man, pater patriae of all the Latin schools in Europe!* For your frailties you did penance enough in life; now that you are dead, we rejoice in your erudite, elegant, righteous, and noble-tempered spirit and learn from your letters and books, if not to revere you, then at least to appreciate you and love you with gratitude.10

________

The poetry of the Romans was but an exotic flower, which, though it continued to put forth beautiful blossoms in Latium, occasionally acquiring a more exquisite tint, was actually unable to bear any new fruit of its own. The Etruscans had already prepared the ruder warriors for poetry through their Saliaric hymns and funerary inscriptions, through their Fescennine Verses, Atellan Farces,* and scenic plays—and when Tarentum and other cities in Magna Graecia were conquered, so too were Greek poets, who, by appealing to the more refined Muses of their mother tongue, sought to give polish to the coarse dialect of the vanquishers of Greece. The merits of these most ancient Roman poets are known to us only from a few lines and fragments, but we are astonished at the sheer number of tragedies and comedies by them that we find mentioned, not just in the earliest days but even in their best ages. Time has erased them, yet I suspect that their loss is not so profound as that of the Greeks: for some of them imitated Greek subjects and probably Greek manners as well. The Roman people were too enamored of farces and pantomimes, Circensian games, and the blood and gore of gladiatorial combats to possess a Greek ear and a Greek soul for the theater. The dramatic muse was introduced to the Romans as a slave,* and among them a slave she continued to be: nevertheless, I very much regret the loss of the 130 plays of Plautus and the 108 comedies of Terence that went down with his ship, as well as the poems of stout-souled Ennius, especially his Scipio and didactic poems;* for in Terence alone we would at least have, to use Caesar’s expression,* half a Menander. Thanks be to Cicero, therefore, for preserving Lucretius, a poet with a Roman soul, and to Augustus for saving the half-Homer that is Virgil’s Aeneid. Thanks be to Cornutus for not having deprived us of some of the satires of his noble pupil Persius.* And thanks be to those monks, too, for having saved, so that they might learn Latin, Terence, Horace, Boethius, and above all Virgil as a virtuous pagan. The one unsullied laurel in the crown of Augustus is that he was devoted to the Muses and allowed the arts to flourish.

It is with more pleasure that I turn from the Roman poets to the philosophers; many were often both at the same time and indeed philosophers both in heart and soul. While no systems were invented in Rome, they were still carried into practice and applied to law, politics, and public life. Never will a didactic poet write with greater ardor and intensity than Lucretius: for he believed what he taught. Never has Plato’s Academy been revived more delightfully than in Cicero’s elegant dialogues. And Stoic philosophy not only held sway over much of Roman jurisprudence, thereby strictly regulating the conduct of men, but also acquired a practical consistency and beauty in the writings of Seneca, in the excellent meditations of Marcus Aurelius, in the precepts of Epictetus, and so on, to which the doctrines of various schools evidently contributed. Necessity and experience in the many crises faced by the Roman state fortified the minds of men and steeled them; they sought something that would give them purchase and used what the Greeks had devised, not as an idle ornament but as a weapon, as armor. Stoic philosophy had a great effect on the hearts and minds of the Romans: not by inciting them to the conquest of the world, but by promoting justice and equity and by providing consolation to the innocently oppressed. For the Romans, too, were human beings, and when a blameless posterity suffered for the sins of their ancestors, they sought comfort wherever they could find it. What they did not invent themselves they made their own with all the more conviction.

The history of Roman erudition is for us a fragment of a fragment, since the collections of their literature have for the most part been destroyed as well as the sources from which those collections were drawn. What labor we would have been spared, what light cast over antiquity, if the writings of Varro* or the 2,000 books from which Pliny compiled his encyclopedic work had come down to us! An Aristotle would surely have gathered different materials from the world as it was known to the Romans than did Pliny; but his book is still a treasury that, in spite of his ignorance of particular subjects, reveals both the diligence and Roman soul of its compiler. The same applies to the history of jurisprudence among this people: it is the history of extraordinary acuity and industry, which nowhere else could be exercised, or continued for so long, as they were in the Roman state—and the jurists of ancient Rome cannot be held accountable for all the adaptations and accretions that were subsequently made. In short, deficient as Roman literature appears, in almost every genre, by comparison with the Greek, the reason why it could become the haughty legislator for all the nations of the world lay not in the circumstances of the time alone, but in its specifically Roman nature. This will be demonstrated in the sequel of the present work, when we shall see a new Rome rise up from the ashes of the old—in a very different form, to be sure, but still filled with the spirit of conquest.

Finally, I should make mention of the art of the Romans, in which they revealed themselves, to the world and to posterity, as masters of the earth, disposing over the labor and materials of every conquered nation. From the beginning they were inclined to commemorate the glory of their victories with triumphal insignia and the glory of their city with monuments of lasting magnificence; so that very early on they had in mind nothing less than the eternality of their proud existence. The temples erected by Romulus and Numa, and the squares reserved for public assemblies, were already intended for victories and a powerful popular government, until, soon thereafter, Ancus and Tarquin laid the foundations of that architectural style that would at length verge on immensity. The Etruscan king* built the walls of Rome from hewn stone: to supply his people with drinking water and carry away the city’s waste, he installed that vast canal, the ruins of which remain a wonder of the world: for modern Rome has lacked the capacity even to maintain or keep it clear. In the same style were its galleries, temples, courts, and the Circus Maximus, which, designed merely to entertain the people, commands our admiration even now, though it has long since fallen into disrepair. Down this road the kings, particularly Tarquin the Proud, then the consuls and aediles, the dictators and conquerors of the world, and especially Julius Caesar, continued to go; and the emperors duly followed. Gradually, then, there came about those gates and towers, those theaters and amphitheaters, circuses and stadia, triumphal arches and columns, those splendid tombs and catacombs, roads and aqueducts, palaces and baths, which these masters of the earth have left behind as their traces not only in Rome and Italy, but often in other provinces too. To contemplate some of these monuments, even in their ruined state, is almost too much for the eye to bear, and the mind grows weary as it struggles to grasp the prodigious idea that the artist conceived and then realized in forms of such solidity and majesty. Smaller still do we feel ourselves when we reflect on the purposes of these structures, on the bustling activity in and around them, and on the people to whom they were dedicated and those persons, often private individuals, who erected them. We have the feeling that there was only ever one Rome in the world and only one genius permeating its works, from Curio’s wooden amphitheater* to Vespasian’s Coliseum, from the temple of Jupiter Stator to the Pantheon of Agrippa or the Temple of Peace, from the first triumphal gate of a returning victor to the arches and columns of Augustus, Titus, Trajan, Severus, and the rest, in addition to the remnants of every monument of the public and domestic life of the Romans. This genius was not the spirit that celebrates the liberty of nations and amity among mankind. For when we consider the enormous toil of those laborers who were obliged to procure these slabs of stone and marble from distant lands and, as slaves captured in war, raise them; when we calculate the costs incurred by these gigantic edifices, costs counted in the blood and sweat of provinces plundered and squeezed dry; indeed, when we ponder the cruel, proud, and savage taste that most of these buildings promoted, by the bloody gladiatorial games, brutal animal hunts, barbarous triumphal processions, and so on; to say nothing of the debaucheries associated with the baths and palaces: then we are bound to conclude that Rome was founded by some demon inimical to mankind, so as to betray to every mortal hints of his diabolical and superhuman glory. On this subject, let the reader turn to the complaints of Pliny the Elder* and every noble Roman; let him review the wars and acts of extortion by which the arts of Etruria, Greece, and Egypt arrived in Rome: and he will perhaps be awed by the piles of Roman splendor, as representing the summit of human authority and grandeur, but also learn to detest them as the den of tyrants and the murderers of mankind. The rules of art, however, remain what they are; and though the Romans themselves, properly speaking, were deficient in artistic inventions, and latterly combined what had been invented elsewhere in a rather barbarous manner, they still saw themselves, even with this patchwork taste, laid and overlaid from a variety of sources, as the great masters of the earth:

Excudent alii spirantia mollius aera,

credo equidem, vivos ducent de marmore voltus,

orabunt causas melius, caelique meatus

describent radio, et surgentia sidera dicent:

tu regere imperio populos, Romane, memento;

hae tibi erunt artes; pacisque imponere morem,

parcere subiectis et debellare superbos.*

We would gladly forgive the Romans for holding all the Greek arts in contempt, while employing them to pursue some practical end or merely their love of pomp, or for failing to advance the noblest sciences, such as astronomy, chronology, and so on, and instead embark on a pilgrimage to those places where these flowers of the intellect blossomed in their native soil; but only if they had left them there and practiced the art of government, in which they claimed to excel, with more human kindness. Yet this they were unable to do, for their wisdom served only the goal of preserving their supremacy, and the pride of other nations, they supposed, could be crushed only by their own, still greater pride.



VI. General Observations on the Fate and History of Rome

It has been an old practice of political philosophy to inquire whether Rome’s greatness was due more to bravery or to fortune. Already Plutarch ventured an opinion on this question, along with several other writers, Greek as well as Roman, and in more recent times the problem has been taken up by almost every thinker given to reflection on the course of history.* Plutarch, in spite of all that he must concede to Roman bravery, decides in favor of fortune and in this inquiry, as in his other writings, has revealed himself to be the flowery, agreeable Greek, but not exactly a mind that will get to the bottom of his subject. Most of the Romans, by contrast, ascribed everything to their bravery, whereas the philosophers of later ages imagined a prudent policy by which Roman power was built up, piece by piece, from the laying of the first foundation stone to the time of its greatest extent. History shows clearly that none of these hypotheses precludes the others, but, when judiciously combined, they are all true. Bravery, fortune, and prudence had to join together to make happen what did in fact happen—and from the days of Romulus we see these three deities* in league with one another in behalf of Rome. If, after the manner of the ancients, we termed the whole nexus of cause and effect Nature or Fortune, then the bravery of the Romans, and even their ruthlessness, as well as their prudence and cunning, would have to be considered as belonging to this all-guiding fortune. Our view must always remain incomplete if we insist on one of these qualities to the exclusion of the rest and, notwithstanding the excellencies of the Romans, overlook their flaws and vices; notwithstanding the internal character of their actions, ignore the external circumstances that accompanied them; notwithstanding their firm and extensive grasp of military strategy, forget the role of chance, which their generals often exploited with such success. The geese that saved the Capitol* were no less the tutelary deities of Rome than the courage of Camillus, the delaying tactics of Fabius, or Jupiter Stator. In the natural world all things that act together and on one another—creating, preserving, and destroying—form a whole; in the historical world it is no different.

It is an agreeable mental exercise to wonder now and then what would have become of Rome under different circumstances—for example, if it had been situated elsewhere, if early on it had been moved to Veii, if Brennus had scaled the Capitoline Hill, if Alexander had waged war against Italy, if the city had been conquered by Hannibal, or if his advice to Antiochus* had been followed. Similarly, we might ask how Caesar would have ruled in place of Augustus, or Germanicus instead of Tiberius? How would the world be constituted without the irruption of Christianity? And so on. Each one of these questions leads us to such a particular concatenation of circumstances that we eventually come to regard Rome, after the manner of those Orientals, as a living thing that under these circumstances, and under these circumstances alone, could arise on the banks of the Tiber, as if from the ocean;* gradually learn to do battle, both on land and at sea, with all the nations settled in this corner of the globe; subdue and crush them underfoot; and finally discover within itself the limits of its glory and the seeds of its corruption—just as it actually did. On this view everything senseless and arbitrary vanishes from history. In history, as in every production of the natural kingdoms, all or nothing is fortuitous, all or nothing arbitrary. Every phenomenon of history becomes a natural production and very nearly the one most deserving of contemplation for man, because here so much depends on him, and he may find the most useful kernel, though contained in the bitterest shell, even in that which lies outside his power, in the great supremacy of the circumstances of time: in the oppression of Greece, Carthage, and Numantia, in the murder of Sertorius, Spartacus, and Viriatus, in the downfall of Sextus Pompey, Drusus, Germanicus, Britannicus, and so on. This is the only philosophical way of looking at history; and it has been practiced, even if unwittingly, by every thinking mind.

Nothing would be more contrary to this impartial view than our wishing to insinuate, even into the sanguinary history of Rome, a secret providential design of limited scope: as if, for example, Rome rose to such heights primarily so that it might bring forth poets and orators, spread Roman law and the Latin language to the furthest frontiers of the empire, and smooth the way for the introduction of Christianity. Everyone knows the enormous evils that afflicted Rome and the surrounding world before these poets and orators could emerge; how dearly Sicily paid for Cicero’s speech against Verres, how dearly both Rome and Cicero himself paid for his orations against Catiline, or his philippics against Antony, and so forth. Thus, a ship had to sink so that a single pearl might be saved, and thousands perish so that from their ashes might spring a few flowers, which in time will also turn to dust and be scattered by the wind. To purchase Virgil’s Aeneid, or the tranquil Muse of Horace and his urbane epistles, rivers of Roman blood first had to flow and countless nations and kingdoms had to be vanquished. Were they worth the price, these fine fruits of a golden age obtained by force? The same goes for Roman law: for who is ignorant of the suffering it caused and how it destroyed many humaner [menschlichere] institutions in the most disparate lands? Foreign nations were judged according to customs with which they were unacquainted; they were introduced to crimes and punishments of which previously they had never heard—indeed, did not this legislation, which was fitted only to the constitution of Rome, generally tend, after a thousand oppressions, so to efface, so to pervert the character of all the conquered nations that in place of their peculiar stamp there at last stood only the Roman eagle, which, having pecked out the eyes of provinces and feasted on their entrails, now spread its wings and barely covered their pitiful corpse? Neither did the Latin language profit from the subjugated peoples; nor they from it. It grew corrupt and was eventually reduced to a Romanic jargon, spoken not only in the provinces, but also in Rome itself. It even spoiled the unblemished beauty of the much lovelier Greek; and the native dialects of so many nations, which would have been far more useful, to them and to us, than a vitiated Latin, were all but wiped out, save for the merest remnant that survived. Lastly, as highly as I esteem the benefits that the Christian religion has conferred on mankind, so far am I from believing that even a single waymark in Rome was originally erected by human beings on its account. Not for its sake did Romulus build his city, or Pompey and Crassus sweep through Judaea; still less were all the Roman establishments in Europe and Asia made to facilitate its diffusion. Rome embraced Christianity just as it had earlier embraced the cult of Isis and every vile superstition of the oriental world. Indeed, it would be blasphemous to suppose that Providence knew no other instrument by which to accomplish its finest work, the propagation of truth and virtue, than the tyrannical, blood-smeared hands of the Romans. The Christian religion came up by its own forces, just as the Roman Empire grew by its own forces; and if they were ultimately united, then it was to the advantage of neither. The union produced a Roman-Christian bastard, and many are those who wish it had never been born.

Natural history has gained nothing from the philosophy of final purposes [Endzwecke], as the votaries of which have contented themselves with specious fictions instead of careful inquiry. And how much more is this true of human history, with its thousands of interlocking purposes!

We must therefore reject the notion that the Romans took their place in the succession of ages in order to form, as in an unfolding tableau of mankind, a more perfect link in the chain of culture and extend it beyond the Greek. In those areas in which the Greeks excelled, the Romans never surpassed them; while whatever was peculiar to the Romans, they did not learn from the Greeks. They made use of all the peoples with whom they were in contact, except for Indians and troglodytes; but they did so precisely as Romans, and it is open to question whether this was to their advantage or their detriment. The Greeks no more existed for the sake of the Romans, or centuries earlier founded their institutions for them, than did any other nation. Both Athens and the Italian colonies made laws for themselves, not for the Romans; and if Athens had not existed, then Rome might have sent to Scythia instead for its Twelve Tables.* In many respects, Greek laws were also more perfect than the Roman: and the defects of the latter were spread to a far more extensive region of the world. If here or there they appeared more humane, then this was after the Roman fashion: for it would have been unnatural if the conquerors of so many civilized [gebildeten] nations had not learned at least the semblance of human kindness [Menschlichkeit], which were often employed to deceive them.

Nothing else remains, therefore, but to conjecture that Providence established the Roman state and the Latin language as a bridge, by means of which some of the treasures of antiquity might be conveyed to us. But this bridge would then be the worst that could have been chosen: for we were deprived of most of these treasures by its very construction. The Romans were destroyers and were destroyed in turn; but destroyers do not preserve the world. They stirred up all the peoples until eventually they became their prey, and Providence performed no miracles in their behalf. Let us therefore contemplate this natural phenomenon like every other, the causes and effects of which we would examine freely, without recourse to any supposititious plan. The Romans were and came to be exactly what they were capable of becoming; whatever was Roman and could perish, perished, and whatever could be preserved, was preserved. The ages roll on and with them the child of the times, multiform mankind. Everything that could blossom on earth has blossomed; each in its proper season and in its proper sphere: and though it may now have faded, it will surely blossom again when the time comes. The work of Providence continues its eternal course, according to grand, universal laws—and to a consideration of these we now proceed with unassuming step.

_____________
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Book 15


“EVERYTHING IN HISTORY is therefore transitory; the inscription on her temple reads: vanity and decay. We kick the dust of our forefathers and walk on the crumbled ruins of human states and kingdoms. Like shades Egypt, Persia, Greece, and Rome flitted before us; like shades they rise from their graves and reveal themselves in history.

“And if some political structure has outlived itself, then who would not wish it a peaceful demise? Who does not shudder when, in the midst of the living, he happens on the tombs of ancient establishments that deprive them of light and habitation? And though the present generation may clear these catacombs, it will not be long before their own establishments seem moribund to their successors and are committed to the ground.

“The cause of the impermanence of all terrestrial things lies in their essence, in the place that they inhabit, in the whole law that binds our nature. The body of man is a fragile shell that is constantly renewed until at last it can renew itself no longer; and yet his spirit operates on earth only in and through the body. We fancy ourselves self-sufficient and yet are dependent on all in Nature: woven into the web of things mutable, we too must follow the laws governing their repeated course, which are none other than to arise, to exist, and to disappear. Mankind are connected by a slender thread that in every instant is broken, only to be fastened anew. The graybeard, grown wise with years, returns to the soil, so that his heir may likewise begin as a child, perhaps foolishly destroy the works of his father, and bequeath to his son in turn the same futile toil that consumed his own life. So one day is linked to the next; so generation is tied to generation and empire to empire. The sun sets so that night may fall and men rejoice in a new dawn.

“And even were some progress discernible in all of this, where is it exhibited in history? Everywhere we observe destruction in history without perceiving that what is renovated is better than what was destroyed. Nations flourish and then fade; but a faded nation does not bloom again, let alone more beautifully than before. Culture continues on its path; but it does not become more perfect. In a new place new capacities are developed; the old ones associated with the former locality are irretrievably lost. Were the Romans wiser and happier than the Greeks? And are we wiser and happier than them both?

“Human nature remains ever the same: in the ten thousandth year of the world man will be born with passions, just as he was in its second, and passes through the stages of his folly to arrive at a belated, deficient, and useless wisdom. Our life, which we spend blundering through a labyrinth, measures but a short span, so that it can be almost a matter of indifference to us whether the maze has an exit or a plan.

“It is mankind’s sad fate to find themselves, with all their exertions, chained to the wheel of Ixion, to the boulder of Sisyphus, and condemned to the yearning of Tantalus. We must desire, we must strive without ever seeing the fruits of our labors or learning a single result of human endeavor in the whole of history. If a people exists in isolation, then its character is worn away by the hand of Time; and if it comes into collision with others, then it is tossed into the crucible, where its features are likewise obliterated. So we raise buildings on thin ice; so we write on the ocean waves: the wave rolls by, the ice melts—and gone is our palace, gone are our thoughts.

“To what end, then, the miserable drudgery in which men are made by God to spend every day of their brief lives? To what end the burden under which everyone groans as they work their way to their graves? And no one was asked whether he wanted to shoulder the load, whether he wanted to be born in this place, at this time, under these circumstances! Indeed, as most of the evils that afflict men derive from men themselves, from their bad constitutions and governments, from the haughtiness of oppressors, and from an almost inevitable frailty in both ruler and ruled—what fate was it that subjected man to the yoke of his own kind, to the mad or feeble whims of his brethren? Were we to take all the nations and add up their periods of happiness and unhappiness, their good and bad regents, and the amount of wisdom and folly, reason and passion exhibited even by the best of these—then what staggering negative sums we would tally! Consider the despots of Asia, Africa, and indeed the whole globe; behold those monsters occupying the Roman throne, under whom the world suffered for century after century; count the disturbances and the wars, the oppressions and the impassioned tumults; and remark everywhere the outcome. A Brutus falls and an Antony triumphs; Germanicus is struck down, while Tiberius, Caligula, and Nero reign; Aristides is exiled; Confucius flees from one place to the next; Socrates, Phocion, and Seneca are sentenced to death. Though in all these instances the principle ‘what is, is; what can be, will be; what is destroyable, will be destroyed’ is clearly operative, the sad realization of this fact only impresses on us a second principle, that brutal power and its sister, malicious cunning, prevail on this earth.”

Thus is man led to doubt and despair after much apparent experience of history: indeed, this doleful complaint is to a certain degree warranted by the whole surface of events. Consequently, I have known many who, drifting on the desolate ocean of human history, imagined they had lost sight of that same God whom, on the firm ground of natural philosophy, they glimpsed with their mind’s eye in every blade of grass, in every grain of dust, and worshipped with an overflowing heart. In the temple of earthly creation everything seemed to them suffused with omnipotence and benevolent wisdom; while in the marketplace of human activity, for which our term of life has after all been adapted, they saw nothing but an arena of senseless passions, savage forces, and destructive arts, bereft of any consistent or salutary intention. To them, history was a spider’s web in some corner of the universe, the tangled threads of which reveal the prey’s withered husk, but never once its somber center: the spinning spider itself.

But if there is a God in Nature, then he is also in history: for man, too, is a part of creation and, in his wildest extravagances and passions, must obey laws that are no less fine and excellent than those according to which every celestial and terrestrial body moves. As I am convinced that man can and may know that which he must know, so I now leave the pell-mell scenes through which we have hitherto been wandering, and turn, confidently and freely, to the lofty and beautiful laws of Nature that govern them also.


I. Humanity Is the End of Human Nature, and with This End God Put the Fate of Mankind in Their Own Hands

If something shall be more than a lifeless means, its end must lie within itself. Had we been created to strive, with ceaseless and vain effort, after a point of perfection external to us, and which we could never attain, like a magnet turned toward the north: then, as blind machines, we might feel pity not only for ourselves, but even for the being that had condemned us to a such a Tantalean fate by fashioning our species merely for his own amusement—and taken a spiteful and ungodly pleasure in having done so. If, in defense of this being, we offered the excuse that these futile endeavors, which always fall short of their goal, yet effect some good and maintain our nature in perpetual activity, then it would still be a cruel and imperfect being that merited this defense: for no good can come of aimless activity and, whether unwittingly or maliciously, he would have deceived us, in a manner most unworthy, by presenting us with a false image of his intentions. Fortunately, however, the nature of things gives us no cause to entertain such misconceptions. If we consider mankind as far as we are acquainted with them, and according to the laws that reside within them, then we know nothing higher in man than humanity: for even when we imagine gods or angels, we think of them as idealized, superior human beings.

We have seen1 that our nature is organized to this evident end; to this end we were endowed with our finer senses and instincts, our reason and freedom, our delicate and continuing health, our language, art, and religion. In every condition and in every society, man could have nothing else in mind, could cultivate nothing else but humanity—however he conceived of it. For its sake Nature fixed the generations [Geschlechter] and the periods of our life so that our childhood is of longer duration and we learn a mode of humanity only with the aid of education. For its sake every way of living pursued by men throughout the wide world was founded, every form of society introduced. Hunter, fisherman, shepherd, farmer, or burgher—in every condition man learned to identify what he could eat, to build a house for himself and his family, to raise the clothing of both sexes to ornamentation, and to bring order to his household. He invented various laws and systems of government, the object of all of which was that everyone, unmolested by others, might exercise his faculties and obtain for himself a more pleasing and free enjoyment of existence. To this end, property was secured, and labor, art, trade, and communication between individuals facilitated: punishments were devised for criminals and rewards for the virtuous, while a thousand moral customs in public and domestic life, and even in religion, were decreed for the various classes. To this end, lastly, wars were fought and treaties concluded; a sort of law of nations and of war, as well as conventions of hospitality and commerce, became gradually entrenched, so that even beyond the frontiers of his own country a man might be treated with forbearance and respect. Therefore, whatever good was done in history, was done for humanity; and whatever foolish, vicious, and abominable, trespassed against it; so that man cannot imagine any other end for his earthly institutions than the one lying within him, in the strong and frail, mean and noble nature with which his God endowed him. Now, if in all of creation we know a thing only by what it is and by the effects that it produces, then mankind’s purpose on earth is revealed to us by their nature and history, as by the clearest demonstration.

Let us look back on that region of the world through which we have traveled hitherto. Among all the peoples from China to Rome, in all their establishments, in all the varieties of their political constitutions, in every one of their inventions, whether of peace or war, and even in all the faults and atrocities that nations have committed, we may still discern the principal law of Nature: “Man shall be man! He shall mold [bilde] his circumstances according as he thinks best.” For this purpose, the peoples seized their land and established themselves in it as well as they could. Of women and the state, of slaves, clothing, and habitations, of amusements and food, of art and science, everything has been made, in one place or another on earth, that man believed could be made for his own and the collective good. Everywhere, therefore, we find mankind in possession of and exercising the right to form [bilden] themselves after a particular mode of humanity, once this has been recognized. If they erred or got stuck in inherited tradition, then they suffered the consequences of their error and paid their debt. The Deity tied their hands only by restricting them to what they were, to their time, place, and intrinsic forces. When they were in fault, he did not come to their aid by working a miracle, but instead allowed these faults to stand so that men would learn by themselves to rectify them.

Simple as this law of Nature is, it is no less worthy of God, no less uniform and rich in consequences for mankind. If man shall be what he is, and become what he is capable of becoming, then he must preserve a spontaneous nature and a sphere for his free activity, undisturbed by any preternatural miracle. All inanimate matter, and every species of living being guided by instinct alone, has remained what it was since the creation; whereas God made man a god on earth: he invested him with the principle of self-activity and set this in motion from the beginning by the internal and external requirements of his nature. Man could not live and sustain himself if he did not learn to employ his reason: as soon as he did so, the door was opened to a thousand errors and abortive experiments; but at the same time, by these very errors and abortive experiments, the path was cleared to a better use of reason. The more swiftly he recognizes his faults, the more vigorously he applies himself to correcting them, the greater his progress, the more his humanity acquires form [bildet sich]—and this he must work to perfect [ausbilden] or spend centuries groaning beneath the burden of his mistakes.

We also see, therefore, that Nature has chosen as wide a domain for the establishment of this law as the habitat of our species would allow; she organized man as variously as the human species could be organized on this earth. She placed the Negro close to the ape, and from the Negro’s reason to the brain of the finest make of man, she invited all peoples, in all ages, to solve her great problem, the problem of humanity. Scarcely any nation in the world could fail to obtain those necessaries of life to which want and instinct lead; while the more refined improvement of man’s condition was left to more refined nations settled in milder climates. As everything that is beautiful and well-ordered lies between two extremes, so the more beautiful form [Form] of reason and humanity was likewise bound to find its place in this temperate intermediate zone. And, according to the natural law of this universal convenience [Convenienz], this it has done in abundance. For though we can acquit scarcely any Asiatic nation of that indolence, which caused them to halt prematurely once they had arrived at good institutions and regard inherited forms [Form] as sacred and inviolable, we must nevertheless excuse them if we take into account the vast expanse of earth that they call home and the hazards to which they were exposed, particularly from the mountains. On the whole, their initial, early attempts at the formation [Bildung] of humanity, each considered relative to its time and place, merit praise to this day; and still less should we overlook the advances made by the more dynamic peoples on the coasts of the Mediterranean Sea. They shook off the despotic yoke of ancient traditions and systems of government, thereby confirming the great and benign law of human destiny: “that which a people or an entire race of men [Menschengeschlecht] decides, on reflection, is for its own good and energetically pursues, Nature shall grant: for Nature ordained that they should strive not after despots or traditions, but rather after the best form [Form] of humanity.”

The principle underlying this divine law of Nature reconciles us wonderfully not only with the figure [Gestalt] of our species throughout the wide world, but also with the changes to which it has been subject down the ages. Everywhere man is whatever he could make of himself, whatever he had the desire and power to become. If he was satisfied with his condition, or if, in the seeds sown by Time, the means to his formation [Bildung] had not yet ripened, then for centuries he remained what he was and did not become otherwise. But if he used the weapons that God had given him to use—his understanding, his strength, and all the opportunities that a favorable wind blew his way—then by art he rose higher, then he worked diligently to perfect himself. If he did not, then his very indolence shows that he was less cognizant of his misfortune: for every vivid feeling of injustice, accompanied by understanding and strength, must be a force for emancipation. Long submission to despotism, for instance, was by no means due to the despot’s overwhelming superiority; the ready and trusting weakness of the subjugated, and later their acquiescent indolence, were its greatest and only supports. For acquiescence, to be sure, is easier than vigorously trying to better one’s lot; which is why so many peoples have not exercised the right that God conferred on them through the divine gift of reason.

But there is no doubt, generally speaking, that what has not yet come to pass on earth will occur at some future point: for the rights of man are imprescriptible and the powers that God invested in him ineradicable. We are astonished at how far the Greeks and Romans advanced in their circle of objects within the span of a few centuries: for though the object of their activity was not always the most pure, they nevertheless prove that they were capable of achieving it. Their example shines forth in history and encourages those who are like them, under the same or even greater protection of Fate, to similar or better efforts. In this respect the whole history of nations schools us in the race to attain the most beautiful garland of all: humanity and the dignity of man. So many glorious nations of the past accomplished an inferior goal; why should we not succeed in striving for one that is purer and nobler? They were human beings, just as we are; their calling to realize the best shape [Gestalt] of humanity is ours, too, albeit according to the circumstances of our time, according to our convictions and duties. Whatever they could do, without the benefit of miracles, we can and may do also: the Deity assists us only by our industry, our understanding, our powers. After he had created the earth and all its unreasoning creatures, he formed man, saying to him: “Be my image, a god on earth! Dispose and govern! Whatever you are able to fashion from your nature that is noble and excellent, bring forth; I need not help you by working wonders, for I put your own human fate in your own human hands; but all my sacred and eternal laws of Nature will grant you aid.”

Let us consider some of these laws of Nature that, even according to the testimony of history, have furthered the progress of humanity in our species and, as truly as they are divine laws of Nature, will continue to do so.



II. All Destructive Forces in Nature Must Not Only Yield, in the Course of Time, to the Preservative Forces, but Must Themselves Ultimately Promote the Consummation of the Whole

First example. As the stuff of future worlds once floated, dispersed through infinite space, the Creator of these worlds was pleased to leave matter to form itself by means of the intrinsic forces with which it had been endowed. Toward the sun, the center of the whole, drifted whatever could not find its own orbit or resist the greater forces exerted by Sol on his mighty throne. Whatever found another center of attraction likewise coalesced around it, either tracing an ellipsis around its great focal point or flying off in parabolas and hyperbolas, never to return. Thus was the ether purified; thus from floating, swirling chaos there developed a harmonious cosmic system, according to which planets and comets have for eons described regular orbits around the sun: eternal proofs of the law of Nature that order arises from a state of confusion by means of forces implanted by the Deity. As long as this grand and simple law continues to govern all the forces, enumerated and balanced against one another, the fabric of the universe will stand firm: for it is founded on a quality and rule of divine provenance.

Second example. Likewise, when the earth formed itself from an amorphous mass into a planet, its elements clashed and contended with one another until each found its place, so that, after much wild confusion, all are now subservient to the harmoniously ordered sphere. Land and water, air and fire, seasons and climates, winds and tides, the weather and other atmospheric phenomena: they are all subject to a single great law dictated by its shape and mass, its motion and distance from the sun, and are thereby brought into harmony. Those countless volcanoes that once spewed fire over the surface of our earth, spew fire no longer; the ocean no longer seethes with those precipitations of vitriol and other substances that once covered the ground of terra firma. Millions of creatures that were bound to perish did indeed perish; whatever was able to preserve itself survived and has now remained, for thousands of years, in grand harmonious order. Beasts wild and domesticated, carnivorous and herbivorous, insects, birds, fish, and human beings are adjusted to one another—and, under these heads, so are male and female, birth and death, the span and stages of life, hardship and joy, needs and pleasures. And all of this is not the result of some arbitrary, daily changing, and inexplicable arrangement, but of evident laws of Nature, inherent in the structure of the creatures themselves; that is, in the relation of all the organic forces that have animated and maintained themselves on our planet. For as long as the law of Nature of this structure and relation endures, so will its consequences: namely, harmonious order between the animate and inanimate parts of our creation, which, as the interior of the earth demonstrates, could only be effected by the destruction of millions of beings.

And should not this same law, which, in conformity with intrinsic natural forces, creates order out of chaos and brings regularity to the confusion of human affairs, hold sway over the life of man? There can be no doubt that it does! We carry this principle within us, and it must and will operate consistent with its character. All the errors of man are a fog of truth; all the passions of his breast are wilder impulses of a force that does not yet know itself, but, according to its nature, acts only in pursuit of the best. Even the tempests of the sea, so often devastating and disastrous, are the offspring of a harmonious world order, no less instrumental to its design than the murmuring zephyr. I hope I may succeed in placing a few observations in such a light as to confirm this delightful truth.

1. As ocean storms are rarer than regular winds, so benevolent Nature has ordained for mankind that far fewer destroyers than preservers be born among them.

In the animal kingdom, a divine law ensures that fewer lions and tigers are possible, and actually exist, than sheep and doves; in history, it is an equally beneficent dispensation that the number of Nebuchadnezzars and Cambyses, Alexanders and Sullas, Attilas and Genghis Khans is far smaller than that of milder-tempered generals or tranquil and peace-loving monarchs. The former are characterized by either very irregular passions or flaws in their natural dispositions, by which they appear to the earth as blazing meteors instead of auspicious stars; or often singular circumstances of education, rare occurrences of early habit, or even the pressing demands of hostile, political necessity serve to incite these so-called scourges of God against mankind and maintain them in full career. If, therefore, Nature will not abandon her course on our account, occasionally sending forth into the world, among the myriad forms and complexions that she produces, men of unruly passions, spirits of destruction and not preservation; then it still remains in men’s power not only to refuse to entrust their flocks to these wolves and tigers, but also, what is more, to tame them by the laws of humanity. The aurochs, once widespread throughout the wooded areas of Europe, is now extinct;* and the hosts of exotic African beasts that Rome employed for its tournaments eventually became difficult to procure. As the amount of land under cultivation increases, so the wilderness shrinks and the scarcer its feral inhabitants become. Similarly, in our own species, the natural consequence of the increasing culture of men was, with the diminishment of brute physical force, the weakening of the disposition to violent passions and the formation of a more delicate human constitution. In spite of this, irregularities are still possible: and these rage all the more harmfully because they arise from some childhood infirmity, as the examples of so many oriental and Roman despots show. But as a spoilt child is sooner restrained than a bloodthirsty tiger, so Nature, with her mitigative order of things, has indicated the way that we, too, could and should, by our growing diligence, rule the unruly and domesticate the insatiably savage. There are no longer any countries plagued by dragons, with which giants of a bygone age once did battle; and against mere men we have no need of the destructive strength of Hercules. Heroes of this stamp might carry on their bloody sport in the Caucasus, or in Africa, seeking another Minotaur to slay; but the society in which they live has the undoubted right itself to take on all the fire-breathing bulls of Geryon. Society suffers, by its own fault, when it readily yields itself up to them as prey, just as it was the fault of those nations, and theirs alone, that they did not unite against Rome the desolator and, with the combined might of a confederacy, fight for the freedom of the world.

2. The course of history shows that, with the growth of true humanity, the destructive demons of mankind have in fact become fewer; and this according to inherent laws of Nature that guide self-enlightening reason and political science.

As reason increases among men, so they must learn while young to recognize that there is a more appealing greatness than the greatness of misanthropic tyrants; that it is better, as well as more difficult, to cultivate a land than to despoil it, to establish cities than to sack them. The industrious Egyptians, the ingenious Greeks, and the mercantile Phoenicians not only cut a more pleasing figure in history, but also enjoyed, for the length of their existence, a much more agreeable and useful life than the rapacious Persians, the conquering Romans, or the covetous Carthaginians. Their memory, cherished by posterity, still burns bright; their influence on earth will be everlasting and only intensify. Whereas the ravagers, with their demonic superiority, accomplished nothing save to become, on the ruins on their plunder, a wretched and voluptuous people: drinking deep from this poisoned chalice, the vengeance they ultimately tasted was all the more bitter. Such was the case with the Assyrians, the Babylonians, the Persians, and the Romans; even the Greeks were harmed more by their internal discord and, in many provinces and cities, their luxury than by their enemy’s sword. Now, as these principles represent a natural order, which is not merely manifested in a handful of historical examples, fortuitously chosen, but grounded in itself—that is, based on the very nature of oppression and overstretched power, or on the consequences of victory, luxury, and arrogance, as well as on laws of a disturbed equilibrium—and continues its steady, eternal march alongside the course of things: why should we doubt that these laws of Nature can be recognized like any other and that, the more distinctly they are perceived, the more they operate with the infallible authority of natural truth? Whatever can be reduced to mathematical certainty, or used to solve a political calculation, must sooner or later be acknowledged as truth: for no one has yet cast doubt on multiplication tables or Euclid’s propositions.

Thus, even our brief history demonstrates clearly enough that, as true enlightenment increases among the peoples of the world, their tendency to inhuman and senseless destruction has happily declined. Since the fall of Rome, no cultivated state in Europe has been built exclusively on war and conquest: the marauding nations of the Middle Ages were rude and savage. But as even they began to acquire culture and learned to value their property, so they came, unwittingly and indeed often against their will, under the influence of the tranquil, more refined spirit of manufactures, agriculture, commerce, and science. They learned to use without destroying, for what has once been destroyed can no longer be put to use. And so in time, as it were by the very nature of things, a peaceful equilibrium was established between the peoples, because after centuries of brutal feuding all finally realized that only by cooperating could they achieve their desired ends. Even what seems to be the object of the greatest self-interest, namely commerce, was obliged to take this path of development: for this path was ordained by Nature and all man’s passions and prejudices are ultimately powerless to alter it. Every commercial nation in Europe now regrets, and in the future will have occasion to regret still more, what it once thoughtlessly destroyed from envy or superstition. As reason increases, the purpose of navigation will turn more decidedly from conquest to trade, which is based on reciprocal justice and respect, on a constant emulation in manufactures; in short, on humanity and its eternal laws.

The mind feels inward gratification when it not only perceives the balm contained in the natural laws of mankind, but also sees that balm, by dint of its nature, spread and take hold among men, even against their will. The Deity himself could not deprive them of the capacity to err; but he designed the nature of human error so that sooner or later it needs must reveal itself to be such and become evident to the reckoning creature. No prudent European ruler now governs his provinces as the king of Persia or even the Romans did theirs: if not from philanthropy, then from sharper insight into the matter, as over the centuries political calculation has become more certain, easy, and clear. Only a madman would build Egyptian pyramids in our day and age, and were anyone to undertake follies such as these, he would be judged insane by the rational part of the world, if not from a concern for the welfare of his people, then from considerations of economy. We no longer tolerate bloody gladiatorial duels or cruel animal combats; the human species has passed through all these savage exercises of youth and has finally come to understand that such frenzied pleasures are not worth the effort. Similarly, we no longer require the oppression of poor Roman slaves or Spartan helots, as our constitution more easily accomplishes with free beings what those ancient constitutions accomplished, at greater risk and even at greater cost, with human beasts of burden. Indeed, there must come a time when we look back on the inhuman traffic in Negroes as disapprovingly as we do on the ancient Roman slaves or Spartan helots, if not from philanthropy, then from calculation. In short, we must praise the Deity: for with our fallible and frail nature he gave us reason, an eternal ray of light emanating from his sun, the essence of which is to dispel the darkness and show things as they really are.

3. The very progress of arts and inventions puts into the hands of mankind ever more means of limiting or rendering harmless what Nature herself was unable to eradicate.

Storms must rage at sea, and even the Mother of all things could not dispel them merely for the sake of mankind; but what did she give them in compensation? Navigation. It was precisely because of these storms that man invented the myriad complexities of his ship’s figure, thereby not only evading the tempest but also turning it to his advantage and sailing on its wings.

Tossed on the waves, the errant mariner could not bid the Tyndarids* appear and set him on the right course; he therefore invented his own guide, the compass, and sought his Tyndarids in the heavens: the sun, the moon, and the stars. Equipped with this art, he ventures out on the boundless ocean, from its highest latitudes to its lowest.

Nature could not take from man the devastating element of fire without simultaneously robbing him of that which makes him human; so what did she bestow on him through fire? Arts by the thousand: arts by which not only to curb this destructive force, which would consume everything in its path, but to find the most various uses for it.

The raging passions of men are no different from these sea-storms or the devastating element of fire. It was precisely by and on the passions that the human species honed its reason, inventing a thousand techniques, rules, and arts by which they might be restrained as well as benefit derived from them: as the whole of history shows. A passionless mankind would never have developed their reason; they would still be crouched like troglodytes in some dank and unlit cave.

Man-devouring war, for example, was for centuries the rude work of butchers and brigands, and for a long time it was practiced with savage passion: for while war demanded personal strength, cunning, and guile, it could only nurture the dangerous virtues of murder and rapine, even in those who otherwise possessed laudable qualities—as ancient, medieval, and even some more recent conflicts abundantly testify. But in the midst of this slaughter, the art of war was invented, as it were unsuspectingly: for its inventors did not foresee that it would eventually undermine the foundations of war itself. The more combat was raised to a consummate art, and in particular the more it was augmented by various mechanical contrivances, the more ineffective became the passion and raw strength of individual fighters. Reduced to mere pawns, they executed the strategy of a single general, maneuvering on the orders of a few commanders, until at length only the sovereigns were permitted to play this risky and costly game: since ancient warrior nations were almost always in arms. We have seen this borne out by several Asiatic peoples, as well as the Greeks and Romans. For many centuries, they were constantly in the field: the Volscian wars lasted 106 years, the Samnitic wars 71; the city of Veii was besieged for a decade like a second Troy, and among the Greeks, the ruinous Peloponnesian War, 28 years long, is sufficiently well known. As, in all wars, death in battle is the lesser evil, whereas the devastation and disease that accompany an army on the move, or are visited on a beleaguered city, together with the looting and anarchy then spreading among every class and occupation, are much the greater evil, which a passionate war brings with it in a thousand frightful forms: so we may thank the Greeks and Romans, but especially the inventor of gunpowder and the makers of artillery, for elevating the most savage handiwork into an art—and latterly, indeed, the most honorable art that crowned heads may pursue. Since kings have personally engaged in this game of honor, with hosts as passionless as they are numberless, so we are, merely on account of the commander’s honor, safe from decade-long sieges or wars that drag on for 71 years, particularly as these are neutralized by the sheer size of armies. Thus, by an immutable law of Nature, the evil itself has produced some good, inasmuch as the art of war has abolished one aspect of warfare. It has even decreased acts of plunder and devastation, not exactly from philanthropy, but as a consequence once again of the general’s desire to preserve his honor. The laws of war and the treatment of prisoners have become incomparably more lenient than was the case even among the Greeks; to say nothing of public safety, which at first existed only in military states. Throughout the Roman Empire, for example, the roads were secure under the outstretched wings of the eagle standard; while travel in Asia and Africa, and even in Greece, was dangerous for a foreigner, because these lands lacked a corporate spirit to ensure public safety. Thus poison, as soon as it becomes art, is transformed into medicine: though one or more generations may perish, the immortal whole survives the painful loss of those parts and learns good even from evil.

What was true of war must apply still more to politics: only it is a more difficult art, being concerned with the welfare of an entire people. Even the American savage has his politics; but how limited it is, for it confers advantage on individual tribes without saving the totality of the people from ruin. Many smaller nations have wiped one another out; others are so thinned in number that, in their pernicious conflict with smallpox, brandy, and European greed, the same fate probably awaits some of them. The more a state’s constitution was raised to an art in Asia and in Europe, the more stable that state was in itself and the more closely it was integrated with others, so that one could not fall without the rest. Thus stands China, thus Japan; ancient edifices with deep foundations. The constitutions of Greece, the leading republics of which fought for centuries to attain a balance of power, were still more complex. They were united by common dangers; and if the union had been perfect, then this vigorous people might have resisted Philip and the Romans as gloriously as they had once triumphed over Darius and Xerxes. Rome gained its advantage only from the flawed politics of neighboring peoples: separately they were attacked, separately they were defeated. Rome experienced a similar fate, when its mastery of war and politics had declined; so did Judea and Egypt. No people whose state is well-regulated can perish—even supposing that they are conquered, as the example of China, with all of its faults, clearly demonstrates.

The utility of a considered art is even more evident when discussion turns to the internal economy of a country, its commerce, administration of justice, sciences, and manufactures: in all these it is obvious that greater art brings greater advantage. A true merchant does not cheat, because there is no profit in deceit; as the true scholar never prides himself on false learning; as a jurist deserving of the name is never knowingly unjust: for this would be to confess themselves novices, not masters of their art. Just as certainly, there must come a time when the irrational politician will be ashamed of his irrationality, when it will be as ridiculous and absurd to be a tyrannical despot as it has ever been despicable: namely, when we recognize, as plain as day, that every unreason of state* means calculating with an erroneous multiplication table and that, however large the sums computed, no real advantage is obtained from them. That is why history is written, in the course of which the proof of this proposition becomes manifest. All the mistakes to which governments are susceptible must be perpetrated beforehand and carried through to their conclusion, so that after all the resulting disorders, man may finally learn that the welfare of his species depends not on arbitrary whim, but on a law of Nature essential to him: on reason and equity. To the development of this law we now proceed; may the inner force of truth lend light and conviction to its exposition.



III. Mankind Is Destined to Pass through Various Degrees of Culture; but Their Enduring Welfare Is Founded Solely and Essentially on Reason and Equity

First law of Nature. In mathematical physics,* it has been demonstrated that, for a thing to exist in a state of equilibrium [Beharrungszustand], a kind of perfection is required at every moment, a maximum or minimum that follows from the mode of operation of its forces. Thus, for example, our earth could not endure if its center of gravity did not lie at a point deep within it and all its forces did not operate on and from that point in harmonious balance. According to this beautiful law of Nature, therefore, every permanent being carries its physical truth, goodness, and necessity within itself, as the core of its permanence [Bestand].

Second law of Nature. In like manner it has been demonstrated that all the perfection and beauty of compound, limited things, or of their systems, rests on such a maximum. Similarity and difference, simplicity in the means and multiplicity in the effects, the least application of force to achieve the most certain or fruitful end: these constitute a kind of symmetry and harmonious proportion that is observed by Nature everywhere, in the laws of motion, in the form of her creatures, in the largest and the smallest, and is imitated by the art of man to the best of his ability. Several of the rules in question limit the others, so that what increases according to one, is diminished by another, until the composite whole achieves its most economical and beautiful form and thereby inner permanence, goodness, and truth. An excellent law, which banishes arbitrariness and disorder from Nature, revealing to us in every mutable, limited part of the universe a rule of the highest beauty.

Third law of Nature. It has also been demonstrated that if a being or a system of beings is disturbed from this state of equilibrium in which its truth, goodness, and beauty had hitherto existed, then it will seek, by an inner force, to approach this state once more, either by swinging through an arc or proceeding asymptotically, because it finds no permanence outside of this state. The more lively and multifarious are the forces, the less the inconspicuous, direct course of the asymptote is possible, and the more violent are the swings and oscillations, until the aberrant being re-attains a balance of its forces, or of their harmonious motion, and consequently the state of equilibrium essential to it.

As mankind—viewed both as a whole and as particular individuals, societies, and nations—is an enduring natural system of the most various living forces, let us examine in what its permanence lies; in what point its highest truth, beauty, and goodness converge; and, having suffered one of the many derangements with which history and experience present us, what path it takes in order to arrive once more at its state of equilibrium.

________

1. In mankind such abundant forces and capacities are adumbrated that, because everything in Nature rests on the most determinate individuality, even its great and numerous capacities could only appear on our planet as distributed among millions. Everything is born that can be born on earth, maintaining itself when, according to the laws of Nature, it reaches its state of equilibrium. Thus, every individual human being carries within himself, both in the shape of his body and in the faculties of his mind, the symmetry for which he was made and which he must himself bring to completion. This symmetry runs through every species and form of human existence, from the most morbid deformity, scarcely able to preserve itself in life, to the most beautiful figure of a Greek demi-god; from the passionate ardor of the Negro brain to the capacity for the most beautiful wisdom. Through faults and errors, through education, necessity and practice every mortal seeks this symmetry of his forces, because in such alone lies the most complete enjoyment of his existence. But only a happy few achieve it in the purest and most beautiful manner.

2. As the individual human being can subsist only very imperfectly in isolation, so with every society a higher maximum of cooperating forces is developed. These clash in wild confusion until, following infallible laws of Nature, the opposing rules limit one another and a kind of balance and harmony of motion obtains. In this way, the nations modify themselves according to time, place, and their internal character; each carries within itself the symmetry of its perfection, incommensurable with that of others. The purer and more beautiful the maximum on which a people hit; the more useful the objects to which this people applied its finer forces; the stronger and closer the bond uniting every member of the state in their hearts and guiding them toward these noble ends; then the more durable was the nation in itself, the more glorious its name in history. The course that we have hitherto taken through several nations has shown how diverse, according to time, place, and circumstances, was the goal at which their endeavors were directed. For the Chinese it was a refined, political morality; for the Indians a kind of unworldly abstinence, quiet assiduity, and forbearance; for the Phoenicians the spirit of navigation and commercial industry. The culture of the Greeks, particularly of Athens, aimed at a maximum of sensuous beauty, in art as well as in manners, in sciences and in political institutions. In Sparta and Rome men strove to realize the virtues of patriotism and heroism, though each city did so in a very different way. As in all of this much is dependent on time and place, so in the most distinctive facets of their national fame the ancient peoples can scarcely be compared with one another.

3. Nevertheless, in all of them we see the operation of one principle, namely human reason, which strives to bring forth unity from multiplicity, order from chaos, a symmetrical and enduringly beautiful whole from a diversity of forces and purposes. From the ill-shapen rocks with which the Chinese decorate their gardens to the Egyptian pyramids or the Greek ideal, the plan and purposes of a reflective understanding are observable everywhere, though in very different degrees. The more refined the reflections of this understanding, and the nearer it approached that point that represents the highest of a kind and that permits no deviation either to the left or right, then the more exemplary its productions became: for they contain eternal rules for the human understanding in every age. Thus, for example, we are unable to conceive how an Egyptian pyramid, or many Greek or Roman works of art, might be surpassed. They are perfect solutions to a particular problem of the human understanding, which preclude any whimsical notion that the problem has not yet been solved or that a better solution could be found: for in them the pure idea of what they ought to be is exhaustively displayed in the easiest, fullest, most beautiful manner. Every deviation from them would be a fault; and even if this fault were repeated and multiplied in a thousand different ways, we would still return to that same terminus, which is but a single point and represents the highest of its kind.

4. Accordingly, a chain of culture extends, in very desultory, crooked lines, through all the civilized [gebildet] nations that we have hitherto considered and shall consider in turn. In each of them it designates increasing and decreasing magnitudes and has maxima of every kind. Some of these exclude or limit one another until at length a symmetry obtains in the whole; so that, were we to extrapolate from one perfection of a nation to all the others, we would be led to a most fallacious conclusion. Because Athens, for example, possessed fine orators it does not therefore follow that it also had the best form of government or that, because the Chinese moralize so excellently, their state is a model for others. Forms of government relate to a quite different maximum than fine moral sentences or an affecting speech; notwithstanding that all things in a nation are ultimately interconnected, even if only through exclusion and limitation. No other maximum but the most perfect bond of union makes for the happiest states, even assuming that the people were thereby obliged to dispense with several resplendent qualities.

5. Yet in one and the same nation not every maximum of its beautiful effort ought and can endure forever: for this maximum is but a single point in the line of time. This line is extended ever further; and the more numerous the circumstances on which some accomplishment depends, the more it is subject to evanescence and destruction. Fortunate indeed if a nation’s models remain as canons [Regel] for subsequent ages: for those that came immediately after generally stood too close and perhaps perished precisely because they desired to surpass them. It is precisely the most active people that experiences the most sudden drop from boiling to freezing point.

________

The history of individual sciences and nations has to calculate these maxima, and I wish that we had such a history only of the most celebrated peoples in the best-known times. For now, we are speaking only of human history in general and its state of equilibrium in every form and climate. This state of equilibrium is nothing else than humanity; that is, reason and equity in all classes and occupations of men. And it is so not through the arbitrary decree of a ruler or the persuasive power of tradition, but through laws of Nature on which the essence of the human species reposes. Even man’s most corrupt institutions cry out to us: “Had not a glimmer of reason and equity been preserved among us, we would long since have ceased to be; indeed, we would never have existed in the first place.” As the whole web of human history proceeds from this point, we must cast a careful glance in its direction.

First. What is it we esteem and after which we inquire in all human works? Reason, plan, and purpose. If these are lacking, then nothing human has been effected: a blind power [Macht] is manifested. Wherever our understanding roams throughout the wide domains of history, it seeks and finds only itself. The more it encountered pure truth and human goodness in all its undertakings, the more durable, useful, and beautiful its works became, the more the hearts and minds of every people in every age come together in their rules. Socrates and Confucius, Zoroaster, Plato, and Cicero are in agreement as to what constitutes pure understanding [reiner Verstand] and equitable morality: in spite of their myriad differences, they all aimed at a single point, on which our whole species rests. As the wanderer experiences no sweeter pleasure than when he everywhere discovers, even where he did not suspect it, traces of a thinking, feeling genius like his own, so in the history of our species we are delighted by the echo of every age and people, which in the noblest souls resounds with nothing but human goodness and human truth. As my reason seeks the connection of things, and my heart rejoices when this connection is perceived, so every honest man has sought it and, from the perspective afforded by his particular situation, perhaps merely saw and described it differently than did I. Where he erred, he erred for himself and for me, by warning me against a similar error. Where he sets me right, or instructs, revives, and encourages me, there he is my brother, partaking of the same world-soul, of the one human reason, the one human truth.

Second. As there is no more joyful sight in the whole of history than a good and rational man, who, in spite of all the vicissitudes of fortune, remains such in every period of his life and in everything he does; so our pity is aroused in a thousand different ways when we perceive, even in the great and the good, errors of reason that, according to the laws of Nature, could bring them nothing but ill reward. All too often we meet with such fallen angels in history and lament the frailty of the form that must serve as the instrument of human reason. How little can a mortal bear, without being crushed by his burden; how little can something extraordinary cross his path without deflecting him from it! A trifling honor, the glimmer of a happy fortune, or an unexpected circumstance in life was enough of a Jack-o’-lantern to lead the one into quagmires and bottomless abysses, while the other was unable to restrain himself, overtaxing his powers and sinking into exhaustion. We are overcome by feelings of compassion when we see such men, unfortunate in their fortune, arriving at the crossroads of fate and sensing that they lack the strength to continue to be rational, equitable, and happy. Behind them are the grasping Furies, pushing them against their will over the line of moderation; now they are in their clutches and for the rest of their lives perhaps must atone for the briefest spell of irrationality and folly. Or if Fortune has exalted them too high, and they now feel themselves lifted to its very summit, what immediately presents itself to their foreboding minds but the inconstancy of this faithless goddess and therefore calamity springing from the seed of their success? In vain, compassionate Caesar, do you turn your face away when the head of your slain foe, Pompey, is brought before you and build a temple to Nemesis. As you crossed the Rubicon, so you have overstepped the limits of Fortune; the goddess is behind you, and your bloody corpse will slump to the ground before the statue of that selfsame Pompey. It is no different with the institutions of whole countries, because these always depend on the reason or unreason of a few, who are their rulers or at whose bidding the rulers act. The finest arrangement, which for centuries promised to yield the most useful fruits for mankind, is often destroyed by the stupidity of one man who fells the tree instead of bending and pruning its branches. States have no more been able to bear their good fortune than have individuals, whether they were governed by monarchs and despots or by a senate and the people. The people and the despot are least capable of recognizing the goddess of fate’s warning signs: dizzied by the sound of a name and dazzled by the tinsel trappings of fame, they rush headlong beyond the bounds of humanity and prudence, until they belatedly realize the consequences of their foolhardiness. Such was the fate of Rome, Athens, and of many other nations; it was likewise the fate of Alexander and of most conquerors who have put the world out of joint: for injustice is the ruin of every country and folly of the affairs of men. They are the Furies of Fate; Misfortune is no more than their younger sister, the third member of this dread conspiracy.

Great Father of mankind, what a lesson, at once easy and demanding, did you give your children here on earth for their daily labors! Reason and equity alone they are to learn; and if they practice these, then by degrees light will enter their souls, goodness their hearts, perfection their political constitutions, and happiness their lives. Endowed with these gifts, and putting them to good use, the Negro can establish his society as well as the Greek, the cave-dweller as well as the Chinese. Experience will then lead each of them farther, while both reason and equity bring permanence, beauty, and symmetry to his affairs. But if he abandons these, the essential guides of his life, then what will allow his good fortune to endure and keep him safe from the vengeful goddesses of inhumanity [Inhumanität]?

Third. It similarly follows that, whenever the symmetry of reason and humanity was disturbed among mankind, a return to it seldom occurred except through violent swings from one extreme to another. Now one passion, now another turns the scale of reason, and so years, or centuries, must often go by until peace is restored to history. Thus Alexander upset the equilibrium of a vast region, and the storms still raged long after his death. Thus Rome destroyed the peace of the world for more than a millennium, and barbarian nations from half the globe were required to reestablish stability. The serene path of an asymptote was clearly unthinkable given these convulsions wracking countries and peoples. In general, the whole course of culture on our earth, with its abrupt turns, its zigzagging movement, has almost never been a gentle stream but rather a torrent gushing down from the mountains—and this is principally owing to human passions. It is evident, too, that the entire systematic unity [Zusammenordnung] of our species has been established and adjusted on the basis of alternating oscillations such as these. As walking is a continual lurching to the right and to the left, and yet we advance with every step, so is the progress of culture in races of men [Menschengeschlechtern] and entire nations. Individually we often attempt both extremes, until we arrive at the point of rest: just as the pendulum swings back and forth. The generations are renewed in constant succession; and, notwithstanding all the linear prescriptions of tradition, the son will still pick up the pen and write after his own manner. Aristotle assiduously distinguished himself from Plato, Epicurus from Zeno, until a more tranquil posterity could at last impartially profit by both extremes. Thus, as in the machinery of our body, the work of time proceeds for the benefit of mankind by a necessary antagonism and preserves their lasting health. Though the current of human reason may be meandering, yet it sprang from the eternal fountain of truth—and by virtue of its nature can never lose its way. Whoever draws from it, draws life and longevity.

As to the rest, reason as well as equity are based on one and the same law of Nature, from which the permanence of our being follows. Reason measures and compares the connections of things, so that it may arrange them in an enduring symmetry. Equity is nothing else than a moral symmetry of reason, the formula of the balance of opposing forces, on the harmony of which the whole universe reposes. One and the same law therefore extends from the sun, and from all the suns, down to the least human action; only one law sustains all beings and their systems: the relation of their forces to periodic rest and order.



IV. By the Laws of Their Inner Nature, Reason and Equity Must, in the Course of Time, Gain a Greater Foothold among Mankind and Promote a More Enduring Humanity

All men’s doubts and complaints about the confusion of history, and the scarcely discernible progress of good therein, are due to the unhappy wayfarer seeing too little of the path on which he travels. Were he to widen his perspective and compare, without prejudice, only those historical ages with which we are more reliably acquainted; were he also to penetrate into human nature and weigh what reason and truth are; then he would no more doubt their progress than he would the most certain truth of Nature [Naturwahrheit]. For thousands of years our sun and all the stars were thought to be fixed in place; the telescope now leaves no doubt as to whether they move. Similarly, a more accurate comparison of the periods in the history of our species will one day not only grant us a glimpse of this hopeful truth; but also, in spite of all apparent disorder, enable us to determine the laws according to which, by dint of human nature, this progress is accomplished. Standing now at the edge of ancient history, and surveying it as if from a central point, I shall tentatively distinguish just a few general principles that will serve as guiding stars in the sequel of our journey.

First. Times are linked to one another by virtue of their nature; and so also are the offspring of these times, the successive generations of human beings, together with all their actions and productions.

No sophism can lead us to deny that our earth has grown older during the passage of millennia and that this wanderer round the sun is much changed since its genesis. Descending into its bowels, we can see how it was once constituted and need only look around us to observe how it is presently constituted. The ocean no longer seethes and boils: it has sunk quietly back into its bed; the winding rivers have settled into their course; the various species of plants and animals have continued, year after year, in their activity. As not one ray of sunlight has been squandered since the creation of the earth, so no fallen leaf, no scattered seed, no rotting carcass, and least of all a single action of any living being, has remained without effect. Vegetation, for example, has increased and spread as far as it could: every species has expanded within the limits that, in the shape of other living things, Nature set for it; and the industry of man, as well as his senseless devastations, have become busy instruments in the hands of Time. The rubble of his cities blossomed afresh: the elements sprinkled the dust of oblivion over them, and soon new generations arrived to build a new city on and from the ruins of the old. Even the Almighty cannot alter what once has come to pass; he cannot restore the earth to what it was thousands of years ago, as if these thousands of years, with all of their consequences, had never been.

The progress of the times, therefore, already entails a certain progress of mankind, inasmuch as they too are included among the children of Earth and Time. If the progenitor of men were to appear before us and behold his issue, then what astonishment would he feel! His body was fashioned for a young earth, and his frame, his way of thinking, his mode of life must have been adapted to the constitution of the elements then prevailing; in the course of six millennia or more, a great deal has changed. In many parts America is no longer what it was when it was first discovered: two thousand years from now, its ancient history will have the air of romance. Thus we read the history of the siege of Troy and seek in vain the site where Ilium once stood—to say nothing of the grave of Achilles or the godlike hero himself. It would be a fine contribution to human history if, with discrimination and accuracy, and having regard to time and place, someone were to collect all the accounts of the stature and figure of the ancients; of what food they ate and how much; of their daily occupations and amusements; of the notions they entertained concerning love and marriage, virtue and the passions, the purpose of existence and life after death. Even in this brief span of time a progress of the species would be evident, revealing both the consistency of eternally youthful Nature and the continuous change of our old Mother Earth. The last does not nurse mankind alone: she holds all of her children in her lap, embraces all in the same maternal arms. And when one changes, all must change.

That the progress of the times has also influenced mankind’s thinking is undeniable. Try composing or singing an Iliad in the present day; try writing like Aeschylus, Sophocles, or Plato: an impossible task. This simplicity and childlike sensibility, this naïve way of viewing the world—in short, the age of youth of the Greeks is past. It is the same with the Hebrews and the Romans; contrariwise, we know a host of things of which both the Hebrews and the Romans were ignorant. One day, one century taught the next: tradition has grown richer. The Muse of time, History herself, speaks with a hundred voices, sings from a hundred trumpets.* However much filth, however much confusion there may be in the vast snowball that the times have rolled toward us: even this confusion is the offspring of the ages; it could arise only from one and the same thing rolling relentlessly on. Therefore every return to olden times, even the celebrated perfect year of Plato,* is a fiction, an impossibility according to the very concept of time and the world. We drift ever onward; but the river never flows back to its source, as if it had never trickled forth in the first place.

Second. The habitations of men render the progress of our species more evident still.

Where are the times when people huddled like troglodytes in their caves, behind their walls, and every stranger was an enemy? Caves and walls were of no help in the long run; human beings were obliged to make one another’s acquaintance: for collectively they are but one species inhabiting one planet of no great size. It is sad enough that, almost everywhere, they first came to know their neighbors as foes and glowered at one another like wolves; but this, too, was the order of Nature. The weak feared the strong, the deceived the deceiver, the expelled him who could drive them out once more, the innocent child every stranger. This infantile fear, however, and all the ways in which it was abused, could not alter the course of Nature: the bond of union between various nations was formed, though initially, owing to men’s rude state, in a harsh and violent manner. The growth of reason may cause the knot to break; but it cannot dissolve the bond itself, still less undo all the discoveries that once have been made. What are the geographies of Moses and Orpheus, Homer and Herodotus, Strabo and Pliny compared to ours? What is the commerce of the Phoenicians, Greeks, and Romans compared to the trade of modern Europe? And so the events of the past furnish the labyrinthine thread that guides us as to what will happen in the future. Man, for as long as he is man, will not cease to roam his planet until he knows every inch of it; neither tempests, nor shipwrecks, nor those hulking icebergs and other perils of the polar regions, will deter him, any more than they have hitherto deterred him from his earliest and most difficult endeavors, even when navigation was far from perfect. The spark that inflames him to all these undertakings lies in his breast, in human nature. Curiosity and the insatiable desire for profit, fame, discovery, and increased strength, and even new desires and discontents, which reside irresistibly in the present course of things, will spur him on; and they who triumphed over dangers in the past, his celebrated and successful precursors, will be an even greater inspiration. Hence the will of Providence will be promoted both by good and bad incentives, until man is acquainted and interacts with the whole of his species. To him the earth has been given, and he will not rest until, at least according to his understanding and uses, it is entirely his. Are we not already ashamed that half our planet for so long remained as unknown to us as the dark side of the moon?

Third. Hitherto all activity of the human spirit has, by virtue of its inner nature, aimed at nothing else than measures by which humanity and the culture of our species might be established more deeply and spread more widely.

How immense is the progress from the first raft that skimmed over the water to a European ship! Neither the inventor of the former, nor the countless authors of the various arts and sciences pertaining to navigation, gave any thought to what might become of the sum of their discoveries; each followed his own impulses, whether these arose from necessity or curiosity, and it lay only in the nature of human understanding, of the interconnection of all things, that no experiment, no discovery could ever be in vain. Those islanders who had never seen a European vessel, gazed in wonder at that monstrosity as if it were a prodigy from another world: and were amazed still more when they noticed that human beings just like them steered it wherever they wished across the boundless deep. If their astonishment could have developed into rational reflection on every great end, and on every least means to that end, realized in this floating artificial world, then how much higher would their admiration for the human understanding have risen! How far do the hands of Europeans presently reach, thanks merely to this one instrument? How far will they reach in the future?

And in addition to shipbuilding mankind has invented, within the space of a few years, an enormous number of arts that extend their dominion over air and water, earth and heaven. Indeed, if we consider that only a few nations were engaged in this contest of mental activity, while most of the rest were lulled by old habits; if we consider that almost all of our inventions were made in very remote periods and scarcely any trace, scarcely any ruin of some ancient edifice or institution exists that is not connected with our early history—then what a prospect of the endless future is opened by this historically proven vigor of the human spirit! In the few centuries during which Greece flourished, in the few centuries of our modern culture, how much has been excogitated, invented, accomplished, ordered, and preserved for future ages in the smallest part of the world, in Europe, and pretty much the smallest part of Europe! As from seeds prolifically scattered, the arts and sciences burgeoned, one nourishing, inspiring, and arousing the other. As when a string is touched not only does every nearby sonorous body resonate in sympathy, but also the tone produced by the vibrating string is accompanied by a series of harmonics, some of which are inaudible to the ear; so the human spirit was prompted to invent and create when a harmonic point of its interior was struck. When once it had arrived at some new mode of consonance, then, in this creation where everything is interdependent, new connections inevitably followed.

But, it will be asked, how have all these arts and inventions been applied? Have they served to exalt practical reason and equity—and consequently the true culture and happiness of mankind? I refer the reader to what I said earlier concerning the role of disorder throughout the whole kingdom of creation: that, according to an intrinsic law of Nature, the latter cannot endure without order, after which all things essentially strive. A sharp knife will cut the fingers of the child who holds it; and yet the art by which this knife was invented and honed is one of our most indispensable. Not everyone who employs such a tool is a child, and even the child will learn by experiencing pain to wield it more proficiently. Overwhelming might artificially concentrated in the hands of a despot, foreign luxury in a nation without laws to restrain extravagance: these are similarly pernicious instruments, but the very harm they do makes men wiser. And sooner or later art itself, by which luxury as well as despotism were created, must first confine both within their due limits and then transform them into something that is truly good. As a crude plowshare sharpens itself through prolonged use; as the wheels of an unwound watch-work are seemingly without purpose, tracing their proper and exquisitely engineered epicycloid only once they are set in motion; so too the excessive abuse of man’s powers [Kräften] can over time produce good practices. Oscillations from one extreme to the other finally, necessarily strike the golden mean, resulting in the regular motion that betokens lasting prosperity. That which shall come to pass in the human realm must be effected by human beings themselves: we suffer the ill consequences of our actions until we learn by ourselves, without the miraculous assistance of the Deity, a better application of our powers [Kräfte].

Thus we need not doubt that every good exercise of the human understanding necessarily must promote and indeed one day will promote humanity. Since the beginning of agriculture, cannibalism and foraging for acorns have ceased. Man found that he could live better, more decently, and more humanely on the sweet bounty of Ceres than on the flesh of his brethren or the fruit of the oak and was compelled by the laws of wiser men to live accordingly. Since man learned to build houses and cities, he has no longer dwelt in caves; the laws of a commonwealth prohibited poor strangers from being struck dead. Thus trade brought nations closer together; and the more its advantages are generally understood, the more murders, oppressions, and deceptions, which were only ever signs of ignorance in commerce, must inevitably diminish. Every addition to the useful arts has safeguarded men’s property, reduced their labors, and enlarged their sphere of activity, thereby necessarily laying the foundation for further culture and humanity. What drudgery was abolished, for example, solely by the invention of printing! What greater currency it gave to ideas, arts, and sciences! If a European Qin Shi Huang* in our time undertook to eradicate the literature of this part of the world, he would find it simply impracticable. If the Phoenicians and the Carthaginians, the Greeks and the Romans had acquired the art of printing, it would not have been so easy—indeed, would have been nearly impossible—for their conquerors to destroy their literature. Let savage peoples invade Europe: they will be no match for our military arts; no Attila will ever again extend his reach from the Black and Caspian Seas all the way to the Catalaunian Plains.* Let as many priests, voluptuaries, fanatics, and tyrants arise as they wish: they will never bring back the darkness of the Middle Ages. As no greater utility of a human and divine art is conceivable than when it not only gives us light and order, but also, by its very nature, diffuses and secures these: so let us thank the Creator for making the understanding essential to our species and art essential to our understanding. In them we possess the secret and means of a world-order that has security.

Nor need we fret that many an excellent theory, morality itself being no exception, has long remained for our species merely theory. The child learns much that only the man can apply; but he has not therefore learned it to no avail. The youth heedlessly forgets what one day he must either tediously recollect or learn for a second time. So for ever-renewed mankind no truth that has been laid up, indeed no truth that has been discovered, is quite in vain: later circumstances render necessary what now is neglected, and in the eternity of things every case that taxes mankind in some way must inevitably come to light. As in respect of the creation we think first of the agency [Macht] that created chaos and subsequently the ordering wisdom and harmonious goodness residing within it, so the natural order of mankind first develops rude powers [Kräfte]; then disorder itself must lead them to the path of understanding; and the more the understanding goes about its work, the more it perceives that goodness alone bestows on this work duration [Dauer], perfection, and beauty.



V. A Wise Goodness Presides over the Fate of Mankind; Hence There Is No Nobler Dignity, No Purer or More Lasting Happiness Than to Work in Concert with It

The sensuous observer of history, who lost sight of God’s presence in it and began to doubt Providence, fell victim to this misfortune only because he took too superficial a view of history or formed the wrong idea about Providence. For if he imagines the latter to be a phantom that he should expect to meet at every turn and that ceaselessly interrupts the course of human affairs, simply to accomplish this or that particular object of its will or fancy, then I confess that history is indeed the grave of such a Providence; but it is surely so to the advantage of truth. For what kind of Providence would it be if everyone could invoke it as a specter haunting the order of things, an ally of his limited aims, the accessory to his petty follies, so that the whole remains ultimately without a master? The God I seek in history must be the same God that he is in Nature: for man is but a small part of the whole, and his history, like the history of the grub, is intimately interwoven with the cocoon he inhabits. History, too, must therefore be governed by laws of Nature intrinsic to it, and from which the Deity can so little exempt himself that he, their framer, reveals himself, in all his exalted glory, precisely in them, and with an immutable, wise, and beneficent beauty. Everything that can take place on earth must take place, as long as it occurs according to rules that carry their perfection within themselves. Let us reiterate these rules, which we have already set forth, so far as they concern the history of mankind; they all bear the stamp of a wise goodness, an exalted beauty, and indeed an inner necessity.

1. Everything that could be brought to life on our earth was brought to life: for every organization contains, in its essence, a combination of manifold forces, forces that limit one another and by this limitation were able to achieve a maximum for the organization’s continuance [zur Dauer]. If they were unable to do so, the forces separated themselves and recombined in a different way.

2. Among these organizations man also emerged, the crown of terrestrial creation. In him countless forces were combined and attained a maximum, namely the understanding; just as their material, the human body, according to laws of the most beautiful symmetry and order, found its center of gravity. In man’s character, therefore, the basis of his continuance [Dauer] and happiness, the imprint of his destination, and the whole course of his earthly fate were all given at the same time.

3. This character of mankind is called reason: for it understands the language of God in creation; that is, it seeks the rule determining this order, by which things are systematically founded on their essence. Its innermost law is therefore knowledge of existence [Exsistenz] and truth; the connection of creatures according to their relations and properties. It is an image of the Deity: for it investigates the laws of Nature, the thoughts following which the Creator linked them together and which he made essential to them. Reason, therefore, can no more act arbitrarily than the Deity’s thinking was itself arbitrary.

4. Out of his most immediate need, man began to recognize and examine the forces of Nature. His aim in doing so extended no further than his well-being; that is, the commensurate use of his own powers [Kräfte], both at rest and in activity. He entered into association with other human beings, but still his own existence [Dasein] was the measure of this association. The rule of equity suggested itself to him: for this is nothing other than practical reason, the measure of actions and reactions that produces a stable community [zum gemeinschaftlichen Bestande] of similar beings.

5. Human nature is built on this principle, so that no individual may suppose that he exists for the sake of another or of posterity. If the lowest in the ranks of men obeys the law of reason and equity that lies within him, then he has consistency [Consistenz]; that is, he enjoys well-being and continuance [Dauer]; he is rational, equitable, and happy. He is so not by decree of his fellow creatures, or of the Creator, but in consequence of laws prevailing in a universal, self-grounded order of Nature. Should he deviate from the rule of right [Recht], his error will bring its own punishment, show him the disorder, and persuade him to return to reason and equity as the laws governing his existence and happiness.

6. As his nature is composed of very different elements, he seldom does this by the shortest cut; he oscillates between two extremes until he comes to terms with his existence, as it were, and reaches a tolerable median position that he believes conducive to his well-being. If he errs in this, then it happens not without his tacit awareness and he must suffer the consequences of his fault. But he suffers these only to a certain degree: for either fate takes a turn for the better, thanks to his own efforts, or his existence no longer finds an inner permanence [Bestand]. Supreme wisdom could not give physical pain and moral evil a more beneficial use: for no higher use can be conceived.

7. If but a single man had ever walked the earth, then the purpose of human existence would have been fulfilled in him, as we must consider it fulfilled in so many individuals and nations, separated by circumstances of time and place from the chain that links the species as a whole. But as everything that can live on earth continues, as long as it remains in its state of equilibrium, so mankind, like all species of living things, was endowed with reproductive powers that could, and did, find their due proportion and order relative to the whole. Hence reason, the essence of mankind, and its organ, tradition, were passed down to a series of successive generations. Gradually the earth was populated, and man became everything that he could be in this particular space of time and no other.

8. This propagation of generations and traditions therefore also served to connect human reason: not as if it were in each individual merely a fragment of the whole; a whole that, existing nowhere in a single subject, could not be the purpose of the Creator; but because it carried with it the disposition [Anlage] and concatenation of the entire species. As men propagate, so do animals—though without a general animal reason arising from among their various species. But because reason alone constitutes mankind’s state of equilibrium, it had to be propagated as the character of the species: for without it the species would cease to be.

9. In the species as a whole, reason experienced the same fate as in its individual members: for the whole consists only in these individual members. It has often been disturbed by men’s wild passions, which, when joined to those of others, grew more violent still; deflected from its course for centuries; and lain as if dormant beneath the ashes. Against all these disorders Providence employed the same corrective meted out to every individual: namely, every fault shall be followed by its attendant evil and every act of indolence, folly, malice, unreason, and unfairness bring its own punishment. But because masses of human beings find themselves under these conditions, even children must atone for the faults of their parents, nations for the imprudence of their rulers, and posterity for the indolence of their ancestors. And if they will not, or cannot, remedy the evil, they may suffer under it for ages.

10. For each individual, therefore, the common good becomes his own interest: for anyone who must endure the evils of the whole has the right and the duty to keep these evils from himself and to mitigate their effect on his fellows. Nature has not calculated on states and sovereigns, but on the welfare of the human beings in their territories. The former are slower to atone for their offences and follies than are individuals, because they always reckon only with the whole, where the misery of the poor is long suppressed; but in the end they, too, must reform themselves, accompanied by a fall that is so much more perilous. In all of this, the laws of retaliation [Wiedervergeltung] can been seen to operate, as can the laws of motion in the impulse of the smallest body, and the loftiest ruler in Europe remains no less subject to the laws of Nature of the human species than the lowliest of his people. His station obliges him to be merely the custodian of these laws and with his might, which he possesses only because other human beings have entrusted it to him, to be for them a wise and benevolent man-god.

11. In history in general, as in the life of reckless individuals, all the follies and vices of our species are exhausted, until at length they are compelled by necessity to learn reason and equity. Whatever can happen, does happen: and produces whatever by its nature it was capable of producing. This law of Nature hinders no agency [Macht] in its operation, not even the most eccentric; but it has kept all things within bounds such that one opposing effect negates the other, and eventually only that which is beneficial enduringly remains. The evil that destroys others must either bow before order or be itself destroyed. The rational and virtuous are therefore always happy in the kingdom of God: for reason no more craves external reward than does inner virtue. If their work outwardly fails, then it is not they but their age that will suffer the harm; and yet the folly and discord of men cannot always impede that work. It will succeed when its time comes.

12. In the meantime, human reason continues to follow its course in the species as a whole: it contrives, even though it cannot yet carry these schemes into practice; it invents, even though evil hands will long abuse its invention. This abuse will punish itself and, by the tireless zeal of ever-increasing reason, disorder will in time become order. By struggling against passions, it strengthens and purifies itself: when oppressed in one place, it flees to another and extends its sphere of dominion over the earth. It is no enthusiasm to hope that, wherever men live, there will one day live rational, equitable, and happy men; happy not only by their own reason, but by the collective reason of their entire fraternal race [Brudergeschlecht].

________

Before this grand design of the universal wisdom of Nature presiding over mankind, I bow all the more willingly when I realize that it is also the plan of Nature as a whole. The rule that sustains the solar system and forms every crystal, every worm, and every snowflake, forms and sustains mankind also: it made its own nature the basis of their continued existence and activity, for as long as they shall be. All the works of God both subsist in themselves and are connected with one another in the most exquisite manner: for they all repose, within their definite limits, on the equilibrium of conflicting forces, brought to order by means of an inner agency [innere Macht]. Guided by this thread, I wander through the labyrinth of history and behold everywhere divine, harmonious order: for what can happen, does happen; what can operate, does operate. But reason and equity alone endure, as folly and irrationality destroy both themselves and the earth.

So when I hear Brutus, dagger in hand beneath the starry heavens at Philippi, utter the words that legend has recorded, “O Virtue, I thought you real, but now, it seems, you are nothing but an empty name,”* I do not recognize the tranquil-minded philosopher in this final lament. Had he possessed true virtue, then, like reason, it would ever have been its own reward and must have rewarded him even at that moment. But if his virtue was merely Roman patriotism, is it any wonder that the weaker should yield to the strong, the idle to the more vigorous? Even Antony’s victory, together with all its consequences, belonged to the order of the world and to the natural fate of Rome.

Similarly, if among us the virtuous man so often complains that his endeavors meet with failure, that the world is ruled by brute violence and oppression, and that mankind seem perpetually to fall prey to madness and the passions; then the genius of his reason should step before him and inquire in a friendly fashion whether his virtue is of the right kind and combined with that understanding, that activity that alone deserve the name of virtue. To be sure, not every endeavor succeeds on every occasion; but let him work, therefore, to ensure its success and promote its time, place, and that inner permanence in which the truly good alone has its being. Rude powers [Kräfte] can be regulated by reason alone; but they require a real counterforce—that is, prudence, earnestness, and all the strength that goodness possesses—to put them in order and maintain them in it with salutary authority.

It is an alluring dream of future life to think of ourselves amiably enjoying the company of all the wise and the good who ever worked in behalf of mankind and who, once their labors were complete, received the sweet reward of admission to the regions above. But to a certain degree history allows us to enter these delightful groves, where we may converse and communicate with the learned and righteous men of so many past ages. Here Plato stands before me; there I hear the affable questioning of Socrates and share in the fate that will ultimately befall him. When Mark Antony speaks to his heart in private, he speaks to mine also; and poor Epictetus gives commands, mightier than a king. The tormented Tully,* the unfortunate Boethius confide to me the circumstances of their lives, their afflictions, and their consolations. How wide and how narrow is the human heart! How unique and ubiquitous are all its sorrows and desires, its faults and frailties, its hopes and enjoyments! All around me the problem of humanity has been solved in a thousand different ways, and everywhere the result of men’s efforts is the same: on understanding and righteousness rests the essence of our species, its object and its fate. There is no nobler use of human history than this: it invites us, as it were, into the council of Fate and teaches us, insignificant as we are, to act according to God’s eternal laws of Nature. By showing us the errors and the consequences of every kind of irrationality, it assigns us our small and tranquil place in that great system, where reason and goodness, though they must struggle with wild forces, yet by their nature create order and remain on the path of victory.

Hitherto we have trudged through the gloomier field of ancient nations; now we gladly turn to face the approaching day and behold the harvest that the seed of antiquity has yielded for subsequent ages. Rome upset the equilibrium of peoples, and under its rule a world bled to death. What new state of affairs will result from this imbalance? What new creature will arise from the ashes of so many nations?

_____________
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Book 16


AS WE now come to the peoples of the northern parts of the ancient world, some of them our ancestors from whom we have inherited our manners and constitutions, so I hardly think it necessary to plead the case of truth. For what would be the point of allowing ourselves to discuss Asians and Africans, if we were then obliged to conceal our opinions of nations and times that concern us much more closely than everything, long since reduced to dust, that lies beyond the Alps and the Taurus? History demands truth, and a philosophy of the history of mankind calls at the least for an impartial love of truth.

Nature herself has separated this region by a wall of rock that is known by the names of the Muztagh, Altai, Kitzig-Tag, Urals, Caucasus, Taurus, Haemus,* and farther still the Carpathians, the mighty Alps, and the Pyrenees. North of these slopes, under such different skies, on such different soil, the inhabitants inevitably assumed a form and mode of life quite foreign to those peoples of southern latitudes: for there is nothing on this whole earth by which Nature has fashioned such lasting differences as mountains. Here, on these peaks, she sits on her eternal throne, sending forth streams and commanding the weather, and apportions to each nation its climate as well as its inclinations—and often also its destiny. If we should be told, therefore, that beyond these mountains peoples dwelt for hundreds, if not thousands, of years, on the shores of salt lakes and on the sandy plains of endless Tartary, or in the forests and wildernesses of northern Europe, even introducing a Vandalic-Gothic-Scythian-Tartar way of life into the fairest districts of the Roman and Greek empires, traces of which Europe still bears to this day in many respects; then let us neither be surprised at this nor affect a false semblance of culture, but gaze like Rinaldo into the mirror of truth* and recognize ourselves. And if, here and there, we should still carry with us the clinking baubles of our forefathers’ barbarism, let us nobly exchange them for genuine culture and humanity, the one true ornament of our species.

Before we approach that edifice, which is celebrated under the name of the commonwealth of Europe* and which throughout the world has excited both wonder and dread, let us first acquaint ourselves with the peoples who, either actively or passively, contributed to the construction of this immense temple. To be sure, the book chronicling our northern history is not extensive: even among the most renowned peoples it goes back only as far as the Romans, and they, particularly the barbarian nations and those expelled from their native countries, no more know the annals of their birth and infancy than does any man. The remnants of the oldest we shall encounter mostly only in the mountains or in obscure corners of the country, in inaccessible or desolate regions, where their ancient language and a few surviving ancestral customs scarcely betray their origin; while their conquerors have everywhere occupied the more extensive and fertile lands; and these, if they have not themselves been displaced by others, still occupy them by the right of war invoked by their progenitors, and govern them more equitably, in a manner more or less Tartar, or owing to a gradually acquired sense of justice and prudence. Farewell, then, you milder regions beyond the mountains, India and Asia, Greece and the shores of Italy! When we see most of you again, we shall appear in a different guise: as northern conquerors.


I. Basques, Gaels, Cymry

Of the numerous tribes that formerly inhabited the Iberian Peninsula, the Basques alone remain from the remotest times: they, who to this day live among the Pyrenees in Spain and France, have preserved their ancient language, one of the oldest in the world. To judge from the names of many towns and rivers, notwithstanding all the changes that they have undergone, this language was probably once spread over the greater part of Hispania.1 Even our word silver is supposed to derive from Basque;* the word for that metal that, besides iron, has occasioned the most revolutions in Europe and throughout the world: for, according to tradition, Spain was the first European country to work its mines, as it lay conveniently near to the earliest commercial nations of this region, the Phoenicians and Carthaginians. This was their original Peru. The people themselves, known as Basques and Cantabri, have shown themselves in ancient history to be a swift, nimble, brave, and freedom-loving lot. They accompanied Hannibal to Italy and are mentioned with trepidation by the Roman poets; it was they, together with the Iberian Celts, who made it so difficult for the Romans to subdue this land, such that Augustus was the first to triumph over them and then perhaps only seemingly: for those who refused to bend the knee withdrew into the mountains. When the Vandals, Alans, Suebi, Goths, and other Teutonic tribes crossed the Pyrenees, some founding kingdoms in their vicinity, they remained the brave and restless people who had never lost their nerve under the Romans. And when Charlemagne, returning from victory over the Saracens in Spain, passed through their land, it was they who ambushed his troops and handed him that defeat at Roncevaux Pass in which the great Roland was slain,* a battle made famous by the old romances. Later they harassed the Franks in Spain and Aquitaine, as they had the Suebi and Goths; nor were they idle after the reconquest of the country and its liberation from the Saracens: indeed, they retained their character even during the centuries of severest monastic oppression. When, after this long period of darkness, science dawned once more in Europe, its rays emanated from the gay poetry of the neighboring Provençals and to some extent were diffused over their lands in Gascony, which also in later times have given France so many joyful and enlightened minds. It is to be wished that we were more familiar with the language, manners, and history of this impetuous and exuberant people and that, as Macpherson has done for the Gaels, a second Larramendi* might search for the residue of their ancient Basque national spirit.2 Perhaps the story of Roland’s famous battle, which, transmitted by the chronicle of the legendary archbishop Turpin,* inspired so many romances and heroic poems of the Middle Ages, has been preserved among them too; and if not, then their country was at least the Scaean Gate before Troy, which long filled the imagination of Europeans with the adventures that were supposed to have taken place there.

________

The Gaels, who under the name of Gauls and Celts are a much better known and more celebrated people than were the Basques, would ultimately share the same fate. In Spain, where their country was fertile and extensive, they resisted the Romans with glory; in Gaul, which takes its name from them, Caesar’s triumph cost him ten years of grueling effort; and in Britain, the struggles of his successors were even more protracted and all for nothing, as the Romans were forced in the end to quit this island. Moreover, Helvetia, upper Italy, and an area stretching along the Danube, from southern Germany to Pannonia and Illyria, were populated, though not always densely, by tribes and colonies of their stock; and in ancient times they were of all nations Rome’s most fearsome foe. Brennus,* one of their chieftains, reduced Rome to ashes and brought the future ruler of the world to the brink of total destruction. One group pushed east as far as Thrace, Greece, and Asia Minor, where, under the name of Galatians, they more than once earned a formidable reputation. But it was in Gaul and the British Isles that this people established itself most firmly, and not entirely without culture. Here they practiced their peculiar druidic religion, in Britain overseen by their archdruids; here they founded that remarkable constitution, to which the many standing stones, some of them immense, scattered throughout Britain, Ireland, and the outlying islands bear silent witness—monuments that like the pyramids will probably endure for thousands of years to come and perhaps will ever remain a mystery. They possessed a kind of political and military organization that was their own, but which eventually succumbed to the Romans, because the disunity of the Gaulish princes precipitated their downfall. Nor were they without such arts or knowledge of Nature as seemed suitable to their situation; and least of all were they deficient in what, among all barbarians, is the very soul of the nation, namely poetry and song. In the mouths of their bards, these were for the most part celebrations of valor and the deeds of their ancestors.3 Measured against a Caesar and his legions equipped with all the military art of the Romans, they appear, to be sure, as half-savages; but not so when compared with other northern peoples, including several German tribes, since they clearly surpass these in skill and lightness of character, and probably also in manufactures, culture, and political institutions: for as the German character still resembles in certain leading features the picture sketched by Tacitus, so, in spite of all the changes that time has wrought, the ancient Gaul is recognizable in his modern descendant. But the many, wide-reaching branches of this stock differed greatly according to time, place, circumstances, and their varying degrees of formation [Bildung]; so that the Gael on the Irish coast or in the Scottish Highlands could have little in common with a Gaulish or Celtiberian people that had long enjoyed proximity to cities or civilized [gebildeter] nations.

Throughout their extensive dominions, the Gaels met a sad end. According to the earliest accounts that we have of them, their neighbors, on either side of the Channel, were the Belgae and Cymry, who appear to have harried them from every direction. On either side of the Channel, again, they were conquered, first by the Romans and then by several Teutonic nations, by whom we frequently see them oppressed, enfeebled, or even displaced and exterminated with such violence that we now encounter the Gaelic language only in the farthest extremities of their possessions: in Ireland, the Hebrides, and the barren Scottish Highlands. Goths, Franks, Burgundians, Alemanni, Saxons, Normans, and other German peoples have, in various combinations, occupied their remaining lands, banished their language, and expunged their name.

Yet such oppression did not succeed in wiping from the face of the earth every living monument of their intrinsic character. Soft as the note of a harp a mournful voice stole away, rising from the tomb: the voice of Ossian,* son of Fingal, and that of several of his compatriots. It not only brings before our eyes, as in a magic mirror, portraits of ancient deeds and manners, but the whole way of thinking and feeling of a people—a people at this particular stage of culture, in this particular region, adhering to these particular manners—resonates in our hearts and minds. Ossian and his companions tell us more about the internal condition of the ancient Gaels than a historian ever could, becoming, as it were, rousing preachers of humanity, such as exist even in the simplest forms of society. There, too, bands of love are stretched from heart to heart; and when each string is touched it produces a plaintive tone. What Homer was to the Greeks, a Gaelic Ossian might have been to his own countrymen, had the Gaels been Greeks and Ossian Homer. But as Ossian, the last voice of a displaced people, sings in an empty, desolate land between misty mountains and illuminates like a flame the graves of his ancestors; while the latter, born in Ionia, the child of a rising nation divided among many flourishing tribes and islands, and bathed in the dawn’s rosy light, describes, under a very different sky and in a very different tongue, what he clearly, openly, and distinctly sees before him, and what other poetic minds afterward put to such various use; so he who seeks a Greek Homer in the highlands of Caledonia is looking in the wrong place. Play on, say I to the mist-wrapped harp of Ossian; happy is he in every age who listens to your soft music.4

________

The Cymry or Cambrians are, as their name suggests, mountaineers;* and if they are one with the Belgae, then we encounter them along the western bank of the Rhine, from the Alps to its mouth, and at one time perhaps all the way to the Cimbrian peninsula,* which long ago was likely a territory of much greater extent. German tribes, who were settled hard by, drove some of them across the sea, whereupon they boxed in the Gaels by quickly taking possession of the eastern and southern coasts of Britain. And since the communities on either side of the Channel maintained contact with one another, and were more practiced than the Gaels in a number of arts, it was quite natural in this situation that they turned to piracy. They seem to have been more savage than the Gaels, acquiring little in the way of manners, even under the Romans; and when these retreated from their island, they lapsed into such a desperate state of barbarism and depravity that they were obliged to appeal for assistance, calling now on the Romans and now, to their cost, on the Saxons. It did not go well for them under their German saviors, who crossed the water in hordes and soon wreaked havoc with fire and sword. Neither the people nor their settlements were spared; the land was made a desert; and eventually we find those wretched Cymry who had escaped extermination driven to the western fringes of Britain, pent in Cornwall or the mountains of Wales, or forced to take refuge in Brittany. The hatred that the Cymry nurtured against their faithless friends, the Saxons, throughout the centuries, even after they had been confined to their bleak crags, has no equal. Here they long retained their independence, wholly in keeping with their language, system of government, and manners, of which we still have a remarkable description in the laws regulating the royal court and its officers.5* Nevertheless, their time, too, came to an end. Wales was conquered and united with England; only the language of the Cymry was preserved, as it is to this day, both in Wales and in Brittany. It still survives, but precariously and in fragmentary form; and that its attributes have been recorded in books is well and good,6* because, like the languages of all displaced and downtrodden nations, it will inevitably die out—and this will likely happen in Brittany first. In the general course of things, the characters of nations are effaced: once their stamp has worn smooth, they are tossed into the crucible of Time, where they either sink to the bottom, a lifeless mass, or are purified and minted anew.

Of the relics of the Cymry, the most notable, and that which has exerted a wonderful influence on the imaginations of men, is the tale of King Arthur and his Knights of the Round Table. Naturally, it was late before these legends were written down, and they were romanticized only after the Crusades. But they belong originally to the Cymry: for Arthur ruled in Cornwall; there and in Wales, according to common report, a hundred places still bear his name. It was probably in Brittany, a colony of the Cymry, that the story was first embellished, animated by the romantic spirit of invention of the Normans and then spread with countless accretions over England, France, Italy, Spain, Germany, and later into learned poetry. Tales from the Orient were added; legends were bound to hallow and sanctify everything; and so that delightful procession of knights, giants, Merlin the magician (likewise a Welshman), fairies, dragons, and adventurers came together, for centuries the delight of cavaliers and ladies. It would be futile to inquire precisely when King Arthur lived; but to examine the basis, the history, and the effects of these tales and fictions, throughout all the nations and ages in which they flourished, and place them in their proper light as human phenomena—this would be a glorious adventure, equally agreeable and instructive, with excellent preparatory work having already been done.7



II. Finns, Latvians, and Prussians

The Finnic peoples (who no more recognize this name than does one of their branches the appellation Lapp, for they call themselves Suomi) are dispersed even in the present day along the northern extremity of Europe, from the coasts of the Baltic Sea into Asia. At an earlier time, they surely ranged farther south and east. In Europe, besides the Lapps and Finns, the Ingrians, Estonians, and Livonians belong to this group; farther afield the Zyrians, Permians, Voguls, Votyaks, Cheremis, Mordvins, the Konda Ostyaks,* and the rest are kindred; and the Hungarians or Magyars are likewise of the same stock, to judge from a comparison of their language with the Finnic.8 It is uncertain how far south in Sweden and Norway the Lapps and Finns once dwelt; but it is clear that the Scandinavian Germans drove them ever farther toward the northern periphery, which is still their domain. Their tribes appear to have been most active on the Baltic and White Seas, where, as well as some trade, they engaged in piracy; in Permia, or Bjarmaland, a barbarously magnificent temple was dedicated to their idol Jumala.* It was also here, therefore, that northern German adventurers principally came to barter, plunder, and demand tribute. Nowhere, however, was this people able to arrive at maturity and an independent culture, for which their unfavorable situation rather than their incapacity is to blame. They were not warriors like the Germans; for even in the present, after many long centuries of oppression, the folk tales and songs of the Lapps, Finns, and Estonians reveal them to be a gentle people. Moreover, as these tribes lived for the most part in isolation, and many of them without a political constitution, so, when they were harried by other peoples, the result was inevitable: namely, that the Lapps were pushed toward the North Pole, while the Finns, Ingrians, Estonians, and so on were subjugated, and the Livonians almost completely exterminated. The fate of the nations on the Baltic Sea is generally an unhappy chapter in the history of mankind.

The only people from this stock to take their place among the conquerors are the Hungarians or Magyars. In all likelihood they were first settled in Bashkiria between the Volga and the Ural River; they then founded a Hungarian kingdom between the Black Sea and the Volga, which was broken up. Next, as vassals of the Khazars, they were split in two following attacks by the Pechenegs, whereupon one group established the Magyar kingdom on the border of Persia and the other entered Europe as seven tribes and waged fierce wars against the Bulgars. Continuing to be harassed by these, they answered Emperor Arnulf’s appeal for help against the Moravians; then from Pannonia they swept into Moravia, Bavaria, and upper Italy, making terrible havoc; with fire and sword they raided Thuringia, Saxony, Franconia, Hesse, Swabia, Alsace, and even France, before ravaging Italy once more; exacted from Henry the Fowler a disgraceful tribute, until finally, partly by plague and partly by the crushing defeat inflicted on Magyar armies in Saxony, Swabia, and Westphalia, the German empire was secured against their incursions and Hungary itself was even made an apostolic kingdom.* Now, among Slavs, Germans, Vlachs, and other peoples, they are a minority in their own realm, and perhaps in a few centuries their language will scarcely be heard.

________

The Lithuanians, Curonians, and Latvians on the Baltic are of uncertain origin; in all probability, however, they were driven in that direction until they could advance no farther. Notwithstanding the mingling of their language with others, it still possesses its own character and is likely the offspring of an ancient parent from some distant region. Caught between the German, Slav, and Finnic peoples, the peaceable Latvian tribe could not spread far, still less refine itself. Ultimately, like their neighbors, the Prussians, they are most conspicuous for the atrocities committed against all the inhabitants of these coasts, partly by the recently converted Poles and partly by the Teutonic Knights and those who lent them assistance.9* Mankind must tremble before the blood that was spilled here in long and brutal wars, until the ancient Prussians were almost completely wiped out, while Curonians and Latvians were reduced to a state of servitude, under the yoke of which they still languish. Centuries perhaps will pass before it is lifted and these peaceful peoples are compensated for the cruelty with which they were deprived of land and liberty: when they shall be regenerated, by human kindness [Menschlichkeit], and learn to enjoy and exercise a more extensive freedom.

Our gaze has lingered long enough on expelled, subjugated, and exterminated peoples; let us now consider those who expelled and subjugated them.



III. The German Peoples

We pass now to those peoples who by their stature and physical strength; by their bold and unflagging warrior spirit; by their heroic readiness to march forth in hosts, wherever their leaders might direct them, and to divide up the captured territories as booty among themselves; and thus by their extensive conquests and the constitution that they everywhere erected on the German model; contributed more than any other to the weal and woe of this part of the world. From the Black Sea, and throughout the whole of Europe, German arms inspired terror: a Gothic kingdom once reached from the Volga to the Baltic; in Thrace, Moesia, Pannonia, Italy, Gaul, Spain, and even Africa, different German peoples at different times settled and founded kingdoms. It was they who drove before them the Romans, Saracens, Gaels, Cymry, Lapps, Finns, Estonians, Slavs, Curonians, Prussians, and even other German tribes; it was they who built all the modern realms of Europe, introduced their distinctions of rank, and instituted their laws. More than once they attacked, overran, and sacked Rome; several times they besieged Constantinople and ruled from that city; and twice they established a Christian kingdom in Jerusalem. And still to this day they hold sway, through the princes they have installed on all the thrones of Europe, and through the monarchies that they themselves have created, more or less over the four quarters of the globe, either by possession or by trade and manufactures. As no effect is without a cause, so there must also be a cause that set in motion this immense series of effects.

1. This cause surely does not lie in the character of the nation alone: both the physical and political situation of the Germans, indeed a number of circumstances, which did not arise in quite the same way with any other northern people, also helped to determine their career. Their large, strong, and handsome frames, their fierce blue eyes were animated by a spirit of fidelity and temperance, which made them obedient to their leaders, courageous in attack, steadfast in the face of danger, and to other peoples, particularly the degenerate Romans, good friends and terrible enemies. From an early time, Germans served in the Roman legions and were highly prized as the emperor’s bodyguards.* Indeed, when the beleaguered empire was unable to defend itself, German mercenaries fought against all comers, even their own brethren. By this centuries-long mercenary service, many tribes not only acquired a degree of military science and discipline of which other barbarians perforce remained ignorant, but also, by following the example of the Romans and having knowledge of their frailties, gradually developed a taste for their own campaigns and conquests. If Rome, now sunk in degeneracy, had once subdued nations and risen to become master of the world, why should they not do the same—they without whose arms the Romans were no longer capable of exercising power? Accordingly, if we overlook the earlier incursions of the Teutons and Cymry, and reckon from those enterprising men Ariovist, Marbod, and Hermann,* then the first shocks to Roman territories came from borderers or from leaders who were well-versed in Roman warfare and had themselves often been employed in their legions, so as to be sufficiently familiar with the weaknesses of Rome and subsequently of Constantinople. Some were Roman auxiliaries even at the very moment when they decided to keep for themselves the lands that they had recovered. As a rich and weak state dependent on a strong and poor neighbor must inevitably cede sovereignty and superiority to the latter, so the Romans themselves handed the reins of power to the Germans, who were settled hard on their frontier in the very heart of Europe—and from necessity soon recruited them into their armies or gave them citizenship.

2. The stubborn resistance that several German tribes offered to the Romans inevitably made them stronger and intensified their hatred of a hereditary enemy, whose triumphs over them were celebrated with more pomp than other victories. The Romans threatened the Germans on the Rhine as well as on the Danube; as readily as the latter had served the former against the Gauls and other peoples, they were reluctant to render service by conquering themselves. Hence the long wars from the time of Augustus, which, as the Roman Empire grew feebler, deteriorated more and more into plundering raids and could end only in its destruction. The confederations of the Marcomanni and Suebi, by which various tribes were allied against the Romans; the Heerbann or summons to arms, which applied to all Germanic tribes, even the most remote, and required every man to be a soldier and defend his country—these and other establishments gave to the nation as a whole the constitution and indeed the name of Germans or Alemanni;* that is, a people united in war. This was a rude precursor of the system that centuries later was extended to all the nations of Europe.10

3. With such an enduring military constitution, the Germans were bound to lack certain other virtues, which they not unwillingly sacrificed to their chief inclination, or their principal need, namely warfare. Agriculture they did not pursue with the same industry, and in some tribes the annual redistribution of arable land precluded the pleasure that an individual might take in private possession and a better cultivation of the soil. Several tribes, particularly those in the east, were and continued to be Tartar hunters and herdsmen. These nomads clung fondly to their crude notion of common pastures and collective property, and brought it with them to the countries and kingdoms they conquered. For this reason, Germany long remained a forest, abounding in grasslands, marshes, and bogs, where the aurochs and the elk, the now extinct heroic beasts of Germany, lived alongside German heroes. They had no knowledge of science, and the few arts that were indispensable to them were practiced by women and especially by captured slaves. For peoples of this sort, it must have been agreeable, whenever prompted by revenge, want, boredom, society, or any other inducement, to leave their desolate forest in search of fairer parts or mercenary employment. Hence many tribes were in perpetual commotion, with and against one another, either as allies or adversaries. No people (with the exception of those few peaceful tribes more permanently settled on the land) migrated quite as frequently as these; and when one tribe moved, others usually followed in their train, thereby making of the horde a host. Many German peoples, such as the Suebi and Vandals,* derive their names from roaming [Umherschweifen] or wandering [Wandeln]. So it was on land, so at sea: a life very much in the Tartar mode.

________

When considering the earliest history of the Germans, therefore, we ought to be wary of attaching ourselves to some favorite spot in our modern constitution: the ancient Germans do not belong there; they followed a different stream of peoples. In the west, they pressed on the Belgae and Gaels, until they were surrounded on all sides by other tribes. In the east, they ranged as far as the Baltic; and when this ended their pillaging and their progress, but its sandy coasts could provide no sustenance, they naturally took the first opportunity to turn southward into lands now vacant. Hence several of the nations that made inroads into the Roman Empire had previously resided on the Baltic Sea; but these were only the more barbarous, whose residence there was not an occasion for the fall of Rome. This we must seek at greater remove, in Asiatic Mongolia, where, pushed by the Uyghurs and other peoples, the western Huns crossed the Volga, attacking first the Alans on the Don and then the sprawling Gothic kingdom on the Black Sea; by this, various southern German peoples, Ostrogoths and Visigoths, Vandals, Alans, and Suebi, were set astir, and the Huns followed after them. With the Saxons, Franks, Burgundians, and Heruli, the case was quite different; the last-named had long been mercenaries in the pay of Rome.

We should also be wary of ascribing to all these peoples the same manners or the same culture, when quite the opposite is suggested by the difference in their treatment of defeated nations. The savage Saxons in Britain, or the marauding Alans and Suebi in Spain, proceeded otherwise than the Ostrogoths in Italy or the Burgundians in Gaul. The tribes that had long resided on the Roman frontier, near their colonies or commercial centers, in the west or south, were of milder disposition and more docile than those issuing from the northern forests or barren coasts. Hence it would be rather presumptuous if every German horde wished to claim for itself the mythology of the Scandinavian Goths. Where did these Goths not roam? And in how many ways was this mythology not subsequently refined? The intrepid aboriginal German [Urdeutsche] is perhaps left with nothing more than his Teut or Tuisto, Mannus, Hertha, and Wodan;* that is, a father, a hero, Mother Earth, and a general.

Nevertheless, we may take at least some fraternal pride in that distant treasure of German mythology, which was preserved or compiled in Iceland, at the edge of the inhabited world, and obviously enriched by the legends of Northmen and Christian scholars; I refer to the Edda. As a collection of texts documenting the language and way of thinking of a German tribe, it is assuredly of great interest to us as well. A comparison of this northern mythology with that of the Greeks may be worthless or instructive, depending on the terms of the inquiry; but it would be quite futile to expect a Homer or Ossian among these skalds. Does the earth bring forth the same fruits everywhere? And are not the noblest fruits of this kind the result of peoples and the times achieving a state [Zustand] that is rare and long in preparation? In these poems and sagas let us therefore appreciate what we find in them: a peculiar spirit of rude, bold poetry, of powerful, pure, and true feelings, together with only too artful an employment of our embryonic language. And let us thank all who have helped to preserve and transmit this national treasure, thereby contributing to its wider or better application. Among those who, both in olden and more recent days, have worked commendably toward this end,11 and for his services to the history of mankind, I must mention, with gratitude and respect, the name of our contemporary Suhm.* He has enabled these northern lights to shine forth from Iceland with a new luster: he and others seek to introduce them into the horizon of our knowledge so that they may be put to use more correctly. Alas, we Germans can boast but little of our own ancient literary treasures:12 the songs of our bards are lost. The blossoms that adorn the venerable oak of our heroic language are, with few exceptions, of much younger growth.

When the German peoples adopted Christianity, they fought for it as they had for their kings and noblemen: and the full brunt of this genuine loyalty in arms was borne not only by their own tribes, the Alemanni, Thuringii, Bavarians, and Saxons, but also by the poor Slavs, Prussians, Curonians, Livonians, and Estonians. It is to their credit that they also stood firm, like a living bulwark, against the invasions of later barbarians, quelling the mad fury of the Huns, Magyars, Mongols, and Turks. Thus it was by them that the greater part of Europe was not only conquered, populated, and reconstituted in their image, but also shielded and protected; otherwise it could never have produced all that it subsequently did. Their rank among the other peoples, their military confederacy and ethnic character, have thus become the foundation of the culture, liberty, and security of Europe. As to whether their political situation was not also one of the reasons for the slow progress of this culture, history, an unimpeachable witness, will give account.



IV. Slav Peoples

The Slav peoples occupy more space on earth than they do in history: one reason, among others, being that they lived at a greater distance from the Romans. We first encounter them on the Don, among the Goths, and then later on the Danube, among the Huns and Bulgars, together with whom they gave the Roman Empire much trouble; though for the most part only as companions, auxiliaries, or vassals. Notwithstanding their occasional exploits, they were never enterprising warriors and adventurers like the Germans, in whose footsteps they quietly followed, taking possession of the lands that the Germans had vacated: until eventually they held the vast area extending from the Don to the Elbe and from the Baltic to the Adriatic Sea. On this side of the Carpathians, their territory stretched from Lüneburg through Mecklenburg, Pomerania, Brandenburg, Saxony, Lusatia, Bohemia, Moravia, Silesia, Poland, and Russia; and beyond them, having settled in Wallachia and Moldavia at an early juncture, they fanned out ever further, aided by various contingencies, until they were also invited into Dalmatia by Emperor Heraclius, and eventually founded the kingdoms of Croatia, Bosnia, Serbia, and Dalmatia. In Pannonia they became just as numerous; from Friuli they moved into the southeastern corner of Germany, so that their domains were rounded off with Styria, Carinthia, and Carniola: the most extensive region in Europe that to this day is inhabited largely by a single nation. Everywhere they established themselves on lands that had been abandoned by other peoples, cultivating and developing them as colonists, herdsmen, or farmers: after all the devastations, invasions, and emigrations that had gone before, their noiseless, industrious presence was a boon to the countryside. They were fond of agriculture, of producing stocks of cattle and corn, and of various domestic arts; and with the fruits of their land and labor they opened everywhere an advantageous trade. Along the Baltic coast, starting from Lübeck, they built ports, and Vineta on the island of Rügen became the Slav Amsterdam; they maintained contacts with the Prussians, Curonians, and Latvians, as the language of these peoples makes plain. On the Dnieper they built Kiev, on the Volkhov Novgorod, which soon grew into flourishing commercial cities, linking the Black Sea with the Baltic and conveying the merchandise of the Orient to northern and western Europe. In Germany they engaged in mining, were skilled in smelting and casting metals, refined salt, wove linen, brewed mead, planted fruit trees, and led, after their own manner, a joyful, music-filled life. They were generous, hospitable to a fault, lovers of pastoral liberty, but submissive and obedient, enemies of robbery and plunder. None of this saved them from oppression; indeed, it was conducive to their being oppressed. For, as they never vied for mastery of the world, had among them no war-crazed hereditary princes, and preferred to pay tribute if that meant they would be left in peace, so many nations, and those of German stock most of all, have sinned gravely against them.

It was already under Charlemagne that those wars of conquest had their commencement, the ostensible cause of which was the securing of commercial advantages, though the Christian religion served as a pretext: for the heroic Franks must surely have found it convenient to treat as vassals an industrious nation that practiced trade and agriculture instead of learning and pursuing these arts for themselves. What the Franks began, the Saxons completed: in whole provinces, the Slavs were exterminated or reduced to serfdom, and their lands divided up among bishops and nobles. Northern Germans destroyed their commerce on the Baltic Sea; the Danes brought an end to Vineta; and their remnants in Germany resemble what the Peruvians have become under Spanish rule. Is it any wonder that, after this nation experienced centuries of subjugation and harbored the bitterest rancor toward its Christian lords and despoilers, its gentle character should have deteriorated into a cruel, devious, and feckless servility? And yet everywhere, particularly in those countries where it enjoys a measure of freedom, its old stamp is still discernible. It has been this people’s misfortune that, given their love of tranquility and domestic industry, they could develop no lasting military constitution, even though they have not wanted for valor in the heat of battle; that their situation put them so near to the Germans in the west while exposing their rear to attack from Tartars in the east, by whom, especially the Mongols, they were made to suffer and endure much. Meanwhile the wheel of time continues ceaselessly to turn. And as the Slavs mostly inhabit those parts that would be the fairest in Europe, were they completely cultivated and opened up to trade; as we cannot but imagine that in Europe legislation and policy, in place of the martial spirit, must, and indeed will, increasingly promote quiet industry and the peaceful intercourse of nations: so you, Slavs, now sunk low but once so assiduous and happy, will one day stir from your long, torpid slumber and, freed from your chains, enjoy possession of your fine lands, from the Adriatic Sea to the Carpathian Mountains, from the Don to the Mulde, and on them celebrate your ancient festivals of tranquil industry and commerce.

Though there have been excellent and valuable contributions to the history of the Slavs,13* covering a number of regions, it is to be wished that the remaining gaps be filled, that the rapidly disappearing vestiges of their customs, songs, and tales be collected, and a history of this people as a whole be furnished, such as we require to complete the portrait of mankind.



V. Foreign Peoples in Europe

All the nations considered hitherto, with the single exception of the Magyars, we can regard as the aboriginal peoples of Europe, who have lived here since time immemorial. For though they might once have been settled in Asia, a conjecture suggested by the affinity of several languages, an examination of this question, and the path they took on leaving Noah’s Ark, would lead us beyond the scope of our history.

Besides these, however, a number of foreign nations have also played their part on the European stage, for better or for worse, or still do so to this day.

Among them are the Huns, who under Attila overran much of the continent, leaving a trail of destruction in their wake; a people in all likelihood, and according to the account of Ammianus,* of Mongol descent. If the mighty Attila had not been persuaded to halt his invasion of Italy before reaching Rome; if he had made the world’s metropolis the capital of his own empire, then how different, how dreadful, the whole history of Europe would have been! But instead his defeated people withdrew to the steppes and—thank God!—did not bequeath to us a Holy Roman Empire of the Kalmyk Nation.

After the Huns it was the turn of the Bulgars to assume their frightful role in eastern Europe, until, like the Magyars, they were tamed and converted to Christianity, before eventually being whelmed by the language of the Slavs. The new kingdom that they founded with the Wallachs of the Balkans likewise collapsed; they were absorbed into the great jumbled mass of peoples inhabiting the Dacian-Illyrian-Thracian region and now, though it lacks a distinctive national character, but a solitary province of the Ottoman Empire still bears their name.

We shall pass over the many other peoples—the Khazars, Avars, Pechenegs, and so forth—who vexed the Eastern Roman Empire, and in some degree the Western as well, and harassed the Goths, Slavs, and sundry others; but in the end either returned to Asia, without a lasting establishment of their name, or sank into the mass of peoples.

Still less ought we to involve ourselves with those remnants of the ancient Illyrians, Thracians, and Macedonians: the Albanians, Wallachs, and Arnauts. They are not foreigners, but rather ancient European tribes. Once they were leading nations; now they are the confused debris of various peoples and languages.

Those second Huns who ravaged Europe under Genghis Khan and his successors are also quite foreign to our purpose. The first conqueror advanced irresistibly to the Dnieper, abruptly changed his mind, and turned around; his heir, brandishing fire and sword, got as far as Germany, but he too was driven back. The grandson of Genghis Khan subjugated Russia, which would remain a tributary for a century and a half; but at length Russia threw off the yoke, subsequently becoming master of the very peoples it had previously served. More than once those rapacious wolves from the Asiatic heights, the Mongols, have been the ravagers of the world; but they never succeeded in transforming Europe into their steppe. Nor did they aim to do so, desiring instead only plunder.

________

We are therefore speaking only of those peoples who have fixed their abode in our part of the world, for a longer or shorter term, as either occupiers or fellow tenants; and these are as follows.

1. The Arabs. Not only did this people, on three continents, deliver the first great shock to the Eastern Roman Empire; but as they held most of Spain for 770 years and long ruled wholly or partly over Sicily, Sardinia, Corsica, and Naples, relinquishing these possessions only little by little; so, in their language and way of thinking, in their settlements and establishments, they everywhere left traces behind, some of which are still extant and some of which exerted a good deal of influence on the minds of their former neighbors and cohabitants. In several places they lit the torch of knowledge for a still-barbarous Europe, which also benefitted from contact with their oriental brethren during the Crusades. Indeed, as many of them converted to Christianity in the various countries where they lived, so, in Spain, Sicily, and elsewhere, they have thereby been assimilated into Europe.

2. The Turks, a people from Turkestan, notwithstanding their residence of more than three centuries in Europe, are still strangers to this quarter of the globe. They dealt the final blow to the Eastern Empire, which during the preceding thousand years had become a burden both to itself and to the rest of the world, thereby unwittingly and unintentionally driving the arts westward into Europe. By their attacks the Turks have for centuries required the European powers to prove their valor, to guard against an alien monarchy in their dominions; a boon that shrinks in comparison to the much greater evil that they have perpetrated, reducing the fairest lands of Europe to a desert and the Greeks, once the most ingenious of peoples, to faithless slaves and licentious barbarians. How many works of art have these benighted fools destroyed! How much has perished by their hands, which can never be restored! Their empire is one vast prison for all the Europeans compelled to live within its frontiers; but it will fall when its time comes. For is there any place in Europe for such foreigners, who even after the passage of millennia are determined to remain Asiatic barbarians?

3. The Jews we consider here only as the parasitic plant that has attached itself to almost all the European nations, extracting more or less of their juices. After the fall of ancient Rome, there were still relatively few of them in Europe; but, owing to the persecutions of the Arabs, they fled here in great numbers and dispersed themselves over each nation. That they brought leprosy with them is unlikely; but worse was the moral leprosy they have spread: in every barbarous age they have been the vile instruments of usury, as bankers, brokers, and imperial servants, and thus stood to profit by confirming the Europeans in their rude and prideful ignorance of commerce. They were often treated with cruelty, and what they had gained by greed and deceit, or by industry, prudence, and method, was tyrannically extorted from them; but as they were habituated to such treatment, and had come to expect it, so they were led to commit ever-greater frauds and extortions. Nevertheless, they were indispensable: and to this day remain so in many countries. Equally undeniable is the fact that it was they who preserved Hebrew literature; they who, during the dark ages, transmitted the science, medicine, and philosophy acquired by the Arabs; and it was they who did much other good that only the Jews were suited to accomplish. There will come a time in Europe when no man will ask another whether he be Christian or Jew: for the Jews, too, will live according to European laws and contribute to the welfare of the state. Only a barbarous constitution has hitherto prevented them from doing so or rendered their abilities harmful.

4. While passing over the Armenians, whom I consider merely as sojourners in our part of the world, I notice a numerous, foreign, heathen, and subterranean people in almost every country of Europe: the Gypsies. Where did they come from? How did the seven or eight hundred thousand souls estimated by their most recent historian14 arrive here? A reprobate Indian caste, remote by birth from all that is decent, divine, and civil, remaining true to this lowly destination even after centuries have passed—what are they fit for in Europe, unless it be military training, which after all is the quickest means of instilling discipline?



VI. General Remarks and Conclusions

There, more or less, is our picture of the peoples of Europe: what a varicolored composition, one that would become still more confused were we to continue sketching it through the subsequent ages, even if we kept only to those times with which we are acquainted. It was not so in Japan, China, or India; it is not so in any country isolated by virtue of its situation or constitution. And yet north of the Alps Europe has no great sea, so why should we expect its peoples to stand alongside one another like walls? A brief glance at the complexion and situation of this part of the world, as well as at the character and actions of the nations, tells another story.

1. Look to the east and behold those immense heights known as Asiatic Tartary: then, after reading of the commotions of medieval European history, perhaps like Tristram Shandy* you will sigh: “this was the source of all our misfortunes!” I need not inquire whether all the northern Europeans once dwelt there or for how long: for at one time the whole of northern Europe was no better than Siberia and Mongolia, those cradles of the hordes. In both regions, an indolent, roaming life and the khanish system of government under Tartar magnates was hereditary and particular to these nomadic peoples. As, moreover, transalpine Europe is obviously a descending plane, extending from the populous highlands of Tartary westward to the ocean, with the result that when one barbarian horde was pressed from behind by another, it pitched down the slope and collided with those in front, driving them onward; so it was geographically given, as it were, that Europe should long remain in a state of Tartarism. For over a thousand years, European history would be filled with such unpleasant scenes, in which kingdoms and peoples were never at peace, either because they were themselves in the habit of wandering or other nations bore down upon them. As it is therefore undeniable that the great mountains of Asia, together with those chains that represent their continuation in Europe, produced a remarkable difference in the climate and character of the northern and southern regions of the ancient world, so let us who are north of the Alps console ourselves on our homeland with this thought at least, that in manners and establishments we belong not to the original Asiatic Tartary but merely to its European extension.

2. Europe, especially when compared to northern Asia, is a more temperate land abounding in rivers, coasts, promontories, and bays: by this fact alone was the fate of its inhabitants decided more favorably than those of Asia. On the Sea of Azov as well as the Black Sea, they were near the Greek colonies and the most opulent commerce of that time: all the nations that passed through, or even founded kingdoms, here came into contact with a multitude of other peoples and indeed acquired some knowledge of the arts and sciences. But especially the Baltic was to the north of Europe what the Mediterranean was to the south. The Prussian coast was already known to the Greeks and Romans through the amber trade; every nation that was settled there, whatever its descent, engaged to some degree in commerce, a commerce that was soon connected to the markets in the Black Sea and even extended as far as the White Sea. Consequently, a sort of international community was formed between southern Asia and eastern Europe, and between the northern regions of both continents, in which even very uncultivated nations participated.15 The Scandinavian coast and the North Sea soon swarmed with merchants, pirates, voyagers, and adventurers who explored every sea, skirted every shore, set foot in every country in Europe, and accomplished the most wonderful feats. The Belgae linked Gaul and Britain, and even the Mediterranean was not safe from the expeditions of northern barbarians: they made pilgrimages to Rome; they soldiered and trafficked in Constantinople. Owing to these circumstances, and because of the continued migration of peoples by land, in this small corner of the globe the ground was finally laid for a great union of nations, which by their conquests the Romans had already unwittingly prepared and which could hardly come about anywhere else. In no other part of the world have peoples been so intermingled as in Europe; in no other have they changed their lodgments, and hence their manners and mode of life, so definitively and frequently. In many countries it would now be difficult for the inhabitants, particularly individual families and persons, to say from what stock they spring; whether they are descended from Goths, Moors, Jews, Carthaginians, or Romans; whether from Gaels, Cymry, Burgundians, Franks, Normans, Saxons, Slavs, Finns, or Illyrians; and at what point in their ancestral line their blood became mixed. During the course of hundreds of years, a hundred causes have cooperated to temper and alter the ethnic character of many European nations; without this fusion, the general spirit of Europe [Allgemeingeist] would scarcely have been roused.

3. That the oldest inhabitants of this continent are now only to be found nestled in the mountains, or driven to its remotest coasts and corners, is a natural fact, instances of which occur in every region of the world between here and the islands of the Pacific Ocean. In many such places, a separate and often ruder people dwells in the mountains: they are probably the original inhabitants of the country, who were compelled to make way for more recent and bolder arrivals. How could it be otherwise in Europe, where, more than anywhere else, nations jostled with one another for room and drove out those who had come before? Their successive ranks nevertheless converge in a few leading names; and, what is curious, we often encounter the same peoples, who seem to have followed one another, living side by side in different regions. Thus the Cymry walked in the footsteps of the Gaels, the Germans came after both, pursued in turn by the Slavs, who occupied the now vacant territories. Like geological strata, nations in our quarter of the globe have been deposited on top of one another, such that, though they are often jumbled together, the original formation is still discernible. The researchers into their manners and languages must use the time in which they may still be distinguished: for in Europe everything is tending toward the gradual erasure of national character. But the historian of mankind must here take care that he does not choose one tribe for his favorite, thereby undervaluing others whose circumstances denied them fame and fortune. The Germans have learned even from the Slavs; the Cymry and Latvians might perhaps have become Greeks had their position among their neighbors been different. We can feel very gratified that the Roman world was inherited by peoples of so strong, fair, and noble a figure, of such chaste manners, upright understanding, and honest turn of mind as the Germans were—and not, let us say, by the Huns and Bulgars. But on that account to declare them God’s chosen people in Europe, to whom the world belongs by right of their innate nobility, and whom others are appointed to serve in consequence of this superiority: that were the sordid pride of a barbarian. The barbarian rules with an iron hand; the civilized conqueror civilizes [der gebildete Überwinder bildet].

4. No people in Europe has raised itself to culture on its own. Rather, each endeavored to retain its rude, ancestral manners for as long as it could, to which the bleak and austere climate, as well as the necessity of a savage military constitution, greatly conduced. No European people, for example, has possessed its own alphabet or invented one for itself: both the Spanish and Nordic runes derive from the writing systems of other peoples. The entire culture of northern, eastern, and western Europe grew from a Roman-Greek-Arabic seed. It was a long time before this plant could thrive in this more rugged soil and produce its own, initially rather sour, fruit. And for this a singular vehicle was necessary, a foreign religion, which by a spiritual conquest would accomplish what the Romans could not do by force of arms alone. We must therefore consider above all else this new instrument of civilization [Bildung], which had no less an aim than to form [bilden] all nations into one people, happy in this world and the next, and which operated nowhere more powerfully than in Europe.

The emblem now on high was borne,

Which to all gives comfort, hope, and aid,

To which a million souls an oath have sworn,

And a million hearts in ardor prayed,

Which on victory flags is proudly worn,

And to the reign of death an end has made;

Awe fills the wild warrior’s being;

He sees the cross and lays down his sword in seeing.*

_____________


1. See Joseph de Moret, Investigaciones historicas de las antiquidades del Rayno de Navarra [Historical Inquiries into the Antiquities of the Kingdom of Navarre], vol. 1 (Pamplona, 1665); Arnauld Oihénart, Notitia utriusque Vasconiae [History of Both Gasconies] (Paris, 1638); and Manuel de Larramendi, Diccionario trilingue Castellano, Bascuence y Latin, con prologo de las perfecciones de el Bascuence [Castilian, Basque, and Latin Trilingual Dictionary, with a Preface on the Perfections of Basque] (San Sebastian, 1745).


2. In his extensive treatise on the perfection of the Basque language, cited above, Larramendi could not conceive of such a thing (§§18–20). That he also made no mention thereof in his El imposible vencido: arte de la lengua Bascongada [The Impossible Vanquished: Art of the Basque Language] (Salamanca, 1720) can be seen from Johann Andreas Dieze’s translation of Velasquez, Geschichte der Spanischen Dichtkunst [History of Spanish Poetry] (Göttingen, 1769), pp. 111–17. Perhaps all memory of it has been lost.


3. In addition to what has been collected and imagined in connection with the Celts by older writers, such as in Pelletier, Pezron, Martin, Picard, etc., and what has been said about the ancient inhabitants of Britain by the English, Scots, and Irish, such as Barrington, Cordiner, Henry, Jones, Macpherson, Maitland, Llwyd, Owen, Shaw, Vallancy, Whitaker,* etc., we should like to mention a German work distinguished by its critical spirit: Matthias Christian Sprengel’s Geschichte von Großbritannien und Irland [History of Great Britain and Ireland] (Halle, 1783), at the beginning of which he quietly corrects a number of long-standing errors relating to the Gaels and Cymry. With his customary brevity, he also presents a reliable account of the surviving monuments of the Britons.


4. It seems singular that as two nations, the Scots and Irish, lay claim to Fingal and Ossian, neither party justifies its ownership by publishing the finest Ossianic songs together with their original melodies, which are said to be still in use. These melodies could hardly have been fabricated: and the structure of the songs, reproduced according to the manuscript, furnished with a glossary and relevant annotations, would not merely vindicate the language, music, and poetry of the Gaels, but give us even greater insight into these than Blair,* their Aristotle, has provided. A Gaelic anthology of this kind would not only be a classic work for the native admirers of these poems, by which the most exalted beauties of this language would be enduringly preserved; but foreigners, too, would find much to appreciate in it. At any rate such a book would continue to have importance for the history of mankind.


5. Sprengel, Geschichte von Großbritannien, pp. 379–92.


6. In Borlase, Bullet, Llwyd, Rostrenen, Le Brigant, the translation of the Bible into Welsh, etc. The poetic legends of King Arthur and his retinue, however, have been little examined as to their authenticity.


7. Thomas Warton’s dissertation On the Origin of Romantic Fiction in Europe, prefixed to his History of English Poetry (London, 1774), furnishes some useful sources on this topic also; but as they are clearly subordinated to an erroneous system, the whole ought to assume a different form. Sufficient data and materials may be found in Percel’s De l’usage des romans, as well as in the more recent Bibliothèque universelle des romans;* in the remarks of various Englishmen, in their antiquarian works, on Chaucer, Spenser, Shakespeare, etc.; and in the comments of Dufresne and others on several ancient historians. A brief history by Sprengel would bring order to this chaos and surely present it in an instructive light.


8. See Christian Wilhelm Büttner, Vergleichungs-Tafeln der Schriftarten verschiedener Völker [Comparative Tables of the Writing Systems of Various Peoples] (Göttingen, 1771–81); Gatterer, Einleitung in die synchronistische Universalhistorie [Introduction to Synchronic Universal History]; Schlözer, Allgemeine Nordische Geschichte [General History of the North] (Halle, 1771). The last-named book, vol. 31 of the continuation of the Allgemeine Weltgeschichte [General History of the World], is a valuable collection of inquiries, by the author and by others, into the tribes and ancient history of the northern peoples; it makes us wish for more such compilations of the works of Ihre, Suhm, Lagerbring, etc.


9. There is a need for a brief history of the Prussians, from the useful collections and preparatory works by Hartknoch, Praetorius, Lilienthal, and others, though perhaps one has already appeared without my knowledge. This little corner of the world has done much, without any encouragement, for its own history and that of adjacent peoples; the name of Bayer must stand in for many. In particular, the ancient Prussian constitution on the banks of the Vistula, which claims a Widewut as its founder, and was ruled by a high priest, the Kriwe, as well as the Prussian nation as a whole, merits further investigation. As to the history of Livonia, Arndt, Hupel, and others are deserving of acclaim.


10. It would be redundant to provide a detailed description here of the constitutions of the Germans, which varied a great deal according to time, tribe, and region: for what they bequeathed to the history of nations will be revealed in good time. Möser’s account of them,* which is based on numerous commentaries of Tacitus and related to his own locality, seems in its exquisite harmony almost an ideal system—and yet very true in its particulars. See vol. 1 of his Osnabrückische Geschichte [History of Osnabrück] and various passages of his Patriotische Phantasien [Patriotic Fantasies].


11. Sæmundr, Snorri, Resenius, Wormius, Torfæus, Stephanius, Bartholin, Keyßler, Ihre, Göransson, Thorkelin, Erichsen, the Arnamagnæan Collection, Anchersen, Eggers, etc.


12. Our riches, aside from a few that may be found scattered here and there, are collected in Johannes Schilter’s Thesaurus antiquitatum Teutonicarum (Ulm, 1726); and they are not considerable.


13. Frisch, Popovič, Müller, Jordan, Stritter, Gerken, Möhsen, Anton, Dobner, Taube, Fortis, Sulzer, Rossignoli, Dobrowski, Voigt, Pelzel, etc.


14. Heinrich Grellmann, Die Zigeuner, ein historischer Versuch [The Gypsies, A Historical Essay] (Dessau and Leipzig, 1783); see also Johann Christian Rüdiger, Neuester Zuwachs der deutschen, fremden und allgemeinen Sprachenkunde [The Newest Additions to German, Foreign, and General Linguistics] (Halle, 1782).


15. The first volume of Friedrich Christoph Fischer’s Geschichte des teutschen Handels [History of German Commerce] (Hannover, 1785) contains some very useful information on this point.









Book 17


SEVENTY YEARS before its destruction, the Jewish state witnessed the birth of a man who would accomplish an unexpected revolution in the sentiments of his fellow human beings as well as in their manners and political constitutions. His name was Jesus. Born into poverty, though descended from the ancient royal line, and raised in the rudest province of his country, untouched by the learned wisdom of his nation, which now was in steep decline, he lived much of his short life unobtrusively, until, consecrated by a celestial vision on the Jordan, he took as disciples twelve men of his own station, traveled with them through parts of Judaea, and soon thereafter sent them abroad to herald the coming of a new kingdom. This promised kingdom he called the kingdom of God, a heavenly kingdom to which only a chosen few could gain entry, but to which he invited all, not by imposing outward duties and rituals, but rather by exhorting them to simple mental and spiritual virtues. The few discourses of his that have been preserved contain the most authentic humanity; it is humanity that he demonstrated in life and confirmed by his death: for he liked to style himself the Son of Man. That he found many adherents in his nation, particularly among the poor and oppressed, but also that he was eliminated with such promptitude by the hypocrites who oppressed the common people that we can scarcely be certain of the length of his public career: this was in both cases the natural consequence of his situation.

What was this kingdom of heaven, the arrival of which Jesus proclaimed, urged others to wish for, and strove himself to bring about? That it was no earthly dominion is shown by his every word and deed, down to the last unambiguous confession he made before his judges. As a spiritual savior of his race [Geschlecht], he wanted to form men of God who, under whatever laws they lived, would promote the welfare of others from pure principles and rule patiently as kings themselves in the realm of truth and goodness. That such an aim could be Providence’s only plan for mankind, in the realization of which all the wise and good men of the world must cooperate and will cooperate, according to the purity of their thoughts and endeavors, is self-evident: for what else would man have as an ideal of his earthly perfection and happiness, if not this universally operating, pure humanity?

Full of reverence, I bow before your noble figure; you who are the founder and sovereign of a kingdom, the purpose of which is so grand, the extent so enduring, the principles so simple and vital, the springs of action so effective that the sphere of this terrestrial life seems too narrow for it. Nowhere in history do I find a revolution that was so quietly set in motion in so short a time; that was planted everywhere on earth in so singular a manner by feeble instruments, its effect yet to be determined and bearing fruit both good and bad, as the one that has been propagated among the nations under the name not of your religion—that is, your vital design for the welfare of mankind—but of a religion of you—that is, a thoughtless worship of your person and your cross. Your pellucid mind foresaw this; and we would be defiling your name if we ventured to affix it to every muddy stream rising from your pure spring. We will avoid doing so as far as possible; your silent form shall stand alone before the whole history that issues from you.


I. The Origin of Christianity, together with Its Fundamental Principles

As strange as it might seem that a revolution affecting more than one part of the world should have started in lowly Judaea, a closer inspection shows that there are good historical reasons for this. For the revolution in question was spiritual; and however great the disdain in which they were held by the Greeks and Romans, the Jews could nevertheless claim that, before the other peoples of Asia and Europe, they possessed writings handed down from ancient times, on which their constitution was based and in relation to which, owing to this very constitution, a peculiar kind of science and literature was bound to develop. Neither the Greeks nor the Romans had such a codex providing for their religious and political establishment; a codex that, combined with older genealogical records, was entrusted to the care of one particular, numerous tribe and preserved by it with superstitious reverence. In the course of time, this venerable literary tradition inevitably produced a sort of finer sense, to which the Jews, because of their frequent dispersal among other peoples, became habituated. The canon of their sacred scriptures included songs, moral maxims, and sublime oratory: these, written at various times and on the most various occasions, grew into a single collection, which soon came to be regarded as a single continuous system with a single overarching meaning. The prophets of this nation, who as the appointed guardians of the law of the land, had put before the people a picture of what they ought to be, and what they were not, each according to his own way of thinking, now edifying and hortative, now admonitory or consoling, but always patriotic and hopeful, and had bequeathed to posterity, in these fruits of their hearts and minds, several seeds of new ideas, which every man might cultivate as he saw fit. All of this gradually gave rise to the systematic expectation of a king who would deliver his degenerate and subservient people, bring about a new golden age, more glorious than under their greatest rulers of antiquity, and usher in a new dispensation of things. In keeping with the language of the prophets, these prospects were theocratic; they were formed, together with the assembled attributes of a messiah, into a vivid ideal and considered as the hand and seal of the nation. In Judaea, the increasing misery of the people caused them to hold fast to these visions; in other countries—in Egypt, for example, where many Jews had resided since the collapse of the Alexandrine empire—these ideas were elaborated more after the Greek manner: apocryphal books, presenting these prophecies in a new light, were circulated; and now the time had arrived when these dreams, raised to their highest pitch, would be brought to fulfillment. From among the common people a man appeared, whose spirit, elevated above delusions of earthly majesty, united all the hopes, desires, and prognostications of the prophets in the design for an ideal realm, which would be nothing less than a Jewish kingdom of heaven. Even the imminent downfall of his nation he foresaw in this more exalted plan, predicting a swift and sorrowful end for their magnificent temple and for their rites of worship, which had descended into mere superstition. The kingdom of God was to embrace all the nations of the world, and the people, who thought it theirs and theirs alone, he looked on as a lifeless corpse.

The comprehensive strength of mind required to recognize and propose something of this sort at that time in Judaea is evident from the unfriendly reception that this doctrine encountered among the elders and wise men; it was seen as a revolt against God and Moses, as a crime against the slighted nation, all of whose hopes it unpatriotically destroyed. Even for the apostles the ex-Judaism of Christianity was the hardest of its teachings to accept; and the most learned apostle, Paul, was obliged to resort to all the subtleties of Jewish dialectics to make it intelligible to Christian Jews, even outside of Judaea. It was well that Providence decided the issue, and with the destruction of Judaea the old walls came tumbling down: the walls by which the so-called chosen people of God separated themselves from the other nations of the world with unwavering rigor. The time of particular, national religions, full of pride and superstition, was over: for as necessary as such institutions might have been in times past, when every nation, raised in a narrow family circle, grew like a plump grape on its own vine, so almost every human endeavor in this region had tended, for centuries already, to connect peoples by means of war, commerce, arts, sciences, and intercourse, and to press from the fruits of each a common wine. The prejudices of national religions were the main impediments to this unification. As, in addition to the general spirit of tolerance that the Romans exercised throughout their extensive empire, and the all-pervading eclectic philosophy (that singular blending of every school and sect), a popular belief now arose, which made of all peoples one people, and originated in that same hardheaded nation that otherwise thought itself preeminent above all others: so this was, to be sure, a great step in the history of mankind, but at the same time a dangerous one, depending on how it was taken. It made all men into brothers, by teaching them to acknowledge one God and one Savior; but it could also turn them into slaves if this religion were imposed on them like a yoke and chains. The keys to the kingdom of heaven, in both this world and the next, could become a more pernicious Pharisaism in the hands of gentiles than it ever was in the hands of the Jews.

That Christianity took root so swiftly and firmly was chiefly owing to a belief that derived from its founder himself: the conviction of his imminent return and the revelation of his kingdom on earth. Jesus had professed this belief before his judge and repeated it often in the last days of his life; his followers adhered to it and trusted in the coming of his kingdom. Spiritual Christians conceived of it as a spiritual, the carnal as a carnal realm: and as the high-strung imagination of those times and localities was not exactly given to abstract idealization, so there arose Judeo-Christian apocalypses, filled with all manner of prophecies, portents, and dreams. First Antichrist had to be defeated, but when Christ failed to return, the former was supposed to reveal himself, increase his dominion, and rise to such heights of wickedness before salvation would arrive and the Messiah restored his people. It is undeniable that hopes of this kind must have occasioned many persecutions of the early Christians: for surely Rome, the mistress of the world, could not look on indifferently while such opinions of its impending destruction, or attempts to characterize it as an anti-Christian object of disgust and contempt, were given credence. Soon, therefore, such prophets were considered as unpatriotic despisers of the fatherland and of the world; indeed, as criminals guilty of a general hatred of mankind; and some who could not wait for the Messiah’s Second Advent embraced martyrdom. It is equally certain, however, that these hopes for an approaching kingdom of Christ, whether in heaven or on earth, forged strong bonds between the minds of men while detaching them from the world. They despised this world as lying in wickedness* and instead saw all around them what they believed to be so near at hand. This gave them the fortitude to rise above the spirit of the times, the power of their persecutors, and the mockery of the unfaithful, which otherwise no one could have overcome; they were but sojourners here and lived where their leader had gone before them and whence he would soon reveal himself.

________

In addition to the main historical points that have been mentioned above, it seems necessary to remark on a few smaller details that made a not insignificant contribution to the fabric of Christianity.

1. Christ’s philanthropic way of thinking had made fraternal concord and forgiveness, active assistance to the poor and needy—in short, every duty of mankind—the common ties that bound his followers together, so that Christianity should accordingly be a genuine covenant of friendship and brotherly love. There is no doubt that this spring of humanity [Triebfeder der Humanität] played a great part at all times, but especially at the beginning, in the reception and spread of Christianity. The poor and needy, the oppressed, bondsmen and slaves, publicans and sinners were all drawn to it—which is why the heathens described the first Christian communities as congregations of beggars. As the new religion was neither capable nor desirous of abolishing the distinction of ranks then prevailing in the world, its only resort was the Christian charity of wealthy souls, with all the weeds that sprouted on this fertile field. With their donations rich widows soon wielded so much influence that they attracted throngs of beggars, who also on occasion disturbed the peace of whole communities. If, on the one hand, almsgiving was prized as the means of laying up treasure in heaven,* and on the other alms were sought; then in both cases it was inevitable that not only that noble pride, which is the offspring of independent dignity and one’s own productive labor, but often impartiality and truth should retreat in the face of base flatteries. Martyrs received the community’s alms box for their common property; offerings to the community were exalted as the very spirit of Christianity, while its morals became corrupted by the exaggerated praise heaped on these acts of kindness. Though the exigency of the times may excuse much of this, it nevertheless remains certain that, if human society is regarded merely as one great hospital, and Christianity its common chest, then morality and politics will eventually find themselves in a very bad way indeed.

2. Christianity was to be a community governed by presbyters and teachers without a secular arm. These were to oversee the flock like shepherds, settle their disputes, sternly and lovingly correct their faults, and conduct them to heaven by their counsel, authority, instruction, and example. A noble office, when exercised worthily and there is room to exercise it: for it softens the sting of the laws, removes the thorn of contention, and unites the pastor, judge, and father. But when in the course of time the shepherds treated their human flock like actual sheep or led them as beasts of burden to browse on thistles; or when, instead of shepherds, duly appointed wolves prowled among the flock, what then? A childish obedience soon became a Christian virtue; it became a Christian virtue to renounce the use of one’s reason and to follow the authority of another’s opinion instead of one’s own conviction: for after all the bishop, taking the place of an apostle, was messenger, witness, teacher, expositor, judge, and arbiter. Now nothing was so highly esteemed as faith and patient deference; independent beliefs were regarded as stubborn heresies, and those who held them were cast out from the Church and the kingdom of God. Bishops and their minions, in defiance of the precepts of Christ, meddled in family squabbles and civil disputes; soon they were arguing with one another about which of them had jurisdiction over the rest. Hence the jockeying for prestigious episcopal sees and the gradual expansion of their rights; hence the endless conflict between the scepter and the crosier, the right hand and the left, the crown and the miter. As certain as it is that, in times of tyranny, just and pious umpires have been indispensable aids to men who had the misfortune to live without a political constitution, so we can scarcely conceive a greater scandal in history than the long struggle between the spiritual arm and the temporal, which for a thousand years prevented Europe from coming to any consistency. Now things had no savor; now there was too much salt.

3. Christianity had a creed,* professed at baptism by those seeking initiation into the Church. Simple as this formula was, yet over time surely more disturbances, persecutions, and offences have arisen from those innocuous words Father, Son, and Spirit than any other three words in human language. The more the founding purpose of Christianity—that is, an active institution dedicated to the welfare of mankind—was left behind, the greater the speculation beyond the limits of human understanding: mysteries were discovered, and soon enough the whole of Christian doctrine was turned into a mystery. After the books of the New Testament had been admitted into the Church as canon, they, and even the books of the Jewish dispensation, which few could read in the original and the primitive meaning of which had long since been lost, were used to prove such things as they were hardly capable of proving. Hence systems and heresies multiplied, to counter which the very worst means was chosen: ecumenical councils and synods. How many of these are a disgrace to Christianity and good sense! They were convened by pride and intolerance; dominated by dissension, factionalism, coarseness, and knavery; and it was superior power, caprice, defiance, pandering, deceit, or some accident that, in the name of the Holy Spirit, settled the issue in behalf of the whole Church and for all time and eternity. Soon no one thought themselves more fit to determine articles of faith than the Christianized emperors, to whom Constantine bequeathed the hereditary right of dictating symbols and canons concerning Father, Son, and Spirit, ὁμοούσιος and ὁμοιούσιος,* the single or dual nature of Christ, Mary the Mother of God, the created or uncreated grace that attended Christ’s baptism. These pretensions, and the consequences to which they gave rise, will forever remain a stain on the throne of Constantinople and on all those that followed its lead: for, by wielding their ignorant power, they fostered and perpetuated persecutions, schisms, and unrest, none of which elevated the spirit or the morality of men, but tended rather to undermine church, state, and the thrones themselves. The history of the first Christian empire, with its seat in Constantinople, is such a deplorable scene of base treachery and loathsome cruelty that, until it was brought to a calamitous end, it serves as a cautionary tale for all polemical Christian governments.

4. Christianity acquired sacred writings of its own, which, having developed partly from apostolic letters and, with a few exceptions, partly from oral accounts, in time were made the measure of faith; but soon enough they also became the banner of every contending party and were put to every conceivable misuse. Either each disputant proved with them whatever he wished to prove; or there was no hesitation in mutilating them and, in the name of the apostles, brazenly interpolating forged gospels, epistles, and revelations. Pious fraud, which in such matters is more detestable than perjury, because it deceives generation after generation and boundless ages, was soon no longer deemed a sin, but rather a meritorious act performed for the glory of God and the salvation of souls. Hence the many spurious writings of the apostles and Church Fathers; hence the numerous fictions of miracles, martyrs, donations, constitutions, and decrees, the uncertainty of which creeps through every century of ancient and medieval Christian history, almost down to the Reformation, like a thief in the night. When once the wicked principle had been accepted, that it was permissible to commit treachery, invent lies, and concoct falsehoods for the benefit of the Church, historical belief was dealt a severe blow; the tongue, pen, memory, and imagination of men had so lost their rule and square that, instead of the proverbial Greek honesty or Punic faith, we might speak more justly of Christian veracity. This is all the more painful to contemplate as the epoch of Christianity immediately succeeds an age in which the greatest historians of Greece and Rome were active, after whom true history is abruptly and almost completely lost from the Christian era for many centuries. It quickly descended into episcopal, ecclesiastical, and monastic chronicles, because history was no longer written for the worthiest men, no longer for the secular world and the state, but for the Church—or even for particular orders, abbeys, and sects. And as sermonizing had become a habit and the populace were obliged to believe the bishop’s every word, writers regarded the whole world as a congregation of the faithful, as a Christian flock.

5. Christianity had but two sacred rites, which were very simple and adapted to a specific purpose: for, in keeping with the intentions of its founder, it wished to be perceived as anything but a ceremonial religion. Soon, however, pseudo-Christianity absorbed Jewish and heathen practices, these varying according to the country, province, and time, such that, for example, the baptism of infants was transformed into an exorcism, and a meal commemorating a departed friend became the conjuring of a god, a bloodless sacrifice, an expiatory miracle, the viaticum for the next world. Unfortunately, the Christian era coincided with ignorance, barbarism, and the true epoch of depraved taste, so that even its rituals, the construction of its churches, the institution of its feasts, statutes, and pageantry; its hymns, prayers, and formulas betrayed little sign of anything really grand or noble. These ceremonies continued their progress, from country to country, from one corner of the globe to another: what originally had some local meaning, by virtue of ancient custom, forfeited it in foreign lands and subsequent ages. Thus, the liturgical spirit of Christianity became an odd jumble of Jewish, Egyptian, Greek, Roman, and barbarian practices, in which what was most solemn must often have been tedious or even ridiculous. A history of Christian taste in feasts, temples, formulas, consecrations, and literary composition, when examined with a philosophical eye, would produce the most colorful picture, of a subject supposedly devoid of ceremonial character, that the world had ever seen. And as, in time, this Christian taste intruded on legal and political usages, domestic arrangements, plays, romances, dances, songs, tournaments, heraldry, battles, victory celebrations, and other amusements; so we must confess that this has warped the human mind to a quite incredible degree and that the cross, which was erected over the nations, has also left a singular mark on their foreheads. For centuries the pisciculi christiani* swam in murky waters.

6. Christ lived unmarried, and his mother was a virgin; as serene and joyful as he was, he loved occasional solitude and quiet prayer. The spirit of the Orientals, and of the Egyptians in particular, which was in any case inclined to meditation, retirement, and a holy indolence, so exaggerated the notion of the sanctity of celibacy, especially in the priestly caste, and of the godliness of virginity, solitude, and the contemplative life that, while this region, and Egypt especially, already teemed with Essenes, Therapeutae, and other ascetics, it was Christianity that threw the spirit of eremitism, vows, fasting, penance, prayer, and the monastic existence into a state of the highest fermentation. Though in different countries it may have assumed a different form, proving either harmful or beneficial depending on the manner of its establishment: in general, however, it is quite evident that this mode of life, as soon as it becomes irrevocable law, a slavish yoke, or a political snare, has a largely pernicious effect on society as a whole as well as on its individual members. From China and Tibet to Ireland, Mexico, and Peru, cloisters of bonzes, lamas, and talapoins, and of Christian monks and nuns, in all their classes and kinds, have been the dungeons of religion and the state, workshops of cruelty, vice, and oppression, or cesspools of knavery and sordid lusts. And though we would not deny the contribution of any spiritual order to the edification of the earth, mankind, and science, yet we ought not shut our ears to the secret sighs and lamentations that echo through these dark and secluded vaults; nor do wish we to turn our attention from our object to gaze on the idle dreams of otherworldly contemplation, or the intrigues of monkish zeal that raged through the centuries, in a form that surely ill befits an enlightened age. To Christianity they are quite foreign: for Christ was no monk and Mary no nun; the first of the apostles was accompanied by his wife; and neither Christ nor the apostles knew anything of otherworldly contemplation.

7. Finally, Christianity, by seeking to establish the kingdom of heaven on earth, and persuading men of the impermanence of mundane things, may always have molded those pure and tranquil souls who retreated from the eyes of the world, preferring to perform their good deeds before God alone; but, alas, owing to gross abuses, it has also nurtured that false enthusiasm, which, almost from the very beginning, has engendered a fair number of frenzied martyrs and ranting prophets. They aimed to establish a heavenly kingdom on earth, but knew not how or where it could be done. They resisted authority; loosened the bonds of political order without being able to give the world better ones; and all the while their mask of Christian zeal concealed vulgar pride, cringing arrogance, shameful lust, and giddy folly. As deluded Jews followed their pseudo-messiahs, so here Christians flocked to bold impostors and there flattered the blackest souls of voluptuous tyrants, as if such men could bring about the kingdom of heaven on earth by building churches or making donations. Already Constantine’s vanity had thus been tickled, and this mystical language of prophetic enthusiasm spread, according to time and circumstances, to ordinary men and women. The Paraclete* has often appeared, and the Spirit has often spoken to love-drunk fanatics through the female sex. History shows what strife and mischief Chiliasts and Anabaptists, Donatists, Montanists, Priscillianists, and Circumcellions have caused in the Christian world; how others with heated imaginations have despised or destroyed the sciences, demolished monuments, eradicated arts and institutions, and exterminated human beings; how an obvious deception or even some ridiculous accident has occasionally set whole countries in commotion, such as when a belief in the imminent end of the world sent Europeans charging all the way to Asia. Nevertheless, we would not refuse the praise due to a purer Christian enthusiasm: for many centuries it has, when its aim was true, accomplished more, and more quickly, than a philosophical coolness and indifference ever could. The leaves of delusion are shed, but the fruit thrives. The flames of time consumed straw and stubble; but real gold they could only refine.

Though it is with a heavy heart that I have recorded these vile abuses of the very best of things, we now turn, undaunted, to the propagation of Christianity in various parts of the world: for as medicine may be converted into poison, so poison can become medicine; and what was pure and good in its origin must triumph in the end.



II. Propagation of Christianity in the East

In Judaea, Christianity developed under oppression and there, for as long as the Jewish state endured, continued to bear the stamp of oppression. The Nazarenes and Ebionites, likely the remnants of the original followers of Christ, were a penurious lot,* long since extinct, whose names live on only in the list of heretics, owing to their belief that Christ was a mere man, the son of Mary and Joseph. If only their gospel had not perished along with them! It might have represented the earliest collection, though one not free from corruption, of the most immediate national traditions concerning the life of Christ. Likewise those ancient books possessed by the Sabians or Christians of Saint John* would be of no little interest: for though we should not expect an unblemished account of ancient times from this fabling sect, composed of both Jews and Christians, yet fables themselves can often be instructive in matters of this sort.1

It was through the authority of the apostles that the Jerusalem church exerted the most influence: for as James, the brother of Jesus, and an intelligent and worthy man, was for many years its leader, so there can be no doubt that its structure became the model for other communities. A Jewish model, therefore; and because almost every city, and every country, in primitive Christendom would be converted by an apostle, there sprang up everywhere imitations of the church at Jerusalem, apostolic communities. The bishop, anointed with the Spirit, took the place of an apostle and in so doing assumed his authority; he communicated the spiritual powers [Geisteskräfte] he had received and before long was a kind of high priest, an intermediary between God and man. As the first council in Jerusalem had spoken in the name of the Holy Spirit, so subsequent councils did the same; and we are startled at the spiritual power early acquired by the bishops in many Asiatic provinces. The authority of the apostles, therefore, which was transferred to the persons of the bishops, rendered the oldest establishment of the church aristocratic; and in this constitution lay already the germ of the future hierarchy and the papacy. Whatever is said of the unsullied virginity of the church during the first three centuries is either fiction or exaggeration.

In the early days of Christianity, we observe what has been called an oriental philosophy spreading far and wide; but on closer inspection, this is nothing more than an offshoot of the eclectic, neo-Platonic philosophy that these regions and times were able to bring forth. It attached itself to Judaism and Christianity, but neither sprouted from them nor bore them any fruit. From the beginning of Christianity, the Gnostics were branded heretics, for subtlizers would not be tolerated; and many of them would have remained unknown had they not been included in the roll of heretics. If only their writings, which would be welcome in shedding light on the canon of the New Testament, had also been preserved by this means: for now, in the scattered opinions of this numerous sect that have survived, we perceive only a crude attempt to weld oriental-Platonic fictions respecting the nature of God and the creation of the world on to Judaism and Christianity, and to develop from this a metaphysical theology, consisting mostly of allegorical terms, as well as a theodicy and philosophical morality. As the history of mankind does not recognize the label of heretic, so every one of these failed attempts is of value and interest—though it is just as well for the history of Christianity that such dreams never became the prevailing system of the Church. After all the ecclesiastical effort that has been devoted to these sects, a purely philosophical investigation into the origin, intention, and consequences of their ideas would be of no little utility to the history of the human understanding.2* The teachings of Mani, whose aim was no less than to found a more perfect Christianity, made greater progress. But he met with disaster; and his dispersed followers were persecuted at all times and in all places, such that the name of Manichaean, especially after Augustine took up his pen against them, remained thenceforth the most terrible that could be conferred on a heretic. We now shudder at this ecclesiastical spirit of persecution and perceive that many of these enthusiastic heresiarchs were men possessed of enterprising and reflective minds, who made the bold attempt not simply to combine religion, metaphysics, ethics, and natural philosophy, but to unite them for the purpose of an actual society, a philosophico-political religious order. Some of them loved science and are to be commiserated, as their situation denied them more thorough knowledge; the Catholic party, however, would itself have become a stagnant pool if these wild winds had not stirred it up and compelled it at least to defend its tradition of literalism. The time for pure reason, and a polite improvement of morals [politischen Sittenverbesserung] based on it, had not yet arrived; and there was no place for Mani’s band of believers, either in Persia or Armenia, any more than later among the Bogomils and Albigenses.

The Christian sects pushed eastward as far as India, Tibet, and China, though by a route still obscure to us;3 but the shock that was delivered to the remotest regions of Asia in the first centuries of the Christian era is discernible even in their own histories. At this time, the doctrine of Buddha or Fo, which is supposed to have been brought across from Bactria, was given new life. It spread to Ceylon, Tibet, and China: Indian books on this subject were translated into Chinese, and the great sect of the bonzes came into being. Without ascribing to Christianity all the abominations of the bonzes, or the whole monastic system of the lamas and talapoins, it seems to have been the leaven that, from Egypt to China, put all the ancient reveries of peoples once more into fermentation and more or less clarified them. Christian notions appear to have insinuated themselves into many legends of Buddha, Krishna, and so on, though wrapped in Indian garb; and the Dalai Lama in the Himalayas, who probably first emerged in the fifteenth century, is, with his personal sanctity and rigid doctrines, with his bells and priestly orders, perhaps a distant cousin of the Grand Lama on the Tiber; except that one has grafted Manichaeism and Nestorianism on Asiatic, while the other has grafted orthodox Christianity on Roman ideas and practices. The two cousins will hardly recognize each other, seeing as they visit but rarely.

We have a clearer view of the learned Nestorians, who, particularly from the fifth century, penetrated deep into Asia and did much good.4 Almost from the beginning of the Christian era, the School of Edessa flourished as a seat of Syrian learning. When he moved his residence from Nisibis to Edessa, King Abgar,* who is said to have exchanged letters with Christ himself, ordered that the collections of books stored in the temples be transported to his new capital; in those days, anyone who sought to acquire learning traveled to Edessa from every neighboring country because, in addition to Christian theology, instruction was also given in the liberal arts in both the Greek and Syriac languages, so that Edessa might perhaps be considered the first Christian university in the world. It flourished for four hundred years, until the controversies over the Nestorian doctrine, to which this school adhered, caused its teachers to be expelled and its lecture halls torn down. As a result, however, Syrian literature was not only diffused throughout Mesopotamia, Palestine, Syria, and Phoenicia; but it also made its way to Persia, where it was received with honors and where at last a Nestorian pope* arose, who ruled over all the Christians in that realm and subsequently also over those in Arabia, India, Mongolia, and China. Whether he was the famous Prester John* (Preste-Jehan, the priest of the world), who in the Middle Ages was the subject of many legends, and whether, by a strange conflation of doctrines, he eventually gave rise to the Dalai Lama, we shall leave undecided.5 Suffice it to say, the kings of Persia employed their favorite Nestorians as personal physicians, envoys, and ministers; Christian texts were translated into Persian, and Syriac became the learned language of the country. When Muhammad’s empire gained ascendancy, particularly under his successors, the Umayyads, Nestorians occupied the highest offices in the land, were governors of conquered provinces, and, since the time that the caliphs ruled from Baghdad, even when they were forced to move their capital to Samarra, the patriarch of the Nestorian Church stood by their side. Under al-Ma’mun, a man of learning who cultivated his nation and appointed physicians, astronomers, philosophers, naturalists, mathematicians, geographers, and annalists to the academy in Baghdad,* the Syrians were the colleagues and instructors of the Arabs. They competed with each other to translate into Arabic the writings of the Greeks, many of which already existed in Syriac versions; and if afterward it was from Arabic that the light of the sciences dawned on benighted Europe, then the Christian Syrians originally played a part in this. Their language, which among the Oriental dialects of this region had been the first to represent vowels, and can also boast the oldest and finest translation of the New Testament, is, so to speak, the bridge that carried Greek knowledge to Asia and then, through the Arabs, back to Europe. Under such favorable circumstances in those days, Nestorian missionaries went forth, venturing far and wide, and were able to suppress or eliminate other Christian sects. Even under the Genghisids they remained important: their patriarch often accompanied the khan on his campaigns, and thus their doctrine reached the Mongols, the Uyghurs, and other Tartar peoples. Samarkand was the seat of a metropolitan, Kashgar and other cities of bishops: indeed, should the famous Christian monument in China be genuine, it contains a complete chronicle of the arrival of priests from Daqin.* If we further consider that the whole Muhammadan religion would not exist in its present form without the prior influence of Christianity, then there can be no question at all that, in the latter, we find a leaven that more or less, sooner or later, set in agitation the thinking of the entire south of Asia, as well as parts of the north.

No one, however, should expect this agitation to have produced a new and distinctive blossoming of the human mind such as we encountered among the Greeks and Romans. The Nestorians, though they accomplished much, were not a people, not a stock rooted in maternal soil and growing by its own powers: they were Christians; they were monks. Their language they were capable of teaching; but what could they write in it? Liturgies, scriptural exegeses, devotional tracts, homilies, polemics, chronicles, and uninspired verse. Hence Syriac Christian literature lacks any spark of that poetic gift that blazes forth from the soul and warms the heart; their poetry is a wretched contrivance in which lists of names, sermons, and chronicles are versified. In none of the sciences in which they applied themselves did they exhibit any ingenuity, none did they treat in an original manner. A sad proof of how little the ascetic-polemical monastic spirit, for all its political discernment, is able to accomplish. It has assumed this sterile form in every part of the world and still reigns supreme in the Tibetan mountains where, notwithstanding the lawful priestly regime, we discover no trace of free or inventive genius. What comes out of a monastery is for the most part fit only for monasteries.

History, therefore, need not linger in the several provinces of Christian Asia. In Armenia, Christianity arrived at an early date and bestowed on its ancient, remarkable language a peculiar writing system, together with a twofold and even threefold translation of Scripture and an Armenian history. But neither Mesrop, with his alphabet, nor his pupil, Moses of Chorene,6* with his history, could give their people a literature or national constitution. Armenia has always been situated at the crossroads of peoples: whereas formerly it lay amid Persians, Greeks, and Romans, it now came among Arabs, Turks, Tartars, and Kurds. To this day, its inhabitants practice their ancient art, namely trade: a scientific or political edifice could never be established in this region, with or without Christianity.

Christian Georgia is in a state still more wretched. There are churches and convents, patriarchs, bishops, and monks; the women are beautiful, the men stout-hearted: and yet parents sell their children, the husband his wife, the prince his subjects, the worshipper, at a pinch, his priest. A strange sort of Christianity among this cheerful and faithless pack of thieves.

The Gospel was early translated into Arabic, too, and many Christian sects have troubled themselves over the fair land of Arabia. Jews and Christians often persecuted each other there; yet neither party, though they occasionally even produced kings, ever achieved much of note. All succumbed to Muhammad; and now there are whole Jewish tribes in Arabia, but no Christian communities. Three religions, descendants of one another, guard with mutual enmity the sanctuary of their birthplace, the Arabian desert.7

________

If we would now take a general view of the result of Christianity’s influence in its Asiatic provinces, then we must first agree on the point of view from which to consider the advantage that this religion, or any other, could confer on one part of the world.

1. Christianity may have quietly worked toward establishing a kingdom of heaven on earth—that is, a more perfect dispensation of things for the good of all nations—but the fruit of such labors, a perfect state, it has never brought about, either in Asia or in Europe. Syrians and Arabs, Armenians and Persians, Jews and Georgians remain what they have always been; and no political constitution in this region can pretend to be the offspring of Christianity, unless we were to adopt anchoritism and monasticism, or hierarchy of any kind, with their restless endeavors, as the ideal of a Christian republic. Patriarchs and bishops send out missionaries to expand their sects, their dioceses, and their power; they seek the favor of the princes to obtain influence in affairs or convents and communities; one party vies with another for superiority: so Jews and Christians, Nestorians and Monophysites pursue one another hither and thither, and none thinks to act, purely and freely, in the best interests of a city or a region. The eastern clergy, which has always possessed a certain monkishness, desired to serve God, but not man.

2. There were three ways by which to exert influence on men: doctrine, authority, and religious rites. Doctrine is assuredly the purest and most effective means, as long as it was of the right sort. Instruction of the young and old, when it concerned the essential relations and duties of mankind, could not fail to introduce, and keep in circulation, a good amount of useful knowledge; the fame and privilege of having rendered such things clearer even to the common folk, pertains in many parts exclusively to Christianity. Catechisms, sermons, songs, creeds, and prayers spread a knowledge of God and morality among the peoples; translation and scriptural exegesis gave them access to writing and literature; and where the nations were still so childlike that they could grasp nothing but fables, there at least sacred fable was renewed. But here it evidently all depended on the question of whether the man who was to teach was capable of teaching and what it was that he taught. In both cases, the answer will vary so much according to the individual, the people, the time, and the country that in the end one must stick only to what he ought to teach—and that is precisely what the dominant church did. Fearing the incompetence and boldness of many of its teachers, it therefore insisted on brevity and confined itself within narrow bounds. In doing so, of course, it also ran the risk of swiftly exhausting and repeating the substance of its doctrines, so that within a few generations the hereditary religion very nearly lost all the luster of novelty, and the unthinking teacher was lulled to sleep by his ancient creed. And thus for the most part only the first shock delivered by Christian missions had real force; soon one feeble wave was followed by another, feebler still, and eventually all gently subsided in the tranquil surface of a traditional Christian rite. Through rites, a replacement was sought for what was missing in the soul of the rite, namely doctrine: and thus the ceremonial was instituted, which ultimately became a soulless puppet, standing there, inviolable and immovable, in ancient pomp. This puppet was devised for the convenience of teacher and listener alike: for it gave both something to reflect on, if they wished to reflect; and if not, still, it was said, the vehicle of religion would not be lost. And as the Church, from the very beginning, set great store by unity, so formulas by which the flock would be least distracted were obviously the best for such unthinking unity. Of all this the churches of Asia furnish the amplest proof: they are still what they were, what they became almost two thousand years ago: an inert and soulless shell. Even heresy has gone extinct in them; for they can no longer summon the strength for heresies.

But perhaps the authority of the priests can compensate for what is forfeited by the dormancy of doctrine and slackening of activity? To some extent, yes; but never completely. To be sure, a holy man gray with years radiates paternal experience, mature judgment, and a dispassionate serenity of mind: hence why so many travelers recall the reverence they felt before the aged patriarchs, priests, and bishops of the east. A noble simplicity in demeanor, dress, conduct, and mode of life contributes much to this impression: and many a venerable anchorite, if he has not denied the world his teachings, admonitions, and comfort, can do more good than a hundred prating idlers holding forth in crowded streets and bustling markets. Nevertheless, a man’s noblest authority derives only from teaching, from example based on insight and experience: if myopia and prejudice take the place of truth, the authority even of the most honorable person is dangerous and detrimental.

3. As the lives of human beings are directed to the industrious activity of a common society, it is evident that in Christianity, too, everything that divorces itself therefrom must sooner or later wither away. A dead hand yields nothing: hence it is amputated once the living body becomes sensible of its own life and the useless burden of this limb. As long as the missions in Asia were operative, they imparted life and received life in turn; but when the worldly power of the Arabs, Tartars, and Turks put a stop to them, they spread no farther. Their monasteries and episcopal sees stand as ruins of former times, melancholy and limited; many are tolerated only because of the gifts, taxes, and service that they provide.

4. As Christianity operates chiefly by means of its doctrines, so much depends on the language in which it is taught and on the degree of culture already attained by that language—from which its orthodoxies take their cue. With a civilized [gebildeten] or universal language, then, Christianity not only propagates itself, but also acquires a peculiar culture and dignity. But if, as a sacred dialect of divine origin, it falls behind other living languages, or is confined to the narrow and secluded precincts of a rude ancestral tongue, as if banished to some crumbling, desolate castle; then it has no choice but to remain there, wretched and miserable, as either an impoverished tyrant or unwitting prisoner. When in Asia the Greek language, and subsequently the Syriac, were supplanted by the victorious Arabic, the knowledge contained in them also ceased to circulate: only in the form of liturgies, creeds, and a monkish theology could they be perpetuated. We are therefore very much mistaken when we attribute to the substance of a religion what properly is due to the means by which that religion operated. Consider the Saint Thomas Christians in India; or the Georgians, Armenians, Abyssinians, and Copts: what are they? What has their Christianity made of them? The Copts and Abyssinians possess libraries of ancient books that they themselves do not understand, but perhaps might have some practical value in the hands of Europeans. The aforementioned do not, and cannot, make use of them. Their Christianity has devolved into the most abject superstition.

5. So here, too, I must bestow on the Greek language that praise that it so eminently merits in the history of mankind: for it conveyed all the light that has shone down on and illuminated Christianity in our corner of the globe. If this language had not been spread so far and preserved for so long, by Alexander’s conquests, by the empires of his successors, and moreover by the Roman possessions in the east, then Christianity would hardly have effected any enlightenment in Asia: for it was precisely from the lamp of Greek, by direct or indirect means, that both the orthodox and the heretic lit their torch, whether it guided them truly or led them astray. From Greek, the Armenian, Syriac, and Arabic languages, too, received the spark of illumination. And had the first Christian texts not been written in Greek, but rather in the dialect spoken by the Jews at that time; had the Gospel not been preached and disseminated in Greek; then the stream that gushed forth to cover every nation might well have dried up close to its source. The Christians would have been what the Ebionites were, what the Sabians and Christians of Saint Thomas* are in the present day: a poor and despised bunch, lacking any influence on the spirit of nations. Let us therefore leave Christianity’s native lands in the east for the stage on which, for the first time, it would play a greater role.



III. Progress of Christianity in the Greek Lands

We have already observed that Hellenism—that is, a mode of thinking among the Jews that was freer and blended with the ideas of other nations—prepared the way for the emergence of Christianity. Once in existence, Christianity continued down this same path, so that, within a short time, extensive areas populated by Hellenistic Jews were filled with the new tidings. It was in a Greek city that the name “Christian” was first used.* It was in the Greek language that the first Christian texts became widely known: for this tongue reached more or less from India to the Atlantic, from Libya to Thule. And it was both fortunate and unfortunate that Judaea lay particularly close to a province that contributed much to the form of primitive Christianity: Egypt. If Jerusalem was its cradle, then Alexandria was its nursery.

Since the time of the Ptolemies, a good many Jews had been drawn by trade to Egypt, where they wished to create a Judaea of their own, built a temple, translated their Scriptures one by one into Greek, and augmented these with new writings. In Alexandria, dating from the reign of Ptolemy Philadelphus, there were flourishing institutions for the promotion of the sciences, such as could be found nowhere else, not even in Athens. For some considerable while, fourteen thousand scholars were given lodging and paid a salary from the public purse; here was the famous Musaeum, here the immense Library; here the glory of ancient poets and learned men of every stamp; here, then, at the center of the world’s commerce, was the great school of nations. Precisely from their confluence, and from the gradual fusion of the thought of every nation in the Hellenistic kingdoms and the Roman Empire, arose what we call Neoplatonic philosophy and in general that singular syncretism, which sought to unite the principles of all parties, and soon brought the conceptions of India, Persia, Judaea, Ethiopia, Egypt, Greece, Rome, and the barbarians closer together. This spirit prevailed wondrously almost everywhere throughout the Roman Empire, because everywhere philosophers sprang up who added the ideas of their native land to the general mass of notions; but in Alexandria it truly blossomed. And into this ocean the drop of Christianity now fell, attracting anything it thought capable of absorbing. Already in the writings of John and Paul Platonic ideas are assimilated to Christianity; the oldest Church Fathers, when they engaged in philosophy, could not refrain from availing themselves of the universally accepted ways of conceiving things, and some of them encountered their Logos, for example, long before Christianity, in the minds of every philosopher. Perhaps it would not have been such a misfortune, had the system of Christianity remained what, according to the lights of Justin Martyr, Clement of Alexandria, and others, it was supposed to be: a liberal philosophy, refusing to condemn virtue and love of truth in any age or among any people, while still knowing nothing of the restrictive verbal formulas that later would have the force of law. Certainly, the earlier Church Fathers who were educated in Alexandria are not the worst; the peerless Origen accomplished more than ten thousand bishops and patriarchs: for without the learned and critical diligence that he applied to the original records of Christianity, it would, in view of its origin, have ended up, almost in its entirety, being reckoned among the unclassical legends. Some of his disciples were also imbued with his spirit, and several Church Fathers of the Alexandrian school at least thought and argued with greater deftness and nicety than many other ignorant and fanatical minds.

But in another respect Egypt, and the fashionable philosophy of the time, were on the whole a pernicious influence on Christianity: for precisely these exotic Platonic ideas, the occasion of much hand-waving with Greek subtleties, were connected to everything that, during the next two thousand years or so, would provoke disputes, quarrels, disturbances, persecutions, and the devastation of entire countries, and generally endow Christianity with such a foreign—that is to say, sophistical—form. The word “Logos” gave rise to heresies and acts of violence, at which the Logos within us, sound reason, still shudders. Many of these arguments could be conducted only in the Greek language, where they ought forever to have remained, instead of becoming dogmatic formulas imposed on all the others. Nor is there any truth, any cognition here that might have yielded an increase to human knowledge, new power to the understanding, or a noble motive to the will. Rather, if the polemics that Christians carried on against Arians, Photinians, Macedonians, Nestorians, Eutychians, Monophysists, Tritheists, Monothelites, and the rest of them were altogether erased from existence, then neither Christianity nor reason would suffer the least harm. It has been necessary that these polemics, together with their consequences, those crude decrees issued by so many councils stuffed with courtiers and robbers, be disregarded and completely forgotten that we might once more contemplate the original texts in their pristine purity and arrive at their plain, straightforward interpretation; indeed, here and there, they still obstruct and torment many timid souls or those persecuted on their account. The speculative tissue of these sects resembles the Lernaean Hydra, or the segments of a worm: for it possesses the ability to regenerate even its smallest parts, with death coming only if it is severed before it has a chance to grow back. This web, useless and inimical to mankind, is woven throughout many ages of history. Rivers of blood have been spilt over it; countless people, often the worthiest, have been deprived by the most ignorant villains of their property and their honor, their friends, their home and their peace, their health and their lives. Even the true-hearted barbarians—the Burgundians, Goths, Lombards, Franks, and Saxons—have in devout orthodoxy, and with fanatical zeal, taken part in these massacres both for and against Arians, Bogomils, Cathars, Albigensians, Waldensians, and all the others: as warring tribes bearing arms, and not in vain, for the true baptismal formula: a veritable church militant. Perhaps there is no more barren field of literature than the history of this Christian brandishing of pen and sword, which had so deprived human understanding of its own power of thought, the original records of Christianity of their clarity, and the civil constitution of its principles and prescriptions that in the end we must offer our gratitude to other barbarians and Saracens for destroying, by their savage incursions, this disgrace to human reason. Thanks be to all the men8 who have shown us the instigators of such disputes, such as Athanasius, Cyril, Theophilus, Constantine, and Irenaeus,* in their true form: for so long as we in Christendom speak the names of the Church Fathers and their councils with slavish awe, we are masters neither of Scripture nor of our own understanding.

Nor did Christian ethics discover more fertile soil in Egypt and other provinces of the Greek Empire; there its appalling abuse created that sordid host of cenobites and monks, who, not content with frenzied visions in the Theban desert, often marched through countries as a mercenary troop, disturbed episcopal elections and ecumenical councils, and compelled the Holy Spirit on these occasions to make pronouncements more in keeping with their own unholy spirit. I respect Solitude, the contemplative sister, and often also the legislator, of Society; who converts the experiences and passions of active life into principles and chyle. Also deserving of our sympathy is that comforting solitude that, weary of the yoke and persecution of our fellow men, finds a refuge and heaven within. Many of the early Christians were certainly solitaries of the latter sort, whom the tyranny of a great military empire or the wickedness of cities drove into the wilderness, where, having but few needs, they were welcomed by clement skies. But all the more contemptible is for us that proud, willful detachment that, disdaining the active life, sees merit in contemplation and penance, nourishes itself with phantoms, and, instead of mortifying the passions, inflames the wildest of all: a boundless, arrogant pride. Unfortunately, Christianism became a dazzling pretext for such conduct, ever since those injunctions meant only for a select few were made general laws or even conditions for entry into the kingdom of heaven, and Christ was sought in the desert. There heaven was to be found by men who despised being citizens of the earth and thereby surrendered the most precious gifts of our species: reason, morals [Sitten], capabilities, and love—parental, friendly, conjugal, and filial love. Cursed be the praise that, owing to a misunderstanding of Scripture, has been heaped, often so recklessly and profusely, on a life of celibacy, idleness, and contemplation; cursed be the false impressions that have been stamped on the young with fanatical eloquence, thereby deranging and crippling the understanding for many ages thereafter. Why is it that in the writings of the Church Fathers we encounter so little pure morality, often the good being mixed with the bad, the gold with the dross?9* Why is it that we cannot name a single book from these times, even by the most excellent men, who still had at their disposal so many Greek writers; a book that, setting aside the question of style and composition, and simply in regard to morality and its pervasive spirit, might be placed alongside any work of the Socratic school? Why is it that even the finest maxims of the Fathers contain so much that is exaggerated and monkish, when compared with the morality of the Greeks? Men’s brains were so unhinged by this new philosophy that, instead of living down here on earth, they learned to wander the airy vaults of heaven; and as there can be no greater sickness than this, so it is truly lamentable that the sickness was spread by doctrine, authority, and institutions and the pure springs of morality were muddied for centuries to come.

When at last Christianity was exalted, and with the labarum* given that dignity, as the supreme Roman and imperial religion, which even now stands higher than any earthly title: that impurity, in which the affairs of church and state were so singularly confused that almost no human concern could be seen in its true light, was rendered immediately and glaringly apparent. As preachers urged tolerance while those who had long suffered themselves grew intolerant; as men confounded their obligations to the state with their spiritual ties to God and unwittingly made a half-Jewish, monkish religion the foundation of a Byzantine-Christian empire; so it was inevitable that the proper relationship between crime and punishment, duty and privilege, and even the different estates of the realm, would be obliterated in the vilest fashion. The priestly class was not established as it was in pagan Rome, where it participated directly in government; rather, it became a monastic and mendicant class, benefitting from a hundred special arrangements that burdened the other classes, were inconsistent with one another, and had to be modified tenfold, so that only one form of the state remained. To the great but feeble Constantine, though without his suspecting it, we are indebted for that two-headed monster that, under the name of the spiritual and temporal power, taunted and trampled both its own and other peoples and that, after two thousand years, has scarcely come to some peaceful agreement as to the respective purposes that religion and government are to fulfill among mankind. To him we are indebted for that pious imperial absolutism [Kaiserwillkür] in the laws and that unkingly pliability, typical of Christian princes, which was soon bound to culminate in the most dreadful despotism.10 Hence the vices and atrocities committed throughout the execrable history of Byzantium; hence the venal incense offered to the basest Christian emperors; hence the unhappy confusion in which worldly and spiritual affairs, heretics and orthodox, Romans and barbarians, generals and eunuchs, women and priests, patriarchs and emperors were thrown together in a fermenting mixture. The empire had lost its principium; the ship, dismasted and rudderless, was tossed this way and that: whoever could seize the helm steered the vessel until another forced him from his post. You ancient Romans, Sextus, Cato, Cicero, Brutus, Titus, and the Antonines: what would you have said about this new Rome, the imperial court at Constantinople, from its founding to its fall?

Accordingly, the eloquence, too, that sprouted up in this imperial and Christian Rome bore no comparison to the eloquence of the ancient Greeks and Romans. Divines, to be sure, held forth—patriarchs, bishops, and priests. But to whom did they speak and on what subject? And what could or should their most accomplished eloquence avail? To a mindless, depraved, and unbridled mob they had to explain the kingdom of God, the refined maxims of a moralist who stood apart even in his own time and certainly did not belong to this rabble. It was much more appealing to hear a clerical orator rail against the iniquities of the court; the intrigues of the heretics, bishops, priests, and monks; or the gross luxuries of the theaters, games, amusements, and female fashions. How unfortunate it is, John of the Golden Mouth,* that your abundant rhetorical gifts did not coincide with a better age! You left behind that solitude in which you had spent your halcyon days; but in the glittering capital darker days were to come. Your pastoral zeal had exceeded its limits; you fell victim to courtly and priestly cabals; finally, after being exiled then swiftly recalled, you were compelled to die in misery. Such was the fate of many an upright man at this dissolute court; and, saddest of all, their zeal was not itself entirely faultless. For as he who lives exposed to infectious diseases, breathing the contaminated air, must, even if he avoids pestilential sores, come away at the very least with a pallid complexion and stricken limbs; so here, too, there were so many dangers and temptations lying in wait for every class that ordinary caution was insufficient to evade them. All the more glorious, then, are those few names, belonging to generals or emperors, to bishops, patriarchs, and statesmen, that shine like scattered stars in this pitch-black sky; but even their forms are hidden from us by the mist.

Lastly, if we consider the taste in arts, science, and manners that issued from this first and greatest Christian empire, then we can call it nothing else than wretched and barbarously splendid. Since the reign of Theodosius, when Jupiter and Christ vied in the senate for control of the Roman Empire, under the gaze of Victory,* with Jupiter losing his cause, the monuments of the old, grand taste, the temples and statues of the gods, perished everywhere, either gradually or by sudden violence; and the more Christian a country was, the more zealously it destroyed every vestige of the worship of the ancient demons. The origin and purpose of the Christian churches did not permit them to be built in the style of the erstwhile idol-temples: accordingly, they were modeled after courts of justice and places of public assembly, the basilicas, and though a noble simplicity is indeed still discernible in the oldest of these, from the days of Constantine, partly because they were assembled from the remains of pagan structures and partly because they were erected in the midst of the greatest monuments of art, yet this simplicity is already Christian in character. The statues stolen from far and wide were tastelessly arranged, and that marvel of Christian art in Constantinople, the magnificent Hagia Sophia, was overlaid with barbarous ornament. The more numerous were the treasures of antiquity heaped together in this Babel, the less Greek art or poetry could thrive there. We are shocked by the size of the retinue that, even in the tenth century, was obliged to attend the emperor in war and peace, at home and at worship, as described by one purple-born slave of the imperial household,11* and wonder that such a realm lasted as long as it did. The blame cannot be laid on the abuse of Christianity alone: for from the very beginning Byzantium had been established, behind a gleaming and sumptuous façade, as a beggarly kingdom. This was no Rome, which, raised amid troubles, strife, and danger, had made itself the capital of the world; the new city was founded at the expense of Rome and the provinces, and promptly burdened with a mob who, surrounded by hypocrisy and idleness, titles and flatteries, lived on the grace and favor of the emperor—that is, on the very marrow of the empire. The new city lay in the lap of pleasure, nestled between three continents in the most delightful part of the world. From Asia, Persia, India, and Egypt flowed all the merchandise of that wanton luxury with which it supplied both itself and the northwestern world. Its port was full of the ships of all nations; and even in later times, when the Arabs had already deprived the Greek Empire of Egypt and Asia, the commerce of the world passed through the Black and Caspian Seas to keep the old voluptuary well-stocked. Alexandria, Smyrna, Antioch; Greece, rich in harbors, and with all its colonies, cities, and arts; the many-isled Mediterranean; but above all the carefree character of the Greek nation—all this helped the seat of the Christian emperor become a sink of vice and folly; and what once had redounded to the advantage of ancient Greece now inflicted great harm.

But we are loath on that account to deny the Byzantine Empire even the smallest benefit that, by virtue of its character and situation, it has conferred on the world. It was long a dam, though a fragile one, holding back the barbarians; many of whom, having settled in its vicinity, or even having entered its service and participated in its commerce, had cast off their rudeness and acquired a taste for the arts and refined manners. For example, the greatest of the Gothic kings, Theodoric, was educated in Constantinople: we must therefore give the eastern empire some of the credit for the good he did in Italy. More than one barbarian people obtained from Constantinople the seeds of culture, as well as letters and Christianity: thus, on the shores of the Black Sea, bishop Ulfilas adapted the Greek alphabet for his Goths and translated the New Testament into their tongue; Russians, Bulgarians, and other Slavic nations acquired letters, Christianity, and manners from Constantinople rather more pacifically than their western brethren got them from the Saxons and Franks. The compilation of Roman laws undertaken at the behest of Justinian, defective and fragmentary though it may be, and notwithstanding its frequent abuse, remains an immortal record of the genuine ancient Roman spirit, a logic of the active intellect, and the standard by which every better legal code ought to be judged. It was a great boon to the civilized [gebildete] world as a whole that the Greek language and literature were preserved for so long in this empire, however debased their application, until western Europe was capable of receiving them from the hands of Byzantine refugees. When pilgrims and crusaders of the Middle Ages, on their way to the Holy Sepulcher, encountered a Constantinople from which, in compensation for their experience of treachery, they returned to their cottages, castles, and monasteries with novel impressions of splendor, culture, and urbanity, we perceive, at least from afar, the dawning of a new age for western Europe. The Venetians and Genoese learned their more extensive commerce in Alexandria and Constantinople, as they amassed their wealth in large part on the ruins of this empire and from those ports brought to Europe much that was useful. The manufacture of silk came to us from Persia via Constantinople; and how much has the Holy See, how much has Europe, as a counterweight to the papal throne, to thank the eastern empire!

At last, this proud, opulent, and majestic Babel succumbed, taken by storm and passing, together with all its splendors and treasures, into the possession of its savage conquerors. It had long been unable to protect its outlying provinces: as early as the fifth century, all of Greece had fallen prey to Alaric. From east, west, north, and south, barbarians gradually encroached on its walls, creeping ever closer; while bands of barbarians, often worse than those outside, rampaged through the city. Temples were looted; icons and libraries burnt; everywhere the empire was sold and betrayed, as it had no better reward for its most faithful servants than to put out their eyes, to cut off their ears and noses, or to bury them alive: for cruelty and sensuality, flattery and the most insolent pride, mutiny and perfidy reigned on this throne, all painted with Christian orthodoxy. The history of its protracted death furnishes a terrible warning example of every government by eunuchs, priests, and women—in spite of all its wealth and imperial glory, in spite of all its pomp in the arts and sciences. There lie its ruins: the most ingenious people on earth, the Greeks, have become the most contemptible—deceitful, ignorant, superstitious, the wretched slaves of priests and monks, scarcely susceptible of the ancient Greek spirit. Thus ended the first and most magnificent instance of political Christianity [Staatschristentum]; may we never see its like again.12



IV. Progress of Christianity in the Latin Provinces

1. Rome was the capital of the world, and from Rome the command went forth either to tolerate or to suppress the Christians. It was inevitable that Christianity as a whole would, very early on, direct its primary efforts at this center of grandeur and power.

Roman toleration of the religions of conquered peoples is beyond dispute; but for this, and the general state of the Roman constitution at the time, Christianity would never had spread so quickly and extensively. It arose in a distant land, among a people who were despised and a byword for superstition: wicked, mad, and weak emperors reigned in Rome such that the state lacked a controlling view of the whole. For some while, the Christians were lumped together with the Jews, of whom there was a great number in Italy as well as in all the Roman provinces. It was likely also the animosity of the Jews themselves, and their rejection of the Christians, by which the Romans learned to recognize these as a distinct group, taking them, as apostates from their ancestral religion, either for atheists or, because of their practice of meeting in secret, for Egyptians who, like other mystery-mongers, demeaned themselves by their abominations and superstition. They were regarded as an abject mob, on whom Nero first laid the blame for his incendiary madness; the sympathy that they received as a result of this extreme injustice seems to have been little more than the pity shown to an undeservedly beaten slave. No further attention was paid to their teachings, which they were permitted to propagate, just as any others might be propagated in the Roman Empire.

As the principles of Christian belief and worship came increasingly to light, it was especially vexing to the Romans, being accustomed only to a political religion, that these wretches dared to revile their gods as infernal demons and to disparage the cult of the tutelary divinities who watched over the empire as a school of devilry. It was vexing, too, that they refused to venerate images of the emperors, an act of devotion that it ought to have been their honor to perform, and abstained from every duty or service that was owed to the patria. Quite naturally, therefore, they came to be seen as its enemies, worthy of the hatred and opprobrium of other men. According to the whims of the emperors, and whether fresh reports served to placate or provoke them, injunctions were issued for or against the Christians; injunctions that in each province were carried out with more or less severity, depending on the disposition of the governor or the conduct of the Christians themselves. But such persecutions as those that in later ages were visited on the Saxons, Albigensians, Waldensians, Huguenots, Prussians, and Livonians, for example, they never experienced: religious wars of this kind were alien to the Roman way of thinking. And so the first three hundred years of Christianity, during which the persecutions are reckoned to have taken place, became the time of triumph for the martyrs of the Christian faith.

Nothing is nobler than to remain true to one’s convictions while demonstrating unimpeachable morals and integrity of character until one’s dying breath; the Christians, too, when as good, intelligent men they displayed such innocence and constancy, gained more followers thereby than by tales of miracles and wondrous events. Many of their persecutors were amazed by their courage, even if they could not understand why they exposed themselves to the danger of such persecution. Moreover, only what a man wills with all his heart does he attain; and the perseverance of many, in life as in death, is not easily suppressed. Their zeal inflames; their example imparts warmth if not light. Accordingly, the Church is surely indebted to the steadfastness of its adherents for the deep foundations of a structure that, while being enlarged on a vast scale, could endure for thousands of years; lax morals and wavering principles would have allowed everything, right at the outset, to drain away, like water drawn in a leaky bucket.

In particular cases, however, much also depends on what a man fights and dies for. Is it for his inner conviction, for a covenant of truth and fidelity, the reward of which extends beyond the grave; is it to attest events of indispensable importance, which he has observed directly and the truth of which, now entrusted to us, would perish if we did not give it credit? Well, then! The martyr dies like a hero, his pains and torments soothed by his conscience, and heaven opens its gates to him. Thus every eyewitness to the original events of Christianity was prepared to suffer, if he thought the situation required him to seal his testimony with blood. To deny them would have been to disavow his own experience of history: and for this, too, a man of integrity would lay down his life if necessary. But only the most primitive Christianity could have proper confessors and martyrs such as these, and even then not very many, of whose lives and exit from the world we know little or nothing.

It was otherwise with those witnesses who bore testimony centuries later, or hundreds of miles distant, to whom Christianity came only as report, as tradition, or as written account. These cannot be counted as authentic witnesses: for it was only the testimony of others, or rather their faith in it, which they sealed with their blood. As this was now the case with all converted Christians outside of Judaea, we cannot but marvel that, precisely in the remotest, that is to say the Latin, provinces, so much was built on the blood testimony of these witnesses and consequently on a tradition that they received from afar and could hardly prove. Even after the texts composed in the east had arrived in these outlying districts by the end of the first century, not everyone understood them in their original language, so that again they were obliged to rest content with the testimony of a teacher and the citing of a translation. And how rarely did the western teachers in general refer to Scripture, while those in the east, even at their councils, relied on the collected opinions of previous Church Fathers more than on Scripture itself! Tradition, therefore, and faith—the faith for which men had died—soon became Christianity’s most prominent and effective argument; the more ignorant, poor, and remote a community was, the more such a tradition, the more the statements of bishop and teachers, the more the confessions of martyrs had, as it were, to be taken on their word as a witness of the Church.

And yet, given the origin of Christianity, we can scarcely conceive another means of its propagation: for it was constructed on the basis of a story [Geschichte], and a story demands narrative, transmission, belief. It is passed from mouth to mouth until, set down in writing, it becomes a settled, fixed tradition: whereupon it is liable to examination or comparison with other traditions. But by now the eyewitnesses are usually no longer alive; it is well, then, if, according to the legend, they strengthened their testimony by their deaths: the faith of men is appeased.

And so the first Christian altars were confidently built on graves. Worshippers gathered at tombs, which in the catacombs even became the altars on which they celebrated the Eucharist, affirmed the Christian creed, and vowed to be as true to it as those who had been interred. The first churches were erected over the graves of martyrs, or else their relics were subsequently deposited under the altars, until at length a single bone had to suffice to consecrate them. What once was original to the thing itself, the establishment and seal of a covenant of Christian converts, degenerated into ceremony and formula. Even baptism, which was the occasion for reciting a symbolum, was celebrated over the graves of confessors, until baptisteries were later raised over them or believers, as a sign that they had died in their baptismal faith, were buried beneath these. One thing gave rise to another, and almost the whole form of western rites sprang from this profession [Bekenntnis] and sepulchral worship.13

There was admittedly much that was moving in this covenant of fidelity and obedience held over the tombs. If, as Pliny says,* the Christians assembled before daybreak, to sing hymns of praise to Christ, as though he were a god, and to bind themselves by oath to blameless manners and the exercise of moral duties, then the silence of their brother’s grave must have been an eloquent symbol of constancy unto death, indeed a pillar of their faith in that resurrection that their lord and teacher, a martyr also, had first attained. To them, earthly existence must have seemed transitory; death, as an imitation of his, glorious and pleasant; a future life almost more certain than the present one: and sentiments of this sort indeed represent the spirit of the oldest Christian writings. Still, it was inevitable that such institutions would excite an inopportune love of martyrdom, with men, weary of the impermanence of mundane life, pursuing, often with futile zeal, the baptism of blood and fire as their own crown of thorns. It was inevitable that the relics of those interred would in time be treated with an almost divine reverence and superstitiously abused to expiate sins, heal the sick, and work miracles. Most of all it was inevitable that, before long, this troop of Christian heroes would occupy all of heaven and, as their bodies were brought adoringly into the nave of the church, so their souls would dislodge all the other benefactors of mankind from their seats—thereby inaugurating a new Christian mythology.* Which mythology? The one that we see on the altars and read of in legends.

2. As in Christianity everything rested on profession [Bekenntnis], this profession on a creed [Symbol], and this creed on tradition, so either miraculous powers or strict ecclesiastical discipline were most necessary to maintain order and control. With this provision, the authority of the bishops increased, and to preserve the unity of the faith—that is, the relations between numerous communities—councils and synods were required. If these could not reach agreement, or if they encountered opposition elsewhere, then respected bishops were called to act as arbitrators: and in the end it was inevitable that among these several apostolic aristocrats one would gradually gain preeminence.* Who should he be? Who could he be? The bishop of Jerusalem was too remote and too poor; his city had suffered great misfortunes; his diocese was too straitened by other apostolic bishops; he sat atop his Golgotha, so to speak, outside the sphere of worldly dominion [Weltherrschaft]. The bishops of Antioch, Alexandria, Rome, and Constantinople stepped forward: and, as things stood, the bishop of Rome triumphed over them all, including his fiercest rival in Constantinople. The latter sat too near the throne of the emperors, who could exalt and humble him as they pleased, so that he was bound to become nothing more than their illustrious court-prelate. Conversely, after the emperors abandoned Rome and removed themselves to the periphery of Europe, a thousand circumstances conspired to bestow on this ancient capital of the world the primacy of the Church. For centuries nations had been accustomed to venerate the name of Rome; and in Rome it was fancied that over its seven hills presided an eternal spirit of universal monarchy. It was here, according to the registers of the Church, that so many martyrs had borne witness and the greatest apostles, Peter and Paul, had received their own crowns. Early on, therefore, the legend of the episcopacy of Saint Peter* grew up in this ancient apostolic church, and the unflinching testimony of his successors was quickly adduced in evidence. As this apostle had been entrusted with the keys to the kingdom of heaven, and the indestructible rock of the church was founded on his confession of faith, it was perfectly natural, then, that Rome should take the place of Antioch or Jerusalem and prepare to be considered as the mother church of Christendom. The bishop of Rome early enjoyed honor and precedence, even in councils, over others more learned and powerful: in matters of dispute he was consulted as an impartial referee; and what had long been a voluntary soliciting of advice was in time regarded as obligatory and his instructive voice as decisive. Rome’s situation at the center of the Roman world granted its bishop broad scope, to the west, north, and south, for advising and directing affairs; particularly as the Greek imperial throne was too far away and soon too feeble to be able to sway him. The fairest provinces of the Roman Empire—Italy and its adjacent islands, Africa, Spain, Gaul, and part of Germany—where Christianity had been introduced at an early date, lay spread before him like a garden requiring his guidance and assistance. Farther north dwelt barbarians, whose bleak and more inhospitable territories would soon be converted into fertile soil for Christianity. With weaker competition, there was more to do and more to gain than in the eastern provinces, which, oversown with ancient bishoprics, were ravaged and left to languish by speculations, dissensions, and quarrels; by the wanton tyranny of the emperors; and finally by the incursions of the Muhammadan Arabs and other nations still more savage. The barbarian good-heartedness of the Europeans was much better suited to his purposes than the faithlessness of the more refined Greeks or the enthusiasm of the Asiatics. Christianity, there in a state of effervescence, and now and then erupting as a fever-fit of the human understanding, was cooled in this more temperate climate by his canons and prescriptions; without which everything would have sunk into that same lassitude that followed the crazed convulsions of the Orient.

The bishop of Rome has surely done much for the Christian world: true to the name of his city, not only has he conquered a world by conversion, but his rule, on the basis of laws, morals [Sitten], and observances, has been more durable, powerful, and intimate than that of ancient Rome. The Holy See has never aspired to learning; this distinction it ceded to others, to Alexandria, Milan, or even Hippo, and any other episcopal throne that coveted it. Rather, to bring under its control even the most learned sees and to govern the world, not by philosophy, but by policy, tradition, ecclesiastical law, and ritual: that was its aim—and in fact had to be, since it was itself founded only on ritual and tradition. Thus, from Rome proceeded those many ceremonies of the western church that have to do with the celebration of feasts, the hierarchy of priests, the administering of the sacraments, prayers, and oblations for the dead; or altars, chalices, tapers, fasts, the veneration of the Mother of God, the celibacy of the priests and monks, the invocation of the saints, the worship of images; processions, requiems, bells, canonization, transubstantiation, the adoration of the host, and so forth: observances that in some cases arose from older forms, and often from the enthusiastic conceptions of the Orient, but for the most part were the product of local circumstances in the west, and especially in Rome, and were incorporated only by degrees into the grand ritual of the Church.14 Such weapons now conquered the world; they were the master-keys that unlocked both the heavenly and earthly kingdoms. Before them bowed nations that would not have shrunk from the sword; Roman observances were more effective on them than the speculations of the east. These ecclesiastical laws admittedly offer a dreadful contrast to ancient Roman policy; yet in the end they served to transform the heavy scepter into a lighter pastoral staff and the barbarous customs of pagan nations gradually into a milder Christian justice. The chief shepherd in Rome, who had labored to gain the ascendant, was reluctantly obliged to assume responsibility for more of the Occident than his fellows either in the east or west were in a position to do: and if the spread of Christianity be in itself a merit, then this he has earned in a high degree. England and the greater part of Germany, Scandinavia, Poland, and Hungary are Christian kingdoms because of the missions that he sent and the measures that he undertook; indeed, that Europe was not overwhelmed, perhaps forever, by Huns, Saracens, Tartars, Turks, and Mongols is also partly his work. If the long lines of Christian emperors, kings, princes, counts, and knights should trumpet the worthy deeds by which they once acquired sovereignty over nations, then the triple-crowned Great Lama of Rome, borne on the shoulders of irenic priests, may bless them all with the holy cross and say: “But for me you would never have become what you are.” The preservation of antiquity is likewise his accomplishment, and Rome deserves to remain a peaceful temple of these salvaged treasures.

3. The Church developed as locally in the west as in the east. Here, too, there was a Latin Egypt, a Christian Africa, where several African doctrines arose as they had done there. The harsh pronouncements of Tertullian on satisfaction, Cyprian on the penance of the lapsed, and Augustine on grace and free will,* were absorbed into the system of the Church; and while the bishop of Rome usually pursued a moderate course in his deliberations, he sometimes lacked the learning, and sometimes the authority, to steer the ecclesiastical ship on the open doctrinal seas. For example, the opposition that the learned and pious Pelagius encountered from Augustine and Jerome was much too severe:* Augustine fought against the Manichaeans only with a more refined Manichaeism, and what this extraordinary man said, often in the blaze of battle and from a heated imagination, kindled too fierce a flame in the system of the Church. But you, the great contenders for what you called the unity of faith, may you also rest in peace. Your onerous task is completed and your influence on every subsequent Christian age has been felt long and keenly enough.

I must not omit to mention the first religious order introduced in the Occident, that of the Benedictines. Every attempt to naturalize oriental monasticism in the west was, happily for Europe, frustrated by the climate, until at length, with the support of Rome, this more moderate order was established on Monte Cassino. It provided better food and clothing than similar institutions in the sultry and ascetic Orient were required to do; besides, its Rule, originally drafted by a layman for the laity, enjoined labor, so that it has proven to be especially useful in many wild and desolate areas of Europe. So many fine lands, and in every country, are in the possession of the Benedictines, some of which they have made arable. In every genre of literature, too, they have done all that monastic industry could possibly do: individual members have written whole libraries, and congregations made it their duty, by editing and elucidating countless works, particularly of the Middle Ages, to clear and bring cultivation even to literary deserts. But for the Order of Saint Benedict most of the writings of antiquity would perhaps have been lost to us; and if it comes to saintly abbots, bishops, cardinals, and popes, then the number of those who have belonged to the order, and what they achieved, is in itself enough to fill a library. The singular Gregory the Great, who was a Benedictine, accomplished more than ten spiritual and temporal sovereigns; and to this order we are also indebted for the preservation of ancient church music, which has had so much effect on men’s minds.*

Let us go no further. Before we may address Christianity’s influence on the barbarians, we must first consider these barbarians in themselves, how they irrupted into the Roman Empire in great hosts, founded kingdoms, were confirmed in the Christian faith, mostly by Rome, and the meaning of all this for the history of mankind.

_____________


1. The most recent and reliable description of this sect is to be found in Matthias Norberg’s De religione et lingua Sabaeorum commentatio, in Commentationes Societatis Regiae Scientiarum, vol. 3 (Göttingen, 1780). It ought to be published together with treatises by the Walchs and others, after the manner of older collections.


2. After Beausobre, Mosheim, Brucker, Walch, Jablonski, Semler, and others, we can now view these matters more clearly and freely.


3. It is to be wished that the essays by de Guignes, in the writings of the Académie des Inscriptions, were collected and translated, as those by Caylus, St Palaye, and others have been. This, it seems to me, is the simplest means by which to pick out what is truly noteworthy from the accumulation of commonplace observations and both to render the discoveries of individual men useful as well as reconcile them with one another.


4. Pfeiffer’s excerpt from Giuseppe Simone Assemani, Bibliotheca Orientalis Clementino-Vaticana (Erlangen, 1776), is a useful work in respect of this almost unknown region of history; a dedicated history of the Christian Orient, and especially in connection with Nestorianism, would be very welcome indeed.


5. Johann Eberhard Fischer’s arguments, in the introduction to his Sibirische Geschichte [Siberian History] (Saint Petersburg, 1768), in favor of this claim are persuasive (§§38–43). Others are for Unk-Khan (Toghril), the khan of the Keraites; see Christophe Koch, Tables des révolutions de l’Europe, vol. 1 (Lausanne, 1771), p. 265.


6. See the Whistons’ preface to Mosis Chorenensis Historiae Armeniacae (London, 1736); Johann Joachim Schröder, Thesaurus linguae Armenicae antiquae et hodiernae (Amsterdam, 1711).


7. James Bruce’s Travels to Discover the Source of the Nile (Edinburgh, 1790) provides a remarkable history of Christianity in these parts; time will tell whether it will yield new conclusions as to the history of Christianity as a whole.


8. After the older efforts of the Reformers, and subsequently of Calixtus, Daillé, Dupin, Le Clerc, and Mosheim among others, the name of Semler will forever be mentioned with the highest respect for granting us a clearer view of ecclesiastical history. He has been followed by Spittler with an insightful work, whom still others will follow in turn and display in its proper light every period of Christian church history.


9. This has been demonstrated by Barbeyrac, Le Clerc, Thomasius, Semler, et al.; and Rösler’s Bibliothek der Kirchenväter can do this for everyone in a very popular fashion.


10. The period from Constantine’s conversion to the fall of the Western Roman Empire has been treated with acuity and diligence in the Geschichte der Veränderungen in der Regierung, den Gesetzen und dem menschlichen Geist [History of the Revolutions in Government, Laws, and the Human Mind] (Leipzig, 1784) by an anonymous French writer.*


11. Constantine Porphyrogennetos, De cerimoniis aulae Byzantinae, book 2.


12. With pleasure we may cite here the third classical British historian, the rival of Hume and Robertson, the latter of whom he perhaps surpasses: Gibbon. His History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire is a consummate masterwork that, perhaps owing to a fault of the material, seems to lack that compelling quality that, for example, runs throughout the historical writings of Hume. The outcry, however, that has been raised in England against this learned and truly philosophical work, as though it were hostile to Christianity, is in my opinion unjust: for Gibbon’s estimation of Christianity, as of other subjects in his history, is very mild.


13. See Giovanni Ciampini, Explicatio duorum sarcophagorum sacri baptismatis ritum indicantium [Exposition of Two Sarcophagi Depicting the Rite of Sacred Baptism] (Rome, 1697); Paolo Aringo, Roma subterranea (Rome, 1651); Joseph Bingham, Origenes ecclesiasticae (London, 1710–22), as well as other works on this subject. A history of these things, based on an examination of the oldest churches and monuments, and combined throughout with ecclesiastical history, would shed the clearest light on the whole.


14. I doubt whether a history of these institutions and rites, one that is true to the evidence, can be written without an exact knowledge of Rome, including its locality and the character of the people; often we look beneath the surface for what in Rome is manifestly apparent.









Book 18


AS WHEN mighty mountain streams converge and the floods of winter, for a while contained by a feeble dam or directed into this channel or that, now burst forth irresistibly and inundate the valley below, with wave rushing after wave, torrent after torrent, until all becomes a limpid sea that, slowly subsiding, at first leaves behind a trail of destruction, but in time its fertile waters bring new life to the verdant meadows: so was the course of the famous migrations of the northern peoples into the provinces of the Roman Empire, and so was their effect. Long were these nations assailed, checked, deflected this way and that as federative or mercenary troops, often betrayed and abused; until at last they insisted on their rights, demanded territory, or seized it for themselves, and in some instances clashed with one another. We shall therefore not concern ourselves with the legitimacy of each people’s claim to the land that was ceded to or conquered by them,1 but merely observe the use made of that country and the new disposition that Europe thereby acquired. Everywhere new peoples were grafted on the old stock; what buds and what fruit did they bear for mankind?


I. The Kingdoms of the Visigoths, Suebi, Alans, and Vandals

The Visigoths were summoned into the empire by two scheming ministers of the eastern and western empires, Rufinus and Stilicho,* only to ravage Thrace and Greece in the former and lay waste to Italy in the latter. Alaric besieged Rome; and because Honorius would not fulfill the promises made to him, the city was twice taken and at length sacked.* Laden with plunder, the Visigothic king withdrew southward into Calabria, and was planning the conquest of Africa, the granary of Italy, when death interrupted his run of victories; the valiant robber was buried, together with his treasures, beneath a riverbed. So that Italy might be rid of his successor, Athaulf, the emperor sent him to Gaul and Hispania to do battle against the invading Vandals, Alans, and Suebi: it was here, after yet another betrayal, and having now taken Placidia, the daughter of Emperor Theodosius, as his wife, that he founded the first settled Visigothic kingdom.* The fair cities of Narbonne, Toulouse, and Bordeaux belonged to him, and some of his successors expanded their holdings in Gaul still farther. But because of the proximity of the Franks, and the suspicion and hostility with which local Catholic bishops regarded the Arian Goths, these bore their arms with greater success across the Pyrenees, and after lengthy wars against the Alans, Suebi, and Vandals, and after completely driving out the Romans from this region, they finally gained possession of the beautiful peninsula of Spain and Lusatia, along with part of southern Gaul and the African coast.

Of the kingdom of the Suebi in Spain, during the 178 years of its existence, we have nothing to say: after suffering a series of attacks and misfortunes, it sank without a trace and was absorbed into the Visigothic Kingdom. By contrast, the Visigoths, when they arrived in this area, made themselves much more conspicuous to posterity. Already in Gaul, when Toulouse was still the seat of their kings, Euric had ordered that a book of laws be compiled,2 while his son Alaric II promulgated that code that, collected from Roman laws and the writings of Roman jurists, and predating even that of Justinian, became, as it were, the first barbarian corpus juris.3* It was in force among several Germanic peoples—Burgundians, Angles, Franks, and Lombards—as an abstract of the Roman laws and has preserved for us, too, a portion of the Theodosian Code, though the Visigoths themselves preferred to stick with their own laws and customary rights. On the other side of the Pyrenees, they entered a land that under the Romans had been a flourishing province, full of cities, institutions, and commerce. While Rome wallowed in luxury, Hispania gifted the capital of the world with a number of celebrated men,4 who in their writings already display something of the Spanish character. Conversely, Christianity had come to Hispania early; and as the spirit of this people, from the singular mixture of various nations in such a remote region, was very much inclined to the extravagant and adventurous, so it acquired such a taste for penances and miraculous tales, asceticism and seclusion, orthodoxy, martyrdom, and magnificent churches raised over the tombs of saints, that Hispania, even in respect of its situation, soon became a veritable Christian palace [Christen-Palast]. From here it was easy to seek advice from, or give instruction to, the bishops of Rome, Hippo, Alexandria, and Jerusalem; or to root out heretics, even those abroad, and pursue them all the way to Palestine. Accordingly, the Spanish have always been the declared enemies of heresy and to Priscillianists, Manichaeans, Arians, and Jews, to Pelagius, Nestorius, and all the rest, they have given stern proof of their orthodoxy. The early hierarchy of the bishops of this apostolic peninsula, and their more frequent and uncompromising councils, furnished a model to the Holy See itself, and if the Kingdom of the Franks would later assist this arch-prelate with the temporal arm, then Spain had earlier helped him with the spiritual. Into such a kingdom, with an ancient culture and a firmly established ecclesiastical constitution, came the Goths, loyal Arians, who struggled to withstand the yoke of Catholic bishops. For a long time, they held their heads high: they resorted both to kindness and persecution in their endeavor to unite the two churches. But in vain: for the domineering Roman Catholic Church never let up, and at length the Arians were condemned, at several councils at Toledo, in such harsh terms, it was as if a Spanish king had never belonged to this sect. After the death of Liuvigild, the last king to possess Gothic fortitude, and once Reccared,* his son, had reconciled himself to the Catholic Church, the laws of the realm, framed in these assemblies of bishops, promptly assumed an episcopal and monastic character. Corporal punishments, otherwise detested by the Germans, began to prevail in them; worse, an inquisitorial spirit manifested itself, long before the name of the Inquisition was ever known.5

Imperfect and coercive, then, was the establishment of the Goths in this fair land, where, surrounded by mountains and the sea, they might have fashioned a glorious and lasting kingdom, had they possessed the requisite courage and understanding, had they not enslaved themselves to the climate and the Church. But that torrent which under Alaric had once rolled impetuously through Greece and Italy had long since slowed to a trickle; the spirit of Athaulf, who had sworn to destroy Rome and build on its ruins a new Gothic city that would be the capital of the world, was muzzled from the moment he allowed himself to be relegated to a corner of the empire and ascended the nuptial bed with Placidia. The conquest proceeded slowly, as Germans were obliged to purchase these provinces with the blood of other German peoples; and when, after an equally long struggle with the Church, the bishops and magnates, two such opposing extremes, finally came to terms, the time for founding an enduring Gothic kingdom in Spain had passed. Whereas formerly kings had been elected by the nation, now the bishops declared the dignity of king heritable and his person sacred. From ecclesiastical assemblies arose diets, and the bishops became the first estate of the realm. The palace nobility sacrificed their loyalty to splendor and indulgence; the once-valiant warriors, among whom the country had been divided, lost their nerve in retirement at their opulent domains; and the kings, enjoying their religiously sanctioned privileges, forfeited their manners and virtue. The kingdom therefore lay exposed to the enemy, from whichever direction he might appear; and when at last he arrived from Africa, such terror went before him that, after a single successful battle, it took a mere two years for the swarming Arabs to gain control of the greatest and fairest part of Spain.* Many bishops proved traitors, while the dissolute nobility submitted or were killed in flight. The kingdom that, lacking an internal constitution, should have rested on the personal courage and eagerness to serve of the Goths, was defenseless once this courage and devotion had evaporated. Ritual and ecclesiastical discipline may well have much to learn from the Spanish councils; but Toledo was from the outset, and long remained, the grave of civil government.6

For when that valiant remnant of defeated and betrayed Goths descended once more from their mountains, and over the course of seven or eight hundred years scarcely recovered through 3,700 battles what they had lost in two years and one decisive engagement, how could that singular mixture of Christian and Gothic spirit otherwise reappear except as a ghost rising from its tomb? From the heathen Saracens Old Christians now wrested their land that for so long had been desecrated; every church that they were able to rededicate was esteemed a valuable prize. Bishoprics and convents without number were accordingly revived, founded, and pledged as the laurels to be won by Christian and knightly honor; and because the progress of the campaign was so slow, there was time aplenty for such solemnities. Besides, the Reconquest coincided for the most part with the heyday of chivalry and the papacy. Some territories that had been seized from the Moors the king received in fief from the pope, so that he might rule them as a true son of the Old Church. Everywhere the bishops became his coregents, and the Christian knights, who had conquered the kingdom alongside him, became grandes y ricos hombres, a high nobility who shared the new Christian realm with their king. As Jews and Arians had once been rooted out from among true believers, so now the Jews, along with the Moors, were expelled, so that this beautiful land, which formerly had flourished under several peoples, was gradually reduced to a desert—a lovely desert, but a desert nonetheless. The pillars of this ancient and modern Gothic Christian constitution are still standing all over Spain: these may have been bricked in with time, but the design and foundation of the structure remain unchanged. His Most Catholic Majesty may no longer sit enthroned beside the bishop’s cathedra in Toledo, and the Holy Inquisition has since its establishment become an instrument of despotism rather than of blind devotion; but in this secluded, romantic land, where fanaticism still holds sway, so many impregnable knightly fortresses were built that the bones of Saint James would appear to rest more securely in Compostela than those of Saint Peter in Rome. Over fifty bishops and archbishops, over three thousand convents, most of them wealthy, enjoy the contributions of a kingdom that has spread its orthodoxy with fire and sword, treachery and war-hounds, across two more continents; in Spanish America alone, almost as many bishops and archbishops again have been invested with all the glory of the Church. In the works of the mind of the Spaniards, Christian poets, polemicists, and canonical judges followed hard on the heels of the Romans; and these in turn were succeeded by commentators and legendaries in such numbers that even their comedies and farces, their dances and bull fights, cannot do without a generous helping of Christianity. Episcopal and Gothic law has become so intertwined with Roman and canon law, and the nation’s wit so blunted by the subtleties to which such matters give rise, that here, too, lies a desert that produces thorns instead of fruit.7 Lastly, those high offices of the court and crown, which among the Goths, as among other German peoples, were at first merely personal offices, but as hereditary dignities for half a millennium afterward sucked the marrow from the land: though they are to some extent a mere shadow of what they once were; royal authority having sought, on the one hand, to side with the pope and, on the other, to humble the pride of the magnates and curb their power; still, because contrary principles of this sort underlie the state and are woven into the very character of the nation itself, this fine country will remain, perhaps for a long time yet, a milder, European Africa, a Gothic-Moorish Christian state.

________

Dislodged from Spain by the Visigoths, the Vandals crossed into Africa with the remainder of the Alans and there established the first den of Christian pirates, more wealthy and powerful than any of their Muhammadan successors would become. Genseric, their king, one of the most valiant barbarians the world has ever seen, captured, in a few years and with an army of no great size, the whole fertile coast of Africa, from the Strait of Gibraltar to the Libyan deserts, and created a maritime force with which this Numidian Lion for half a century plundered all the coasts of the Mediterranean, from Greece and Illyria to the Pillars of Hercules and beyond, as far as Galicia; took possession of the Balearic Islands, Sardinia, and part of Sicily; and in the span of ten days looted Rome,* the capital of the world, so deliberately and thoroughly that he returned safely to his Carthage with gilt roof tiles stripped from the Temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus; with the ancient spoils from the Temple of Jerusalem; with inestimable treasures in works of art and precious objects, only a portion of which the sea robbed from him in turn; with a multitude of prisoners he hardly knew what to do with; and with an empress and her two daughters as hostage. The eldest daughter, Eudocia, he married to his son; the other he sent back with her mother, and was generally such a shrewd and fearless monster that he was worthy of being a friend and ally to the great Attila, who conquered, taxed, and terrified the world from the Lena to the Rhine and beyond. Just toward his subjects, severe in his manners, temperate, frugal, cruel only when moved to anger or suspicion, ever active, ever vigilant and happy, Genseric lived a long life, bequeathing to his two sons a prosperous kingdom in which the treasures of the west had been amassed. His last will determined the fate of the whole realm. According to its terms, the oldest member of the royal house was to succeed to the throne, on the assumption that he would have the most experience; but this was to toss the eternal apple of discord among his descendants. From that moment on, the oldest of the family could never be sure of his life, as his younger relatives aspired to take his place: and so brothers and cousins murdered one another, each fearing or envying the others; and as none of them inherited the spirit of the founder, so his Vandals sank into all the luxury and indolence native to Africa. Their permanent camp, which ought to have kept aflame their ancient valor, instead became an occasion for games and pleasure, and after a time scarcely longer than the reign of Genseric himself, the whole kingdom was subverted in a single campaign. The eighth king, Gelimer,* was hauled off to Constantinople, where, along with his plundered treasures, he was displayed in a barbarian triumph, before dying as a country gentleman; his captured Vandals were posted to the Persian frontier, and the rest of the nation was lost: like an enchanted castle overflowing with gold and silver, this singular realm vanished, leaving behind only an occasional coin to be dug out of the African soil. The Jewish vessels that Genseric had taken from Rome were borne in triumph at Constantinople for a third time; then returned to Jerusalem as a gift to a Christian church; and presumably, after being melted down for coins and inscribed with an Arabic motto, dispersed throughout the world. So sacred objects migrate; kingdoms disappear; the nations and the times change. Could the Vandal Kingdom have maintained itself in Africa, this would have been very consequential: much of European, Asian, and African history—indeed, the whole course of European culture—would have been altered. Now only in the name of a single Spanish province, but scarcely recognizable, does the memory of this people live on.8*



II. Kingdoms of the Ostrogoths and Lombards

Before considering the Ostrogoths and Lombards, we must give our attention to that meteor flashing across the skies of Europe, the scourge of God, the terror of the world: Attila the Hun. We have already observed how the departure of the Huns from Tartary incited the last great movement of the German peoples, which would put an end to the Roman Empire; but it was under Attila that Hunnic power in Europe rose to its most awful height. To him the eastern emperors were tributary; he despised them as slaves of their slaves, demanded from them an annual payment of 2,100 pounds of gold, yet wore clothes of linen. Goths, Gepids, Alans, Heruli, Khazars, Thuringii, and Slavs were his vassals; he resided in northern Pannonia, in a hamlet surrounded by desert, in a simple wooden house.9 While his guests and companions supped from goblets of gold, he drank from a wooden cup and sported no gold or precious stones, not even on the pommel of his sword or the bridle of his horse. Fair and just, exceedingly merciful to his subjects, but mistrustful of his enemies, and haughty toward the haughty Romans, he suddenly sallied forth, probably enticed by the Vandalic king Genseric, with an army of five to seven hundred thousand men of all nations, turned westward, charged through Germany, crossed the Rhine, and ravaged as far as central Gaul. All trembled before him, until at length, the western peoples collected an army and marched against him. A prudent general, Attila fell back to the Catalaunian Plains, where his line of retreat was clear. Against him stood Romans, Goths, Laeti, Armoricans, Breones, Burgundians, Saxons, Alans, and Franks; he personally commanded his forces. The encounter was bloody: the king of the Visigoths was killed, men fell in multitudes, and minor circumstances decided the day. Attila retired across the Rhine unpursued and the following year traversed the Alps, swept through Italy, razed Aquileia, sacked Milan, burned Pavia, before turning on Rome so that he might finish off the whole empire. Here Leo, the bishop of Rome, met with Attila and begged him to spare the city, then confronted him again at his camp in Mantua and implored him to quit Italy. The king of the Huns withdrew over the Alps and was on the point of avenging his defeat in Gaul when he was overtaken by death.* His Huns buried him with loud lamentations, and their awesome power faded with him. His son Ellac died soon afterward, the empire collapsed, and the remnants of his people returned to Asia or were absorbed by others. Attila is the same king Etzel* who is celebrated in the lays of the Germans, the hero before whose table the poets of many nations sang the deeds of their ancestors. At the same time, he is the monster depicted on coins and in paintings with horns, while his people as a whole have been turned into a brood of elves and goblins. Happily, Leo accomplished what no army could and liberated Europe from Kalmykian servitude; for that Attila’s soldiers were Mongols is evident from their form [Bildung], mode of life, and manners.

________

Nor must we neglect to mention the kingdom of the Heruli, by which the entire western empire was brought to an end. The Heruli, together with other German tribes, had long served as mercenaries in the Roman armies, and when, as a result of the empire’s mounting troubles, they could no longer be paid, they decided to seek their own compensation. One third of the land in Italy was extorted for their use, and a fortunate adventurer, Odoacer, commander of the Scirii, Rugii, and Heruli, became the first King of Italy.* The last emperor, Romulus Augustus, fell into his hands; and, moved to pity by his youth and handsome appearance, Odoacer exiled him, with an annual pension, to the castle of Lucullus in Campania. For seventeen years, Odoacer governed Italy, his reach extending as far south as Sicily, and with no little merit, though the country was visited by the greatest calamities: that is, until Theodoric, king of the Ostrogoths, was tempted to seize such fine territories for himself. The young hero, promised Italy for his kingdom by the court at Constantinople, defeated Odoacer, who was assassinated when he refused to keep a humiliating treaty. So began the Ostrogothic Kingdom.

________

Theodoric was its founder, remembered in popular legend as Dietrich von Bern:* a well-educated and well-meaning man, raised as a hostage in Constantinople, he had rendered great service to the eastern empire. There the dignities of patrician and consul had already been conferred on him; and a statue in his honor was erected before the imperial palace; but Italy would be the scene of his more brilliant fame: a just and tranquil reign. Since the time of Mark Antony, this part of the Roman world had not been ruled more wisely or benignly than he ruled Italy and Illyria, portions of Germany and Gaul, and indeed Spain, after assuming its regency; and for some considerable time held the Franks and Visigoths in leash. In spite of his triumph in Rome, he did not pretend to the title of emperor and was content with the name of Flavius; but he exercised all the authority of an emperor, fed the Roman populace, restored to the city its ancient games; and, since he was an Arian, sent the bishop of Rome to Constantinople as his envoy to represent the cause of Arianism.* For as long as he governed there was peace among the barbarians: for the Visigothic, Frankish, Vandalic, and Thuringian kingdoms were allied to him by treaty or ties of blood. Under him Italy revived, as he encouraged agriculture and the arts, and left to every people their ancient laws and rights. He maintained and respected the monuments of antiquity, erected splendid buildings, though no longer quite in the Roman taste, from which the designation of Gothic architecture perhaps derives, and his court was admired by all barbarians. Even the sciences began to glimmer faintly under him: the names of his foremost ministers—Cassiodorus, Boethius, Symmachus*—are highly esteemed to this day; even if the latter two met with an unfortunate end after they were suspected of seeking to restore the liberty of Rome. Perhaps the aged king’s suspicions may be forgiven, as he could look only to an infant grandson for a successor and knew well what was lacking in his kingdom for its lasting stability. If only this kingdom of the Goths had endured and, in Charlemagne’s place, a Theodoric had determined the spiritual and temporal constitution of Europe.

But no sooner had the great king died, after a wise and active reign of 34 years, than the evils broke out that were inherent in the political constitution of all the German peoples. The noble Amalasuntha, regent for the young Athalaric, was prevented by the magnates from educating her son, and when, on his death, she took as the partner of her throne the loathsome Theodahad, for which she was rewarded with her murder, the standard of rebellion was raised among the Goths. With several magnates aspiring to the crown, the avaricious Justinian meddled in their disputes and, on the pretext of relieving Italy, dispatched his general Belisarius across the sea. The Goths, divided among themselves, were encircled and betrayed; their capital, Ravenna, was taken by nefarious means; and Belisarius returned home with Theodoric’s treasure and the king as captive. Soon the war began anew: the valiant king of the Goths, Totila, conquered Rome twice, but chose to spare it, tearing down its walls and leaving it exposed to attack. This Totila was a second Theodoric, who during the eleven years of his reign kept the faithless Greeks busy. After he had been killed in battle, and his hat and bloody robes laid at the feet of the vain Justinian, the kingdom of the Ostrogoths came to an end,* in spite of the brave resistance put up by the last 7,000 men. The history of this war is revolting, with valor and justice on one side fighting against Greek perfidy, greed, and all manner of Italian villainy, until at length it was a eunuch, Narses, who succeeded in eliminating the kingdom that Theodoric had established for the benefit of Italy and introducing, in its stead and to Italy’s lasting detriment, the weak and insidious Exarchate, the root of so many future evils and disorders. Here, too, as in Spain, the religion and internal constitution of the Gothic state were, alas, the cause of its decline. The Goths had remained Arians, whose proximity, and indeed overlordship, the Holy See could not possibly tolerate; it therefore resorted to every available means to bring about their downfall, even if that help came from Constantinople and even at risk to itself. Besides, the character of the Goths had not yet mixed with the character of the Italians; they were regarded as foreigners and conquerors, and the treacherous Greeks were preferred to them, even though Italy had suffered unspeakably at their hands in this war of liberation; and they would have suffered still more had the Lombards not come to their reluctant aid. The Goths were dispersed, and their last remnants crossed the Alps.

________

The Lombards deserve the honor of having given their name to the upper part of Italy, even if it was denied the nobler name of the Goths. Called forth from Pannonia by Justinian, to take up arms against these, they at length put themselves in possession of the booty. Alboin,* a prince celebrated by many German nations, marched over the Alps with an army mustered from various tribes, and accompanied by women, children, cattle, and all their belongings; they came to inhabit, not to ravage, the lands they seized from the Goths. He occupied Lombardy and in Milan, raised up on a shield by his men, was acclaimed King of Italy, but his days were numbered. His consort, Rosamund, orchestrated his murder and, having betrothed herself to his assassin, was then obliged to flee. The next king elected by the Lombards was arrogant and cruel; on his death, therefore, the magnates agreed they would choose no successor and instead divide the kingdom among themselves. This resulted in the rule of thirty-six dukes and the establishment of the first Lombardic-German constitution in Italy.* For when the nation was compelled by necessity to elect kings once again, every powerful lord continued for the most part to do as he pleased: even a king’s election could often be reversed, and ultimately it depended on his precarious personal authority as to whether he was able to direct vassals toward his own ends. Thus were the duchies of Friuli, Spoleto, Benevento founded, which soon were followed by others: for the land abounded in cities in which here a duke, there a count could pursue his interests. This, however, served to weaken the Lombard Kingdom, which might have been swept away with still greater ease than the kingdom of the Goths, had Constantinople possessed a Justinian, Belisarius, and Narses. Though it was capable, even in this enfeebled state, of destroying the vestiges of the Exarchate of Ravenna, yet by taking this step, it brought about its own downfall. The bishop of Rome, who wanted nothing more than an impotent and divided government in Italy, saw the Lombards as too close and too powerful. Since he could not hope for any assistance from Constantinople, Stephen II crossed the mountains, flattered Pepin, the usurper of the Frankish kingdom, by honoring him with the title of defender of the Church, anointed him as legitimate King of the Franks, and in return, even before the campaign of conquest had begun, was gifted with the Pentapolis and the Exarchate, which were to be wrested from the Lombards. Pepin’s son, Charlemagne, completed his father’s work, crushing the Lombard Kingdom with his superior power, for which service he was proclaimed by the Holy Father a patrician of Rome, the protector of the Church, and finally, as if by divine inspiration, crowned Emperor of the Romans.* What consequences this proclamation had for Europe as a whole will become clear in due course. For Italy in particular, this miraculous catch that the Chair of Saint Peter netted north of the Alps entailed the irreplaceable loss of the Kingdom of the Lombards. In the two centuries of its existence, it had provided for the population of the devastated and exhausted country; it had spread security and prosperity through German order and plain dealing, whereby each nation could choose whether to live according to Lombard laws or its own. The legal procedure of the Lombards was concise, strict [förmlich], and binding; their laws remained in force long after the kingdom had been toppled. Even its conqueror, Charlemagne, accepted their validity and merely added his own laws to them. In many parts of Italy, they continued to be the common law, in combination with the Roman, and have found admirers and glossators, even when, by command of the emperor, the Code of Justinian later took precedence.*

Granting all this, however, it is undeniable that the feudal constitution of the Lombards in particular, which many of the nations of Europe adopted as their model, brought disastrous consequences to this part of the world. It was agreeable to the bishop of Rome that, with the power of the state divided, vassals, absolute in their own lands, were bound to their overlord only by weak obligations: for he was able to profit from every dissension according to the old maxim “divide and rule.” Dukes, counts, and barons could be incited against their feudal masters, and the Church stood to gain much by offering absolution to rude soldiers and liegemen. The feudal system was the ancient pillar of the nobility; indeed, the ladder by which office-holders ascended to hereditary tenures and even, if this anarchy should allow it, territorial supremacy. All this might be less harmful to Italy, as in this long-cultivated country, in such proximity to Greece, Asia, and Africa, its cities, arts, manufactures, and trade could never have been reduced quite to nothing; and the Roman character, as yet uneffaced, would never allow itself to be entirely suppressed—but feudal division has been the cause of terrible unrest even in Italy; indeed it is one of the principal reasons why this fair land has not been able to attain a state of stability and consistency since the days of the Romans. In other countries, we shall find the application of the strict [förmlich] feudal law of the Lombards, seeds of which had been planted in the constitutions of all German peoples, much more pernicious in its effects. Ever since Charlemagne took possession of Lombardy and bequeathed this inheritance to his sons; ever since—alas!—the Roman imperial title passed into Germany, involving this poor country, which could never awaken to a sense of common purpose, in all manner of dangerous feudal entanglements with Italy; and before an emperor had acknowledged the written Lombard laws and annexed them to the Code of Justinian: in many countries the underlying feudal constitution was actively harmful to those districts that had but few cities and little in the way of arts. Owing to the ignorance and prejudice of the times, the feudal law of the Lombards came ultimately to have general validity throughout the empire; and so this people live on in their customs, which essentially were picked from their ashes and compiled into laws.10

The state of the Church, too, was variously affected by this constitution. At first the Lombards were Arians, as the Goths had been; but when Gregory the Great was able to win over Queen Theodelinda,* the muse of her people, to the orthodox faith, the zeal of the newly converted was soon displayed in good works. Kings, dukes, counts, and barons vied with one another to build convents and to endow churches with generous patrimonies; so that the Church of Rome accumulated institutions of this kind from Sicily to the Cottian Alps. For if the temporal lords had secured their hereditary fiefs, why should the spiritual lords, who after all had to provide for an eternal posterity, not do the same? Together with its patrimony every church received a patron saint, who, as an intercessor with God, had to be paid his due. His image and relics, his feasts and prayers worked miracles; these miracles yielded new gifts; so that with the reciprocal gratuities continually passing between the saint on one side and the feudatories, their wives, and children on the other, the account could never be balanced. To a certain extent, the feudal system itself was transferred to the Church. For as the duke took precedence over the count, so the bishop, who sat by the duke’s side, claimed privileges to distinguish him from the bishop of a count. The temporal dukedom was thus transformed into the diocese of an archbishop; the bishops of subordinate cities into the suffragans of a spiritual duke. Abbots who had grown wealthy sought, as spiritual barons, to escape the jurisdiction of their bishops and become immediate. The bishop of Rome, who hence became a spiritual emperor or king, willingly granted this immediacy and prepared the principles that Pseudo-Isidore later publicly established for the whole of the Catholic Church. The sundry feast days, devotions, masses, and offices demanded a multitude of clerical officers; the vessels and vestments, which conformed to barbarian taste, required a sexton; the patrimony a rector; and so on, all eventually culminating in a spiritual and temporal protector; that is, a pope or emperor: so that church and state became rival feudal systems. The fall of the Kingdom of the Lombards resulted in the birth of the pope, and with him of a new emperor, thereby giving a new form to the entire constitution of Europe. For the world is not changed by conquests alone, but even more by novel ways of seeing things; by novel dispositions, laws, and rights.



III. Kingdoms of the Alemanni, Burgundians, and Franks

The Alemanni were one of the ruder German tribes: at first marauders on the Roman frontier, ravagers of border towns and fortresses. As the Roman Empire declined, they took control of the eastern portion of Gaul and, together with their ancient possessions, occupied a fine country on which they might have bestowed an equally fine constitution. But the Alemanni never did so: for the Franks overpowered them, their king fell in battle, and his people were scattered or subdued; under Frankish suzerainty, they were given a duke, converted to Christianity, and at length received written laws. These are still extant and demonstrate the simple, rude character of the people. Under the last Merovingians, they were deprived of their duke and subsumed into the mass of Frankish peoples. If the Alemanni are the progenitors of the German Swiss, then it is they who ought to be thanked that these mountain forests were cleared for a second time and gradually adorned with cottages, hamlets, citadels, towers, churches, convents, and cities. Yet we must not forget those who converted them: Saint Columban and his twelve companions, one of whom, Saint Gall, became, by the foundation of his monastery, a benefactor of the whole of Europe. We owe the preservation of many classical writers to the institution of these Irish monks, whose hermitage in the midst of barbarian peoples was a source of moral improvement [Sittenverbesserung], if not a seat of learning, and shone like a star in these gloomy regions.11

________

The Burgundians became a gentler people, after entering into an alliance with the Romans. By these they were settled in fortified towns and not averse to agriculture or the arts and crafts. When the Romans ceded to them a province in Gaul, they conducted themselves peaceably, worked the fields and vineyards, cleared forests, and might well have established a flourishing kingdom in their beautiful territories, which ultimately stretched from Provence to Lake Geneva, had the proud and plundering Franks to their north allowed them the room to do so. Unfortunately, however, the same Clotilde who had introduced the Christian faith to Francia was a Burgundian princess, who, seeking vengeance for the murder of her parents, ended up bringing ruin both to her family and her ancestral kingdom.* Scarcely one hundred years had it existed, from which brief period the laws of the Burgundians, as well as a few decrees of their church councils, have survived; but it is principally by their cultivation of the land around Lake Geneva and in the Gaulish provinces that they have perpetuated their name. They made these districts into a paradise while others still lay in desolate wilderness. Gundobad, their legislator, rebuilt Geneva, the walls of which, for over a thousand years, have protected a city that has exercised more influence on Europe* than have many more extensive areas. On more than one occasion the human spirit has blazed forth and the imagination taken wing in those regions husbanded by the Burgundians. Even under the Franks the Burgundians retained their ancient constitution: hence with the decay of the Carolingian line they were the first to elect their own king. This new state endured for over two hundred years and served other peoples as an example, by no means unwholesome, for establishing their own independence.

________

It is now time to speak of that kingdom that put an end to so many others, the Kingdom of the Franks. After several previous attempts, they finally succeeded in founding, from a small beginning in Gaul, that state that first defeated the Alemanni, then gradually pushed the Visigoths into Spain, vanquished the Britons in Armorica, subjugated the kingdom of the Burgundians, and shattered the Thuringian realm. After the royal dynasty of Merovech and Clovis, now in decline, had gained more intrepid mayors of the palace (maiores domus), Charles Martel beat back the Arabs and brought Frisia under his control; and after these mayors had themselves become kings, Charlemagne soon rose to prominence: Charlemagne, who smashed the kingdom of the Lombards, conquered Spain as far as the Ebro, including Mallorca and Menorca; who seized southern Germany to Pannonia and northern Germany between the Elbe and Eider; who took the imperial title from Rome and transferred it to his own dominions; who kept the border peoples of his empire, the Huns and Slavs, in fear and submission. A mighty empire, more powerful than any since Roman times, and for the whole of Europe as remarkable in its rise as in its fall! How did the Kingdom of the Franks, of all the German tribal states, come to exercise this preeminent influence?

1. The land of the Franks was more securely situated than the territories of any of their roaming brethren. For not only had the Roman Empire already collapsed by the time of their arrival in Gaul, but also the most valiant of their fellow Germans who had gone before them were either dispersed or provided for. They won an easy victory over the enfeebled Gauls, who, wearied by one misfortune after another, readily accepted the yoke; and the last remnants of the Romans fled before them like shadows. When Clovis with tyrannical hand cleared space all around him for his new possessions, with scant regard for the life of any neighbor who posed a threat, the way was free, both to the front and to the rear, and his Francia became an island, surrounded by mountains, rivers, seas, and deserts of subjugated peoples. After Alemannia and Thuringia had been conquered, there was no people to the east of the Franks with a desire to migrate, and, with great ferocity, they were able to curb any such desire in the Saxons and Frisians. The Kingdom of the Franks was also happily remote from Rome and Constantinople. For if they had been required to play their role on the stage of Italy, and this before the rise of the mayors of the palace; then, given the bad morals of their kings, the treachery of their nobility, and the lax constitution of the realm, there they would have met no better fate than those worthier nations, the Goths and the Lombards.

2. Clovis was the first orthodox king among the barbarians; this was of more benefit to him than any of the virtues. For the firstborn son of the Church thereby gained access to an impressive circle of saints, a group whose influence extended throughout the western half of Christian Europe. Gaul and Roman Germany were full of bishops, neatly arrayed along the Rhine and Danube: Mainz, Trier, Cologne, Besançon, Worms, Speyer, Strasburg, Constance, Metz, Toul, Verdun, Tongeren, Lorch, Trent, Brixen, Basle, Chur, and so on; ancient seats of Christianity that served the orthodox king as a bulwark against heretics and heathens. In Gaul, at the first council held by Clovis, thirty-two bishops were present, including five metropolitans; a unified ecclesiastical body politic that enabled him to accomplish much. It was they who granted the Arian kingdom of the Burgundians to the Franks; it was their favor that the mayors of the palace courted; it was the bishop of Mainz, Boniface, who crowned the usurper King of the Franks; and it was they who, even in Charles Martel’s time, entered into negotiations over the Patriciate of Rome and the protectorship of the Church. Nor can these royal guardians of the Church be reproached with neglecting their charge. They restored the episcopal cities that had been devastated, supported their dioceses, summoned the bishops to their diets: and in Germany the Church is greatly indebted to the Frankish kings, though at the cost of the nation. The bishops and archbishops of Salzburg, Wurzburg, Eichstätt, Augsburg, Freising, Regensburg, Passau, Osnabrück, Bremen, Hamburg, Halberstadt, Minden, Verdun, Paderborn, Hildesheim, and Münster; the abbots of Fulda, Hirschfeld, Kempten, Corvey, Ellwangen, Saint Emerau, and so on: all established themselves by their patronage and to them these spiritual lords owe their seats in the diets, as well their lands and subjects. The king of Francia is the firstborn son of the Church; the German emperor, his younger stepbrother, only inherited the protectorship of the Church from him.

3. Under such circumstances, the first imperial constitution of a German people could develop more distinctly in Gaul than in Italy, Spain, or Germany itself. The first step toward a supreme monarchy was taken by Clovis, and his example became the tacit principle of governance. In spite of the repeated partitioning of the kingdom; in spite of the internal disturbances arising from the misdeeds of the royal house and the nobility’s lack of restraint, it did not collapse: for it was in the interest of the Church to preserve the state as a monarchy. Valiant and shrewd officers of the crown filled the place of impotent kings; the conquests continued; and it was thought better to permit the extinction of Clovis’s line than to suffer the downfall of a state that was indispensable to the whole of Roman Christendom. For as the constitution of every German people rested, properly speaking, only on the personality of the kings and officers of the crown, which was especially true in this realm lying between Arabs and heathens, so all united to set against these, in this border state, the barrier happily erected by the house of Pepin of Herstal. We have him and his brave successors to thank for halting the expansion of the Arabs as well as the progress of the northern and eastern peoples; for preserving on this side of the Alps at least a glimmer of science; and, finally, for establishing in Europe a political system on the German model, to which other nations would eventually have to accede, either freely or by force. As Charlemagne is the outstanding scion of this stock, which has rendered invaluable service to the whole of Europe, his portrait may stand in for the rest.12

________

Charlemagne descended from officers of the crown; his father was the first of the family to become king. Hence he could not possibly have entertained any ideas other than those dictated by his forebears and by the constitution of his kingdom. This constitution he perfected, because he was educated in it and thought it the best: for every tree grows in its own soil. Charles wore Frankish dress* but was also a Frank in his very soul; so there is surely no better way to understand the constitution of his people than from how he viewed and treated it. He convoked diets and through them worked his will, issuing the most salutary laws and capitularies for the state, though with the consent of the kingdom. He gave every estate of the realm its due respect and permitted, for as long as it was feasible, even conquered nations to retain their own laws. He desired to bring them all together in a single body and possessed spirit enough to animate it. Dukes, who presented a threat, were dismissed and replaced by office-holding counts; he ensured that these, and the bishops, were visited by his envoys (missi dominici), and he strove by every means to counter the despotism of plundering satraps, insolent magnates, and idle monks. On his crown domains he was no emperor, but a landlord and would gladly have been one throughout his empire as a whole, to encourage every indolent member to order and industry; but of course the barbarism of his age, as well as the ecclesiastical and military spirit of the Franks in particular, frequently stood in his way. Scarcely any mortal has attached such importance to justice, except in those instances where the interests of church and state tempted even him to violence and injustice. He was fond of activity and loyalty in those who served him, and would glare with disapproval, were he to reappear among us and behold what has emerged from his chrysalis, a sluggish and merely titulary constitution. But such is Fate. His royal line had risen from officers of the crown; and after his death officers of inferior ability squandered, in disgraceful fashion, his diadem, his empire, and indeed everything his great spirit had labored for in life. Posterity inherited from him what he did his utmost to suppress or ameliorate: vassals, ranks, and the barbarous ostentation of Frankish state pageantry. He made dignities into offices; and, after he was gone, these offices soon reverted to useless dignities once more.

From his forebears Charles also inherited a lust for conquest. For as these had enjoyed decided success against the Frisians, Alemanni, Arabs, and Lombards; and from Clovis on it had been very nearly a maxim of state to make conquered provinces secure by dominating their neighbors: so Charles made giant strides down this same path. Personal quarrels became the grounds for war, one quickly giving rise to another, and which occupied the majority of his almost fifty-year reign. Lombards, Arabs, Bavarians, Magyars, and Slavs bore the brunt of this Frankish military spirit, but even more so the Saxons, against whom, in a war lasting thirty-three years, he did not hesitate to employ extremely violent means. In this way he so far attained his object that with his empire he established the first solid monarchy for the whole of Europe: for whatever trouble the Normans, Slavs, and Magyars later gave his successors, however much the great realm was weakened, dismembered, and unsettled by partitions and internal dissension, a limit was set, from the Elbe to Pannonia, on the further migrations of Tartar peoples. The cornerstone of this impregnable wall, on which Huns and Arabs had already foundered in the past, was the Frankish empire that he had built.

In his religion and love of the sciences, too, Charles was a Frank. The religiosity of Catholicism had, for political reasons, formed part of the royal inheritance from the time of Clovis; but, when the ancestors of Charles seized the reins of power, their commitment exceeded that of the kings they had supplanted, as they ascended to the throne only with the aid of the Church and were formally consecrated by the bishop of Rome himself. As a twelve-year-old boy, Charles had seen the Holy Father in his own father’s house and been anointed by him to his future kingdom; for some time the Christianization of Germany had been carried out under the aegis of the Frankish sovereign, and often with his generous support, because to the west Christianity was the strongest bulwark against the heathen barbarians. Was it not inevitable that Charles should continue along this same path in the north, eventually converting the Saxons by the sword? As an orthodox Frank he had no notion of their constitution that he thereby destroyed: he was doing the pious work of the Church for the security of his kingdom and rendering the gallant and meritorious services that his ancestors had also owed the pope and bishops. His successors, particularly when the foremost empire in the world had been translated to Germany, followed in his footsteps, and Slavs, Wends, Poles, Prussians, Lithuanians, and Estonians were converted with such force that not one of these baptized peoples dared ever again to make inroads into the holy German Empire. If, however, the holy and blessed Carolus (as the Golden Bull* styles him for all eternity) could see what has become of the foundations he endowed to promote religion and science, or of his wealthy bishoprics, cathedrals, canonries, and convent schools, then the holy and blessed Carolus would brandish his Frankish sword and scepter at many of them with an unfriendly mien.

4. Lastly, it is undeniable that the bishop of Rome set his seal to all of this and conferred the crown, as it were, on the kingdom of the Franks. He had been its friend since the time of Clovis; he had taken refuge with Pepin and received from him as a gift all the Lombard territories that had been conquered by that point. On a later occasion he found asylum with Charles; and, having been triumphantly installed by him in Rome, he gave him in return, on that famous Christmas night, a new present, the Roman imperial crown. Charles appeared shocked and abashed; but the joyful acclamation of the people reconciled him to the novel honor; and, as this was, in the estimation of all European nations, the highest dignity in the world, who could be more worthy of it than this Frank? He, the greatest monarch of the west, king in France, Italy, Germany, and Spain, protector and propagator of Christianity, the true guardian of the Holy See, respected by all the sovereigns of Europe and even by the caliph in Baghdad. Soon, therefore, he came to terms with the emperor in Constantinople* and was styled Emperor of the Romans, though he resided in Aachen or traveled with his itinerant court around his great empire. He had earned the crown. O, if only it had been buried with him, at least for Germany’s sake!

For, after Charlemagne’s death, what use was the crown on the head of the good but weak Louis? Or, when Louis was compelled to divide his empire prematurely, how heavily it weighed on the heads of his successors! The empire crumbled, its fractious neighbors, the Northmen, Slavs, and Huns, rose up and ravaged the land; the right of might held sway; the imperial diets fell into decay. While brother fought against brother, father against son, in the most disgraceful wars, the clergy, including the bishop of Rome, posed equally disgracefully as their arbiters. Bishops grew up into princes; barbarian incursions drove everyone into the arms of those who ruled safely behind castle walls. In Germany, France, and Italy, governors and officers elevated themselves to sovereign lords; anarchy, treachery, cruelty, and discord prevailed. A mere eighty-eight years after Charlemagne’s imperial coronation, his legitimate line was extinguished in the direst distress; and his last illegitimate descendant to reign as emperor perished within a century of his death.* Only a man like him could rule over an empire of such vast extent, equipped with such an artificial constitution, composed of such disparate elements, and endowed with such pretensions. As soon as the soul had departed this gigantic body, it began to disintegrate, lingering for centuries as a rotting corpse.

So rest in peace, great king, too great for your successors down the ages! A thousand years have passed, and still a canal has not been dug to connect the Rhine and Danube, where you, a man of vigor, set to work on this task for a trifling purpose.* In your barbarous time, you founded institutions for education and the sciences, which afterward were abused and continue to be abused to this day. Compared to subsequent imperial decrees, your capitularies are divine laws. You collected the bards of ancient times; your son Louis* despised and sold them; in doing so, he destroyed their memory forever. You loved the German language and even strove to perfect it as best you could; you gathered to yourself men of learning from the remotest lands: Alcuin, your philosopher; Angilbert, the Homer of your academy at court; and the excellent Einhard,* your secretary, were dear to you. Nothing was more repugnant to you than ignorance, complacent barbarism, and indolent pride. Perhaps you will appear again in the year 1800* to repair the structure begun in 800. Until then, we shall venerate your relics, abuse your establishments according to the law, and disdain your old Frankish industry. Great Charles, your empire, which collapsed immediately after your passing, is your tombstone; France, Germany, and Lombardy are its ruins.



IV. Kingdoms of the Saxons, Northmen, and Danes

While the history of the German peoples in the heart of the European mainland limps along, rather uniform in its character, we now turn to the German maritime nations, who were swifter in their attacks, fiercer in their depredations, and less secure in their possessions. But at the same time we glimpse, as though in the teeth of ocean storms, men of the highest courage, undertakings of the most successful kind, and kingdoms whose genius still breathes the fresh sea air.

Already in the middle of the fifth century the Anglo-Saxons, who had long exercised themselves in the profession of war and the robber’s trade, both on land and at sea, set out from the northern coast of Germany to lend assistance to the Britons. Hengist and Horsa* were their leaders; and, having made light work of the enemies of the Britons, the Picts and Caledonians, and taken a liking to the country, they brought over more of their brethren. Nor did they rest until, after 150 years of the most savage wars and terrible devastation, Britain was all theirs, with the exception of its westernmost limits, Cornwall and Wales. Pinned up in these districts, the Cymry never succeeded in doing what the Visigoths in Spain accomplished; namely, to pour forth from their mountain strongholds and reconquer their old lands: for the Saxons, though a wild people, were soon fixed and confirmed in their captured territories as Catholic Christians.

For, not long after the founding of the first Saxon kingdom in Kent, the daughter of the orthodox King of Paris prepared her heathen husband, Æthelberht, to accept Christianity, which the monk Augustine, a silver cross in his hand, solemnly introduced to England. Gregory the Great, then occupying the See of Rome and burning with a desire to wed every throne to Christianity, particularly by the influence of suitable consorts, sent him there as a missionary, gave encouragement in his moment of doubt, and appointed him the first archbishop of this blessed isle, which, from the time of King Ine, has amply paid Saint Peter’s tribute money.* Scarcely any other country in Europe has been covered with so many convents and religious houses as England, and yet their contributions to literature have been less significant than one might expect. For Christianity here did not sprout from the root of an ancient apostolic church, as in Spain, France, Italy, and even in Ireland; the Gospel was brought to the rude Saxons in a newer form by modern Romish invaders.* These English monks won all the more distinction by subsequently embarking on foreign missions of conversion and would also have won merit for recording the history of their country in their monastic chronicles, had these escaped the ravages of the Danes.

Seven kingdoms of Saxon barbarians, with frontiers of unequal extent on a peninsula of no great size, both pagan and Christian, fighting wars now against, now alongside one another: this scarcely presents an edifying spectacle. And yet this chaotic state of affairs persisted for more than 300 years, with only ecclesiastical foundations and canons, or the rudiments of a legal code, like that of Æthelberht and Ine, for example, occasionally shining forth from the darkness. At length the Heptarchy was united under King Egbert; and though more than one prince had strength and courage enough to bring prosperity to his realm, yet for two centuries the raids of the Northmen* and Danes, who took to the sea with a renewed lust for plunder, precluded any lasting good on the coasts of France and England. The harm they inflicted is beyond description; the atrocities they committed are unutterable; and if Charlemagne had treated the Saxons with cruelty, and the Angles behaved similarly toward the Britons and Cymry, then the injustices that they perpetrated on these peoples were avenged on their posterity until all the fury of the warlike north was exhausted. As, however, it is precisely when assailed by calamity that the greatest souls show their mettle, so in England Alfred, among others, now came to the fore: a paragon of kingship in a time of crisis, a bright star in the history of mankind.

Though still a child when anointed as king by Pope Leo IV,* Alfred remained uneducated until the desire to read a book of Saxon epic poetry aroused his industry to such a pitch that he then progressed to the reading of Latin authors: and with these he quietly whiled away his hours until at the age of 22, on the death of his brother, he was called to the throne—and to every danger that has ever beset a throne. The Danes occupied the land: and, noting the courage and success of the young king, they so combined their forces in repeated attacks that Alfred, who had delivered eight blows against them in a single year; who had more than once compelled them to accept an oath of peace, sworn on a sacred ring; and who was as benign and just in victory as he was cautious and brave in battle; was at length obliged to flee, dressed as a peasant, for his own safety, shelter in a cowherd’s hovel, and serve this man’s wife incognito. But even then his courage did not desert him. With a few followers he built a fortress in the middle of marshland, which he called the Isle of Nobles and which was now the extent of his kingdom. For more than a year he lay in wait here, neither idle nor defeated. As if from an invisible castle he emerged to skirmish with his enemies, sustaining himself and his companions from the booty he won, until one of his loyal soldiers captured the raven banner,* the flag that he now regarded as an omen of his good fortune. Disguised as a minstrel, he stole into the Danish camp and enchanted them with his merry song; then, conducted into the prince’s tent, he observed everywhere their defenses and rapacious dissolution. Thereupon he returned, sent secret messengers to his friends to inform them he was still alive, and invited them to assemble in the corner of a wood. A small army was raised, receiving him with jubilation; and with these troops he advanced swiftly on the unsuspecting and then panicked Danes, routed them, boxed them in, and from these prisoners of war made allies and colonists in the desolate reaches of Northumberland and East Anglia. Their king was baptized, with Alfred standing as godfather, and this first glimmer of peace was immediately exploited to gain ground against his other foes, who were sucking the land dry in vast swarms. With astonishing speed Alfred restored his downtrodden state to order, rebuilt the cities that had been destroyed, extended his power on land and then at sea; so that in a short time the coast was guarded by a fleet of 120 ships. On the first report of an attack, he hastened to lend aid; and in a moment of emergency the whole country resembled a military camp, where everyone knew his post. Thus, for the rest of his life, he thwarted every raid staged by his enemies, and bequeathed to the state an army and a navy, arts and sciences, cities, laws, and order. He wrote books and was the teacher of the nation he protected. Equally great in private and public life, he divided the hours of his day like an accountant his ledger, and left as much room for recreation as he did for benevolent rule. Coming one hundred years after Charlemagne, he was, in a happily more limited circle, perhaps greater than he; and though, under his successors, many evils were caused by the pillaging of the Danes, and not least by the unrest of the clergy, because no second Alfred ever arose among their number: yet England has not wanted for excellent kings, established as it was on strong foundations from the earliest times, and even the attacks of their maritime enemies kept them vigilant and ready. Among these we ought to include Æthelstan, Edgar, and Edmund Ironside;* and it was only the treachery of the nobility that led to England becoming, under the last-named, the vassal of the Danes. Though Cnut the Great was recognized as king, this northern victor had only two successors. England broke free, and it was perhaps ultimately to its misfortune that the Danes did not give the pacific Edward any trouble. He compiled laws, left others to govern; the manners of the Northmen came to England from the French coast; and William the Conqueror spied his opportunity. A single battle elevated him to the throne and gave the land a new constitution. We must therefore acquaint ourselves more closely with the Northmen: since not only England, but also much of Europe, is indebted to them for the splendor of its spirit of chivalry.

________

Northern German tribes—the Saxons, Frisians, and Franks—were active at sea even in the earliest times; Danes, Norwegians, and Scandinavians rendered themselves conspicuous, under various names, by their even bolder deeds. Anglo-Saxons and Jutes set sail for Britain; and when the Frankish kings, particularly Charlemagne, extended their conquests northward, more and more daring bands launched their boats upon the waves, until at length the Northmen earned such a fearsome reputation at sea as those allied warriors, the Marcomanni, Franks, Alemanni, and so on, scarcely enjoyed on land. If I were to list the maritime heroes celebrated in the songs and legends of the north, I should have to count a hundred or more of these famous adventurers. Still, the names of those who distinguished themselves by discovering countries, or establishing kingdoms, must not be overlooked; and we are amazed by the broad expanse of ocean over which they voyaged. There, in the east, stands Rurik, together with his brothers, who founded Novgorod and thus laid the basis of the Russian state; Askold and Dir, who installed themselves in Kiev, which was subsequently united with Novgorod; Rogvolod,* who settled at Polotsk on the Dvina River, the ancestor of the Grand Dukes of Lithuania. In the north, Naddodd* was driven by a storm to Iceland and so discovered an isle that would soon become a refuge for the noblest families of Norway (surely the purest nobility in Europe), a place where the northern songs and sagas were preserved and increased, which for over 300 years was the seat of a pleasant and not uncultured liberty. To the west the Faroes, Orkneys, Shetland, and Hebrides were often visited, and in some cases populated, by the Northmen, and many of them were long ruled by northern jarls (earls), so that, even in their remotest corners, the dispossessed Gaels were not safe from German peoples. They were already settled in Ireland during the time of Charlemagne, where Dublin was granted to Olaf, Waterford to Sitric, and Limerick to Ivar.* In England, where they were known as Danes, they were equally formidable; not only did they occupy Northumberland, which they governed for 200 years, alternating with Saxon earls, sometimes as sovereigns, sometimes as vassals, but under Cnut, Harold Harefoot, and Harthacnut the whole of England was subject to them. They had harassed the French coasts since the sixth century; and Charlemagne’s apprehension that they would bring grave danger to his country was proven to be abundantly justified soon after his death. There are no words for the ravages that they committed, not only on the shore, but, after sailing upriver, in the very heart of France and Germany; so that most of the cities and settlements, some tracing their origin to the Romans and others to Charlemagne, met with a dismal end; until at length Rollo, who received the baptismal name Robert, became the first duke of Normandy* and the progenitor of more than one royal house. From him descended William the Conqueror, who imposed a new constitution on England: the consequences of his design would embroil England and France in a war lasting four hundred years, which, in a singular fashion, trained each nation on and through the other. Those Northmen, who with almost unbelievable courage and success repelled the Arabs from Apulia, Calabria, Sicily, and for a time even Jerusalem and Antioch, were adventurers hailing from the duchy founded by Rollo; and the successors of Tancred,* who afterward wore the crown of Sicily and Apulia, were his posterity. Were we to recount all the bold exploits that the Northmen performed on pilgrimages and expeditions, on voyages and in the service of Constantinople, in almost every land and on every sea, as far as Greenland and America, then the tale would have the air of romance. For our purposes, therefore, we shall confine ourselves to the principal effect of these, as determined by their character.

As rude as the inhabitants of the northern coasts must long have remained, as a result of their climate and soil, their establishments and mode of life: yet in them lay, particularly in their maritime existence, a germ that in milder regions could quickly put forth budding shoots. Strength and courage, prowess and skill in all the arts that would later be recognized as knightly; a pronounced sense of honor and noble pedigree; together with the well-known northern esteem for the female sex as the prize of the most valiant, handsome, and worthy man—these qualities must have ingratiated the northern pirates to the south. On land, laws spread outward, so that every expression of rude self-activity under them must either become a law itself or be snuffed out; but on the wild element of the sea, where the sovereignty of a land king does not extend, the spirit is refreshed. It roams about in search of war or booty, which this youth is eager to bring home to his bride or that husband to his wife and children as proof of his merit; while a third seeks a more permanent acquisition by conquering some distant country. Worthlessness was the chief vice in the north, punished in this life with contempt and in the next with the torments of hell; whereas valor and honor, friendship unto death, and a chivalrous respect for women were virtues that, with the conjunction of various historical circumstances, contributed much to the so-called gallantry of the Middle Ages. When Northmen settled in a French province and their leader, Rollo, was betrothed to the king’s daughter; when many of his brothers-in-arms followed his example and united themselves with the noblest blood in the land; the court of Normandy soon became the most splendid in Western Europe. As Christians, they could no longer practice piracy against other Christian nations; but they could receive and cultivate such of their brethren as came after them, so that this coast, excellently situated, became a center and place of improvement for the seafaring Northmen. When the Anglo-Saxon royal family, dispossessed by the Danes, found asylum with them, and Edward the Confessor, who had been educated among the Normans, gave them hope that they would themselves succeed to the English throne; when William the Conqueror won the kingdom with a single decisive battle and thereafter filled the highest offices, both civil and ecclesiastical, with Normans; Norman manners and the Norman language quickly became the polite manners and language of court in England. What these once-rude warriors had learned in France, and assimilated with their own nature, was transferred to Britain, including a strict feudal system and forest law. And though many of the Conqueror’s laws would subsequently be abolished, and the milder Anglo-Saxon laws of former times reinstated, still the spirit that the Norman families implanted in the nation could no longer be banished from its language and manners: hence a Latin graft flourishes even on the stock of English. The British nation would scarcely have become what it became before others, had it rested on its lees; but it was long agitated by the Danes; then the Normans inserted themselves, drawing it over the sea and involving it in protracted wars in France. There its proficiencies were exercised; the conquered became conquerors, and at last, after many revolutions, a political structure emerged that, in all likelihood, would never have developed from the Anglo-Saxon monastic economy [Klosterhaushaltung]. An Edmund or an Edgar would not have resisted Pope Hildebrand* as William opposed him, and the English knights would have been no match for the French in the Crusades, had their nation not been stirred up from within by the Normans and forcibly beaten into shape by various other circumstances. The engrafting of peoples at the right time seems as indispensable to the progress of mankind as transplanting to the fruits of the earth or cultivation to the wild tree. Fixed in one and the same spot, the best will eventually die.

The Norman tenure in Naples and Sicily was not as long or as happy, though the story of their acquisition truly reads like a romance of personal valor and the spirit of adventure. They first encountered these fair lands on pilgrimages to Jerusalem; then, by lending assistance to the oppressed, between forty and one hundred men laid the foundation for their future dominion. Rainulf became the first count of Aversa, and three of the intrepid sons of Tancred, who had also arrived to seek their fortune, were rewarded for their many exploits against the Arabs with the County, and later the Duchy, of Apulia and Calabria. More of Tancred’s sons followed: William Iron Arm, Drogo, and Humphrey; Robert Guiscard and Roger wrested Sicily from the Arabs, and Robert bestowed on his brother the crown of this fine kingdom. Robert’s son Bohemond found his fortune in the Orient; and when his father went after him, Roger became the first king of both Sicilies, invested with spiritual as well as temporal power. Under him and his successors, the sciences put forth a few young buds in this corner of Europe: the school at Salerno arose in the midst, as it were, of the Arabs and the monks of Monte Cassino;* jurisprudence, medicine, and philosophy began, after a long winter, to burst once more into leaf and grow new branches. The Norman princes maintained themselves valiantly in dangerous proximity to the Papal See; they made peace with two Holy Fathers when these were in their power, thus acting with more prudence and vigilance than most of the German emperors. It was a pity that they entered into marriage alliances with these and thereby gave them a claim to succession; and an even greater pity that the plans, which Frederick II, the last of the Hohenstaufen emperors, had in mind for this region, were frustrated in so cruel a manner. Both kingdoms remained henceforth the plaything of nations, the booty of foreign conquerors and viceroys, and above all of a nobility that even now obstructs any reform of the constitution of this once flourishing land.*



V. The Northern Kingdoms and Germany

The history of the northern kingdoms, obscure until the eighth century, has this advantage over the histories of most European countries, that it rests on a mythology, recorded in songs and sagas, which can serve as its philosophy. For in this we come to know the spirit of the people, their notions of gods and men, the direction of their inclinations and passions, in love and hatred, in their expectations of this life and the one beyond: a philosophy of history such as we encounter, outside of the Edda, only in Greek mythology. And the history of these northern kingdoms must be comparatively simple and natural; because, once the Finnic tribes had been pushed to ever higher latitudes or brought to heel, they suffered no hostile incursions by any foreign nation: for after the great migration to the more southerly climes, what nation would desire to invade this corner of the world? Where necessity holds sway, men must long live according to its imperatives; and so the German peoples of the north remained in a state of freedom and independence much longer than any of their brethren. Mountains and deserts separated the tribes from one another, who were nourished by rivers and lakes, forests, pastures and fields, as well as by the sea that teemed with fish; and those who found no sustenance on land took to the ocean and sought food and plunder elsewhere. In these regions, as in a northern Switzerland, the simplicity of primitive German manners was long preserved, and indeed will continue to be preserved, when in Germany itself it will have passed into ancient legend.

When, here as elsewhere, free men were in time subjected to nobles; when several of these nobles made themselves kings of the fields and of the frozen wastes; when from many petty kings one high king eventually arose: the coasts of Denmark, Norway, and Scandia were again fortunate that those unwilling to serve might go in search of another land. And so, as we have seen, the surrounding seas would become the domain of roving adventurers, who regarded plunder as a local and legitimate trade, rather like the whale or herring fisheries. At length, even the kings involved themselves in this family business, conquering one another’s territories or those of their neighbors; but the majority of their foreign acquisitions were soon lost. The coasts of the Baltic suffered the worst: the Danes did not rest until, after countless depredations, they had put an end to the commerce of the Slavs and their wealthy ports, Vineta and Julin, while, long before the Saxon hordes, they exercised over the Prussians, Curonians, Livonians, and Estonians the right of conquest and of exacting tribute.

Nothing was more inimical to such activity than Christianity, which was supposed to abolish the heroic cult of Odin. Charlemagne had already endeavored to baptize the Danes, as he had done the Saxons, but it was his son Louis who, in Mainz, first succeeded in this trial with a king of Jutland.* His conversion, however, was not well received by his countrymen, who long continued to rape and ravage the coasts of Christendom: for the example of the Saxons, whom Christianity had reduced to Frankish slaves, was too near at hand. The hatred that these peoples felt for Christianity was deeply rooted, and Ketil the Pagan* preferred to retire to his tomb, where he spent the last three years of his life, rather than submit to baptism. What use could those who inhabited the islands and mountains of the north have for articles of faith and canonical precepts, belonging as these did to a hierarchical system that had overturned the sagas of their ancestors, sapped the manners of their tribe, and made them, in spite of the poverty of their country, the tributary vassals of an ecclesiastical court in far-off Italy? The religion of Odin was so engrained in their language and way of thinking that Christianity could find no purchase for as long as a trace of his memory remained—hence the religion of the monks was implacably hostile to the tales, songs, customs, and monuments of paganism, while the spirit of the people was firmly attached to these and despised in return the practices and legends of the monks. The ban on Sunday labor, the penances and fasts, the prohibited degrees of marriage, the monastic vows, the whole priestly order, for whom they had nothing but contempt—these the northern peoples stubbornly refused to understand, so that the holy men who sought to convert them, and even their newly converted kings themselves, were, if not driven away or murdered, put to a great deal of trouble before the pious work could be completed. But as Rome knew which net would best ensnare each nation, so these barbarians, too, as a result of the unceasing efforts of their Anglo-Saxon and Frankish converters, were captivated, as it were, by the pomp of the new worship: the choral singing, the incense, the candles, temples, high altars, bells, and processions. And as they fervently believed in ghosts and sorcery, so they, together with their houses, churches, graveyards, and household effects, were released by the power of the Cross from the enchantments of paganism only to fall under the spell of Christianity: thus they were possessed by the demon of a double superstition. But some of those by whom they were converted, in particular Saint Ansgar,* were truly men of merit and, in their own way, heroes for the welfare of mankind.

________

Lastly, we come to the so-called fatherland of the German peoples, but which now merely contained their sorry residue: Germany. Not only had half the country been occupied by a foreign nation, the Slavs, following the emigration of so many tribes; but even the German rump was reduced, after repeated devastations, to a Frankish province in thrall to the great empire. Frisians, Alemanni, Thuringii, and at length the Saxons were obliged to accept servitude and Christianity, such that the Saxons, for instance, when they became Kerstene (Christians) and forswore the idol Wotan, were compelled at the same time to resign their rights and possessions to the will of His Most Sacred Majesty, King Charles, to beg on their knees for their lives and liberty, and to promise to remain faithful both to the triune God and His Most Sacred Majesty, King Charles. This shackling of free and independent peoples to the Frankish throne necessarily hindered the spirit of their original establishments: many of them were treated with mistrust or severity, with the inhabitants of whole districts removed to distant parts; while none of the remaining nations gained the time or space for their peculiar formation [eine eigentümliche Bildung]. Immediately after the death of the giant, by whose embrace alone this empire, which violence had joined together, was maintained, Germany began to be passed, its borders often changing, from one weak Carolingian to the next; and as it was forced to take part in the never-ending wars and conflicts of this unhappy dynasty, what could become of it and its internal constitution? Unfortunately, it formed the northern and eastern frontier of the Frankish Empire, and thus of the whole of Roman Catholic Christendom, along which were camped savage and resentful peoples, who seethed with inexorable animosity and would make this land the first sacrifice on the altar of their vengeance. While in one direction the Northmen advanced as far as Trier, extorting from the nation a disgraceful peace, in the other Arnulf, with the aim of destroying the kingdom of the Slavs in Moravia,* recruited the fierce Magyars, thereby exposing the country to prolonged and terrible devastation. The Slavs at length came to be regarded as the hereditary enemies of the Germans, and for centuries were the object of their valiant military exercises.

The means adopted under the Franks to aggrandize and secure their empire proved even more burdensome for a divided Germany. It inherited all those bishoprics and archbishoprics, abbeys and chapters that, in border regions, had once supported the conversion of the pagans; those court offices and chancelleries in districts that no longer belonged to the empire; those dukes and margraves who had been appointed to protect the imperial frontier and whose numbers were increased by the long struggle against Danes, Wends, Poles, Slavs, and Magyars. The most glittering, and inessential, bauble of all was ultimately the crown of Roman Emperor, which alone has probably done more harm to Germany than all the invasions of the Tartars, Magyars, and Turks together. Louis, the first Carolingian to whose lot Germany fell,* was no Roman Emperor, and during the partitioning of the Frankish Empire, popes made such sport with this title that they gifted it now to this Italian prince, now to that one, and even conferred it on a Count of Provence, who would die in obscurity after his eyes were put out. Arnulf, an illegitimate descendant of Charlemagne, coveted this title, which, however, was not passed to his son; nor did the first two kings of German blood, Conrad and Henry,* aspire to it. Otto, who was invested with the diadem of Charlemagne at Aachen, took the risky step of modeling himself after this great Frank; and when, after an expedition to rescue the beautiful widow Adelaide from imprisonment, he gained the Kingdom of Italy, thereby opening the way to Rome,* claim succeeded claim, war succeeded war, from Lombardy down to Sicily and Calabria. Here, for the honor of the emperor, German blood was spilt; Germans were betrayed by Italians; German emperors and empresses were mistreated in Rome; Italy was sullied by German tyranny; and Germany was deflected from its course by Italy, lured over the Alps to squander its spirit and strength, made dependent on Rome for its constitution, and, at odds with itself, rendered harmful to itself and others, without the nation ever deriving an advantage from this glittering accolade. Sic vos non vobis* was ever its humble motto.

The German nation deserves all the more credit because, though placed in this perilous situation by the conjunction of events, it stood firm as the bastion of Christianity, ensuring the liberty and security of the whole of Europe. Henry the Fowler fashioned Germany into this defensive wall, and Otto the Great put it to good use; but the faithful and willing nation continued to follow its leader even when he himself, amid the general chaos of its constitution, had no clue where he was leading it. When even the emperor could not protect his people from the robberies of the higher orders, some members of the nation immured themselves in cities and purchased from their erstwhile robbers a safe conduct for their trade, without which the land would long have remained a Tartary. Thus was an unpeaceable state converted, by the nation’s own powers, into a tranquil and useful one held together by commerce, alliances, and guilds; thus did manufactures arise and throw off the oppressive yoke of feudal bondage, some of which German industry and integrity exalted into arts, which were then transmitted to other nations. What these have brought to perfection, the Germans had for the most part first attempted; though, oppressed by poverty and necessity, they seldom enjoyed the satisfaction of seeing these arts practiced and flourishing in their fatherland. They went abroad in great numbers to the north, east, and west, becoming the masters who instructed foreign countries in the use of all manner of mechanical inventions. It would have been the same with the sciences, had not the nature of their state turned all the institutions of knowledge that were in the hands of the clergy into political cogs of a disordered machine, thereby keeping them in great measure from the pursuit of science. The abbeys of Corvey, Fulda, and so on have done more for the advancement of the sciences than large swaths of other countries, and, amid all the confusions of these centuries, the abidingly loyal and honest character of the German tribe is still plain to see.

German women were not inferior to the men: domestic activity, chastity, fidelity, and honor have been a distinguishing feature of the female sex in all the German tribes and peoples. The earliest industry practiced by this nation was in the hands of women: they wove and knitted, oversaw the farm laborers, and even those who belonged to the highest ranks managed domestic affairs. At the imperial court, the emperor’s consort had her own extensive household, on which often a considerable part of his revenue was spent, an institution that was long retained by many princely dynasties and by no means to the detriment of the country. Even the Romish religion, which has tended very much to depreciate the worth of women, was unable, on this score at least, to exert as much influence here as in warmer lands. The nunneries in Germany were never the tombs of chastity to the degree they were west of the Rhine or south of the Pyrenees or Alps; rather, they, too, were the workshops of various German manufactures. In Germany, the gallantry of knightly manners was never elevated to that refined sensuality that it attained in sultrier, more voluptuous regions; for the very climate necessitated more frequent confinement indoors, whereas other nations could pursue their occupations and amusements in the open air.

Lastly, when Germany became a separate empire, it could boast greater emperors; or at least more diligent and benevolent emperors, among whom Henry, Otto, and the two Fredericks* stand out. What might these men have accomplished in a more stable and definite sphere!

Let us now, in addition to the particulars that we have adduced, take a general view of the establishment of the German peoples, in all the lands and kingdoms that they acquired. What were their principles? And what are the consequences of these principles?



VI. General Remarks on the Establishment of the German Kingdoms in Europe

If establishments of society be the greatest work of art of the human mind and human industry, as they always rest on the whole state of things, according to time, place, and circumstances, and therefore must be the result of many experiences and of constant vigilance; then it may be surmised that a German establishment, in the form in which it existed on the shores of the Black Sea or deep in the northern forests, was bound to have quite different consequences if it was transplanted among civilized [gebildete] peoples or those depraved by luxury and superstitious religion. It was easier for the Germans to overcome than to govern these or to govern themselves well in their midst. All too quickly, then, the German kingdoms, once founded, either went under or decayed from within, to such a degree that their long subsequent history consisted merely of the patching-up of a failed establishment.

1. Every conquest of the German peoples entailed an increase in collective property [Gesamt-Eigentum]. The nation represented one man; to it any acquisition belonged by the barbarian right of war and was to be distributed among its members such that it continued in common ownership [Gemeingut]. How was this possible? Shepherds on their steppes, hunters in their forests, an army with its spoils, fishermen with their shared catch—all can divide what they have among themselves and yet remain a whole. With a conquering nation settled over a wide area this becomes much more difficult. Every soldier was now a landholder on his newly acquired manor; though he was still liable to military service and other duties to the state, it was not long before his public spirit began to wane, he ceased to attend the national assemblies, and sought, by assuming other obligations, to discharge himself even of the requirement to heed the summons to war, which now seemed to him a burden. This is how it went under the Franks, for example: the Field of Mars was soon neglected by the free commoners; its affairs were left to the discretion of the king and his ministers, and the Heerbann itself could only be kept alive by deliberate effort. By assigning their military service to the ever-ready knights, and giving them generous compensation, the free commoners were in time inevitably relegated to a greatly inferior position: and so the stem of the nation grew feeble and lethargic, like the diverging branches of a river that eventually slow to a trickle. If a kingdom thus established was attacked in this period of initial relaxation, is it any wonder that it should succumb? Is it any wonder that on this idle course, even in the absence of an external enemy, the best rights and possessions of the free commoners should be usurped by others? The constitution of the whole was adapted for war or an active mode of life, not to a distracted, industrious, and peaceful existence.

2. Accompanying every victorious king into a country was a troop of nobles who, as his comrades and loyal followers, his servants and retinue, received their share of his conquered territories. At first this was held only for term of life; but eventually the manors allocated to them became hereditary: the sovereign made such gifts until he had nothing left to give and himself was impoverished. Under most constitutions of this sort, the vassals so drained the feudal lord, the servants their master, that, if the state endured for any length of time, the king, to whom none of his useful prerogatives remained, was the poorest in the land. Now if, as we have seen, it was in the nature of things that, during protracted periods of warfare, the nobles gradually cut down the stem of the nation, the free commoners, or at least those of them who had not raised themselves to the nobility; then we see how the vaunted knightly profession, in those days quite indispensable, could attain such eminence. The kingdoms were conquered by warlike hordes; he who persevered longest in the exercise of arms continued to add to his acquisitions until there was nothing left to win by sword or main force. In the end, the sovereign had nothing, because he had enfeoffed everything; and the free commoners had nothing, because they either were reduced to poverty or had themselves become nobles; and the rest of the people were serfs.

3. As the kings were expected to travel around the collective property of their people—or rather be present everywhere, which was impossible—so viceroys, dukes, and counts were essential. And as the legislative, judicial, and executive powers were not yet separated in the German constitution, so it was almost inevitable that, under weak kings, the viceroys of great cities or distant provinces should in time themselves become sovereigns or satraps. Their district, like a piece of Gothic architecture, contained everything in miniature that the kingdom possessed at large; and as soon as they and their nobility, according to the circumstances, could reach agreement, the petty kingdom, though still dependent on the state, was now complete. This was how Lombardy and the Frankish Empire, barely held together by the silken thread of a royal name, began to disintegrate. This is what would have happened to the Gothic and Vandal kingdoms, had they lasted long enough. To rejoin these fragments, where every part strove to form an independent whole, has been, for all the kingdoms in Europe of the German constitution, a labor of 500 years, and some of these have not yet succeeded even in restoring their own members. The seeds of this separation lie in the constitution itself: it is a polyp in which the whole lives in every severed limb.

4. As everything in this collective body depended on personality, so its head, the king, though he was anything but absolute, represented the nation in his person as well as in his household. Consequently, his collective dignity [Gesamtwürde], which was intended to be merely a political fiction, was transferred to his satellites, ministers, and vassals. Personal service to the king was considered as the first form of state service, because those who surrounded him—chaplains, equerries, stewards—were often required to assist and attend him at councils, courts of justice, and on other occasions. As natural as this was, given the rude simplicity of those times, it became less so when these chaplains and stewards were supposed to be actual representative figures of the realm, the highest officers of the state, invested with dignities that were inherited in perpetuity; and yet a barbarous pageant of this kind, which might be fit for the tent of a Tartar khan but not for the palace of a father, leader, and judge of the nation, is the basis of every German kingdom in Europe. What previously had been a political fiction was now the naked truth: the whole kingdom was transformed into the table, stable, and kitchen of the king. A singular transformation! Those who were servants and vassals themselves might still be represented by these magnificent head-servants; but not the body of the nation; no free member of which had been servant of the king, but rather his comrade and fellow combatant, and which could not allow itself to be represented by any of the royal household. Nowhere has this Tartar constitution flourished more, and risen to such splendid heights, than on Frankish soil, whence it was transplanted to England and Sicily by the Normans; to Germany, with the imperial crown, and from there to the northern kingdoms; and lastly, with the greatest pomp, from Burgundy to Spain; everywhere bringing forth new blossoms, according to time and place. Neither Greeks nor Romans, neither Alexander nor Augustus, were acquainted with such a conception of the state, which made the household of the regent the form and substance [Summe] of the realm; but it is native to the banks of the Yaik and the Yenisei.* Hence it is not without significance that the sable and ermine have become its emblem and heraldic device.

5. This constitution would hardly have gained or preserved such a firm foothold in Europe, had this barbarism not been preceded, as we have seen, by another species of barbarism with which it entered into a friendly alliance: the barbarism of the Roman papacy. For as all that remained of the sciences, which even the barbarians could not do without, was then in the hands of the clergy; so they, lacking any desire to acquire science themselves, had but one means left to add it, so to speak, to their conquests: to admit the bishops among them. That is what happened. And as the bishops became an estate of the realm, along with the nobility, and courtiers, along with the other attendants at court; as they, too, were granted benefices, privileges, and lands, and for various reasons enjoyed preeminence over the laity; so no political constitution was more pleasing or dear to the papacy than this one. While it is undeniable, on the one hand, that the clergy has contributed much to the softening of manners and otherwise to securing order; yet, on the other, by introducing a double jurisdiction, indeed an independent state within a state, it shook the principles of civil government. No two things could be more alien to one another than the Roman papacy and the spirit of German manners; the former undermined the latter at every turn, while appropriating much of these manners for itself; and ultimately reduced everything to a Germano-Roman mishmash. That which had long caused all the German peoples to tremble they would in time cherish more than anything else; they suffered their own principles to be used against them. The landed properties of the Church, which it wrested from the state, became a single domain extending throughout Europe, which the bishop of Rome ruled and protected with more vigor than any temporal prince. This was a constitution full of contradiction and fatal discord.

6. Neither monks nor warriors feed a country; and as so little provision was made for the productive class under this establishment, which tended rather to reduce them all to the bond-service of bishops and nobles, so we see that the state was long deprived of its most vital motor: human industry, the free and active spirit of invention. The fighter thought himself too grand to work the fields and sank from his place; but the temporal and ecclesiastical lords would have their serfs, and serfdom has never brought any advantage to the world. For as long as land and manorial tenures were regarded not as a useful and organic body, in its every part and product, but as an indivisible and lifeless possession, appertaining, in the quality of an immovable estate to which a number of serfs were attached, to the Crown or the Church or the son and heir of some noble family; then, to an untold degree, the way was blocked to the right use of this land and a true estimation of human powers. The greater part of the lands became a scanty common, with men clinging to its meager soil like beasts and prevented by a harsh law from ever detaching themselves from it. The arts and crafts went the same way. Practiced by women and menial servants, they long remained, by and large, a menial occupation: and when convents, which knew of their utility from the Roman world, brought them within their walls; when emperors granted to convents the privileges of city corporations, the course of things was not altered. How can the arts be raised when agriculture is depressed? When the original source of wealth, the independent and gainful industry of men, runs dry, thereby cutting off all the streams of commerce and freedom of trade? When priest and warrior alone are able to enjoy seigniorial authority, wealth, and property? According to the spirit of the times, therefore, the arts likewise could only be introduced by corporate bodies (universitates) in the form of guilds: a rude structure that, though necessary in those days for security, was also a fetter that precluded any activity of the mind outside its scope. We owe to such constitutions that barren commons are still found in countries that have been tilled for centuries; that ancient prejudices and errors still survive, faithfully preserved, in firmly established guilds, orders, and confraternities. The mind of men was shaped on the last of handwork and then found protection in the privileges of the guildhall.

7. All this makes plain that the idea of the German popular constitution, as natural and noble as it was in itself, could, when applied to extensive kingdoms and especially to conquered, long-cultivated, or indeed Romano-Christian territories, be nothing but a bold experiment, liable to all sorts of abuse. It required lengthy practice by many peoples of sound sense, in the north as well as the south, then various tests and improvements before it could attain a measure of stability. In small municipalities, in judicial proceedings, and everywhere where vital presence is important, it shows itself to be unquestionably the best. The ancient German principles that every man shall be tried by his peers; that the judge derives from the jury his right to sit in judgment; that every crime demands satisfaction only as an offence against the community; and that a verdict must be reached not by following the letter of the law but by taking a lively view of the case: this, together with a host of customs relating to the administration of justice, corporations, and other matters, bear witness to the clear mind and equitable spirit of the Germans. With regard to the state, too, the principles of common property, common defense, and common liberty were grand and noble; but as these necessitated men capable of keeping all its members together, of striking a balance between them, and of animating the whole with a single glance; and as such men were not born under the law of primogeniture: so the result was more or less the same as it has been everywhere else. The members of the nation dissolved into unruly violence; the unarmed were oppressed; and the want of understanding and industry was compensated by long periods of Tartar disorder. Be that as it may, in the history of the world, the common constitution [Gemeinverfassung] of the German peoples has been, as it were, the tough shell in which the residue of culture was protected from the storms of time and in which the common spirit [Gemeingeist] of Europe developed, slowly and secretly ripening toward its future activity in every region of the earth. In the meantime, two exalted phantoms, a spiritual and a temporal monarchy, made their appearance; but these promoted ends quite different than those for which they were designed.

_____________


1. A brief, but accurate description of these migrations and movements with their often-changing frontiers may be found in Johann Christian Gatterer, Abriß der Universalhistorie [Outline of Universal History] (Göttingen, 1773), pp. 449ff. More detail is provided by Johann Jacob Mascov, Geschichte der Teutschen [History of the Ancient Germans] (Leipzig, 1727); Johann Christian Krause, Geschichte der wichtigsten Begebenheiten des heutigen Europa [History of the Most Consequential Events in Modern Europe] (Halle, 1789).


2. Pierre Pithou, Codicis legum Wisigothorum (Paris, 1579).


3. Antonius Schultingh, Jurisprudientia vetus ante-Justinianea (Leipzig, 1737), p. 683; Jacobus Gothofredus, Prolegomena ad Codiciem Theodosianum.


4. Lucan, Mela, Columella, the two Senecas, Quintilian, Martial, Florus, and others were from Hispania; see Luis Velasquez, Geschichte der spanischen Dichtkunst [History of Spanish Poetry], pp. 3ff.


5. The decrees of the Church councils may be found, in addition to the more comprehensive collections in España sagrada: teatro geografico-historico, 29 vols. (Madrid, 1747–72), in Juan de Ferreras, Historia de España (Madrid, 1700–1727). The Visigothic laws are contained not only in Pithou, but also in Friedrich Lindenbrog, Codex legum antiquarum (Frankfurt am Main, 1631) and elsewhere.


6. I have not been able to see with my own eyes the inquiry of a Swede into the causes of the sudden collapse of this kingdom; Carl Olof Iserhielm’s Dissertatio historico-politica de regno Westrogothorum in Hispania (Uppsala, 1705) contains academic declamations.


7. The Spanish commentators on Roman law, as well as on the Siete Partidas, the Leyes de Toro, the Autos y acuerdos del Consejo Real, form a numerous host, and in them the nation’s acumen was exhausted.*


8. Konrad Mannert’s Geschichte der Vandalen [History of the Vandals] (Lepizig, 1785) is a not unworthy, youthful attempt by this man who has erected, in his Geographie der Griechen und Römer [Geography of the Greeks and Romans] (Nuremberg, 1788), a lasting monument to himself.


9. Most of what we know of Attila’s appearance derives from the embassy of Priscus, from which we cannot with any confidence make inferences as to his life as a whole. Various clarifications of this matter and on the manners of the peoples have been collected by F. C. J. Fischer in connection with his discovery of the poem De prima expeditione Attilae (Lips, 1780), as well as in commentaries on it as in the treatise Sitten und Gebräuche der Europäer im 5. und 6. Jahrhundert [Manners and Customs of the Europeans in the Fifth and Sixth Centuries] (Frankfurt, 1784).


10. Leaving aside those who have treated of legal history, both in general and in particular, Giannone’s History of the Kingdom of Naples is very useful in regard to all the laws of the nations who have ruled Italy. An excellent work of its kind.


11. The peoples and kingdoms considered here, to whatever extent they pertain to Switzerland, are discussed, with much insight, in Johannes Müller’s Geschichten der schweizerischer Eidgenossenschaft [Histories of the Swiss Confederation] (Leipzig, 1786); so that I should like to call this book a library abounding in historical understanding. A history of the origin of Europe, written by this author, would perhaps become the first and only work of this kind.


12. In my judgment, the most recent history of Charlemagne’s reign by Dietrich Hegewisch takes the same view of his convictions as I have sketched here (Geschichte der Regierung Karls des Großen [Hamburg, 1791]). The whole perceptive book is a commentary on what here can be given only in summary.









Book 19


SCARCELY HAS there ever been a play on a name more consequential than the one made in connection with Saint Peter, that an indestructible church would be built on the rock of his faith and the keys of the kingdom of heaven entrusted to him.* The bishop, who sat on a throne believed to be the Chair of Saint Peter, and in proximity to his tomb, was shrewd enough to interpret this as referring to himself; and as, by the conjuncture of circumstances, he obtained not only the primacy of the greatest Christian church, but also the right to issue spiritual decrees and commands, the power to convoke councils and to decide their business, to determine and defend doctrine, to absolve irremissible sins, and to grant liberties that no one else could grant; or, in short, the power of God on earth; so very soon he passed from this spiritual monarchy to its sequel, the temporal-spiritual. As he had previously done to the bishops, so he now weakened the authority of the territorial sovereigns. He conferred the imperial crown of the west and exempted himself from recognizing its supremacy. Wielding anathemas and interdicts, his dread hand raised up kingdoms and gave them away, chastised and pardoned kings, deprived countries of religious worship, released subjects and vassals from their obligations, deprived his entire clergy of wives and children, and generally founded a system that the lapse of centuries may have shaken but not yet destroyed. A phenomenon of this kind demands attention; and as no regent in the world was obliged to overcome greater obstacles to the expansion of his power than the bishop of Rome, it deserves at least to be discussed, like every other political constitution, without bitterness and rancor.1


I. Roman Hierarchy

Before beginning construction of a building, it is customary to draw up plans; but seldom is this the case with political edifices, which time alone has brought to completion. We may even question whether Rome would ever have achieved its spiritual grandeur had it worked assiduously toward that goal with unflinching gaze. The bishops who occupied the Holy See were as different from one another as the incumbents of every other throne; and even the most capable operators faced their moments of adversity. But to turn these moments of adversity to its advantage, to exploit the mistakes of both its predecessors and its enemies: this was the policy [Staatskunst] of the Holy See and the means by which it arrived at stability and majesty. Let us consider just some of the many historical circumstances, and the principles, that underlay Rome’s greatness.

The very name of Rome speaks volumes: the ancient queen of the world, the head and crown of nations, aroused even in her bishop the ambition of becoming, after his own fashion, the head of nations. The legends of Peter’s episcopacy and martyrdom would not have had the same political effect in Antioch or Jerusalem as in the flourishing church of ancient, eternal Rome: for how much did the bishop of this venerable city find there that could not fail to exalt him, almost against his will! The inextinguishable pride of the Roman people, to which many an emperor was obliged to yield, bore him aloft on their shoulders and inspired him, the shepherd of the foremost nation on earth, with the thought of attending this high school of science and politics, to which even in Christian times men made pilgrimages to study Roman law, so that he might acquaint himself with these subjects and, like the ancient Romans, rule the world by his edicts and legislation. The splendor of pagan worship lay all around in plain view; and as this had been connected with the magisterial power in the Roman constitution, so the people expected in their Christian bishop, too, the pontifex maximus, haruspex, and augur of old. Accustomed to triumphs, festivals, and ceremonials of state, they watched gladly as Christianity emerged from tombs and catacombs into temples that were worthy of Roman greatness; and so, thanks to its directives, festivals, and rites, Rome became the head of nations for a second time.

Rome displayed its legislative prudence early by insisting on ecclesiastical unity, doctrinal purity, orthodoxy, and catholicity as the foundation on which the Church ought to be built. Already in the second century Victor was so emboldened that he refused to recognize the Christians of Asia Minor* as his brethren because they would not celebrate Easter at the same time as he did; indeed, the first schism between Jewish and gentile Christians* was probably settled in Rome, where both Peter and Paul are peacefully interred.2 This spirit of a universal doctrine endured in the Roman See; and though some of the popes themselves have scarcely avoided the accusation of heresy, their successors have always been able, on taking the helm, to steer the orthodox Church back on course. Rome never bowed to heresy, no matter how often it pressed, no matter how dire its threat: though eastern emperors, Ostrogoths and Visigoths, Burgundians, and Lombards were all Arians, and some of these were masters of Rome, yet Rome remained Catholic. At length it had no compunction in separating itself from the Greek Church, though this represented almost half a world. This foundation of inviolate purity and universality of doctrine, supposedly resting on Scripture and tradition, was bound eventually, when favorable circumstances arrived, to form the plinth supporting a spiritual seat of judgment.

These favorable circumstances duly arrived. After the emperor had left Italy; when the empire was partitioned, overrun by barbarians, and Rome had been repeatedly sacked; its bishop had more than one opportunity to become its savior as well. He acted as the father of the now-abandoned royal city; and the barbarians, who venerated the glory of Rome, feared its high priest. Attila withdrew; Genseric surrendered; furious Lombard kings threw themselves at his feet, even before he was master of Rome. He long knew to trim between Greeks and barbarians; he knew to divide so that one day he might rule. And when this policy of dividing ceased to be effective, he had already prepared his Catholic Francia to assist him. He crossed the mountains and received from his deliverer more than he had asked for: not only his episcopal capital, but all the cities of the Exarchate. At last Charlemagne was crowned Roman emperor; and now the word was: one Rome, one emperor, one pope! Three inseparable names, which from that moment on would bring weal and woe to the nations. The liberties that the bishop of Rome took, even with the son of his benefactor, were unheard of;* and his later successors could expect still more. He mediated between the emperors, commanded them, deposed them, and from their heads stripped the diadem that, to his way of thinking, he had bestowed on them. It was the good-natured Germans, who for 350 years journeyed to Rome to acquire this bauble, willingly sacrificing the blood of their nation to do so; it was they who raised the arrogance of the popes to its most terrible height. Without a German emperor and the wretched constitution of his empire, there would have been no Hildebrand; and even now Germany is, because of its constitution, the pillow on which the Roman diadem rests.

As pagan Rome was conveniently situated for its conquests, so too was Christian Rome. From the North Sea and the Baltic, from the Black Sea and the Volga came countless peoples, whom the bishop of Rome was eventually obliged to sign with the orthodox cross if they were to live peacefully in this orthodox region; and those who did not come of their own accord he sought out. He sent prayers and incense to the nations, in exchange for which they pledged gold and silver and endowed his numerous servants with fields, woods, and meadows. But the most valuable gift that they had to offer was their naïve and untutored hearts, which sinned more as their knowledge of sin increased, from a list of sins that he had given them so that they might receive absolution. Here the Keys of Saint Peter were put to use, and they were never heard to turn in the lock without a fee. What a fine inheritance for the clergy were the territories of the Goths, Alemanni, Franks, Angles, Saxons, Danes, Swedes, Slavs, Poles, Magyars, and Prussians! The later these peoples entered the kingdom of heaven, the dearer was the price of admission—and often they were compelled to pay with their land and liberty. The farther they sat to the north or east, the slower was the progress of their conversion and the more profuse their gratitude: the more reluctantly they embraced the faith, the more firmly did they eventually believe. At length the Roman bishop’s fold reached all the way up to Greenland, from the Daugava and Dnieper in the east to the outermost promontories of the west.

Winfrid or Saint Boniface,* the converter of the Germans, did more to elevate papal authority over the bishops outside of Rome than any emperor could have done. As bishop in a land of infidels, he had sworn an oath of loyalty to the pope, which subsequently, by persuasion or command, was required of other bishops, too, so that eventually it became the law in all Catholic kingdoms. The frequent partitioning of the imperial dominions under the Carolingians also altered the boundaries of the dioceses, affording the pope ample opportunity to exercise influence in them. Lastly, the Pseudo-Isidorian Decretals,* which, first published in the Carolingian period, presumably at some point during the last years of the unified Frankish Empire and the creation of the Kingdom of East Francia, were accepted as genuine from negligence, trickery, and ignorance, thereby impressing with the stamp of ancient authority all the abuses that had recently crept in: this single book was of greater utility to the pope than ten imperial diplomas: for ignorance and superstition in general, which covered the whole of the western world, were the wide and deep sea into which Saint Peter’s net was cast.

The political art of the bishops of Rome is most evident in their ability to turn the most unfavorable circumstances to their account. They were long pressed by the eastern and often by the western emperors as well; and yet first Constantinople was obliged to recognize their claim to the title of universal bishop,* and then Germany had to concede to them the investiture of the ecclesiastical peers of the realm.* The Greek Church broke away, from which the pope also profited, as in it he could never have attained the same authority that he strove after in the west; now his grip on his own church tightened. Muhammad appeared, and the Arabs took control of a large area of southern Europe, even attempting a landing and making raids on the outskirts of Rome;* this misfortune, too, proved beneficial to the pope, who knew how to make the most both of the weakness of the Greek emperors and of the danger that threatened Europe, took to the field as the savior of Italy, and thenceforth, with Christianity serving as his battle-standard, marched against all unbelievers. This was a dreadful kind of war, to which he had the power to enforce by interdict and excommunication and in which he was not only the herald, but also often treasurer and general. He likewise exploited the success of the Normans against the Arabs, rewarding them with lands that did not belong to him and thereby securing his rear so as to permit maneuvers on his front. It is true that he advances farthest who does not know at the outset how far he will go, but takes strict measures to avail himself of every circumstance that time puts in his way.

________

Let us pick out, with neither love nor hate, some of these measures that redounded to the advantage of the court of Rome.

1. Rome’s dominion was based on faith, a faith that was supposed to promote the welfare of men’s souls in this world and the next. To this system belonged everything that can direct the soul: and on all of this Rome got its hands. From the cradle to the grave—and beyond, to the very fires of Purgatory—human beings were under the control of the Church, from which they could not extricate themselves without sinking into hopeless despair: it molded their minds; perturbed and then calmed their hearts; through confession it held the key to all their secrets, to their conscience, to everything that they carried with and about them. Under its tutelage the believer remained in minority for the duration of his life; and in the article of death it bound him with sevenfold bonds the more liberally to loosen the penitent and giving. This was equally the case with kings and beggars, knights and monks, husbands and wives: master neither of his understanding nor of his conscience, everyone had need of guidance; and there was no shortage of guides. As man is an indolent creature and, when once he has become accustomed to having his soul under Christian care, he cannot easily do without it, but rather commends this gentle yoke to his posterity as the pillow of the sick, so the dominion of the Church was founded in man’s inmost recesses. With the understanding and conscience of the faithful in its power, everything else followed: it was simple enough that, sowing his spirit, it reaped his body. He had resigned himself, and the Church long since inherited possession of him, from deep inside, for the term of his mortal life.

2. To guide this faith the Church employed not the greatest or most important means, but the smallest and most comprehensible, because it well knew how little is needed to excite men’s devotion. A cross, an image of Madonna and Child, a mass, a rosary: these answered the Church’s purposes better than a host of refined speculations would have done; and even these utensils were administered with the most frugal diligence. Where a mass sufficed, the Eucharist was not necessary; where Low Mass was enough, High Mass was not required; if the transubstantiated bread was eaten, the transubstantiated wine could be dispensed with. Such economy gave the Church scope for countless liberties and uncostly gifts: for even the thriftiest economist would be hard put to make more of water, bread, wine, a string of glass or wooden beads, a little wool, oil, and the cross than the Church indeed made. It was the same with formularies, prayers, and ceremonies. They were never invented and prescribed in vain; old formularies persisted, though new ones were suited to the modern age: pious posterity should and would be blessed like their ancestors. Still less did the Church ever disavow any error that it committed: when these were too egregious, a veil was simply drawn over them. Otherwise everything remained as it was, and, when the opportunity arose, the error was not corrected but rather multiplied. Before it filled heaven with saints in this deliberate way, the Church was full of riches and miracles; but even in regard to the miracles of the saints the hagiographers did not overtax their inventive powers. Everything was repeated and built on the great underlying principle of popularity, comprehensibility, and familiarity, because frequent and shameless repetition, even of that which is least credible, is enough to command and eventually receive belief.

3. The policy of Rome was to combine with the principle of the smallest means the most refined and the grossest such that it could hardly be surpassed in either. No one could be more humble, wheedling, and imploring than the popes in times of need or toward those who were compliant and good-natured. Through them speaks now Saint Peter, now a tender father; but no one could act with greater candor or vigor, coarseness or severity when it was necessary to do so. They never disputed, but decreed; a sly audacity that stuck to its course, no matter whether it was accompanied by begging and pleading, demands, threats, defiance, or punishment: this characterizes the language of the Romish bulls, almost without equal. Hence the peculiar tone of the canon law, encyclical epistles, and decretals of the Middle Ages, so singularly different from the dignity of ancient Roman legislation; the servant of Christ is accustomed to speaking to laymen or his inferiors, always certain of his cause, never disavowing what he has uttered. This holy despotism, burnished with paternal worth, has accomplished more than the empty courtesy of those inane political intrigues in which no one trusts. It knew what it wanted and how to demand obedience.

4. Roman policy did not favor or concern itself with any particular object of civil society; it existed for its own sake, availed itself of everything that might serve it, was capable of destroying all that stood in its way: for it cared only for itself. A clerical state that existed at the expense of all Christian states could not fail to benefit now the sciences, now morality and order, now agriculture, arts, and commerce, when it suited its purpose; but that papism proper never had any regard for pure enlightenment, for progress toward an improved system of government, along with everything pertaining thereto, is borne out by the whole history of the Middle Ages. The most promising germ could be crushed as soon as it presented a danger; even a more learned pope was obliged to conceal his opinions or adjust them when they diverged too far from the eternal interest of the See of Rome. Conversely, whatever promoted this interest—arts, taxes, a rebellious citizenry in the towns, the donations of lands—was nurtured and managed for the greater glory of God. In the midst of all this activity, the Church was the fixed center of the universe.

5. Roman political rule might employ whatever was conducive to this purpose: war and the sword, bonfires and imprisonment, forged documents, perjury sworn on the holy sacrament, inquisitorial tribunals and interdicts, opprobrium and misery, temporal and eternal misfortune. To stir up a country against its sovereign, it might be denied every means of salvation, except at the hour of death. The Keys of Saint Peter prevailed over the commandments of God and man, over the rights of individuals and nations.

6. And as this edifice was supposed to be superior to all the gates of hell; as this system of canonical institutions, the power of the keys to bind and release, the magical authority of sacred signs, the gift of the Spirit, transmitted from Peter to his successors and those whom they consecrated in turn, preaches nothing but eternity; who could conceive of a more deeply reaching empire? To it the clergy belongs in body and soul: with tonsures and an irrevocable vow they become its servants in perpetuity. Inextinguishable is the bond that joins Church and priest: deprived of wife and child, ancestors and inheritance, he is cut off from the fruit-bearing tree of the human species and grafted on to the perennially barren tree of the Church. Henceforth his honor is merely its honor; its gain is his gain; no change of mind, no remorse is possible until death ends his term of service. But in recompense the Church offered its vassals a wide array of rewards, a high ladder that they might climb to become, though servants, wealthy and far-commanding, the masters of the great and free of the earth. The honor-seeking it enticed with honors, the devout with devotion, and it had wages and inducements to tempt every man. This legislation also has the peculiarity that, so long as a piece of it remains, the whole is still present. And with each individual maxim, all must be followed: for it is the rock of Peter from which the fisherman casts his imperishable net; it is the coat without seam that, instead of being rent, fell to the lot of just one of the soldiers.*

7. And who was this individual at the head of his sacred college in Rome? Never a mewling child, to whom men had taken an oath of loyalty, perhaps even at his cradle, thereby pledging their allegiance to every whim and fancy that he might entertain for the rest of his life; never a boy at play, with whom men ingratiated themselves by indulging his youthful follies so they might later become the pampered darling of his caprice: rather, a man of mature years, or even old and gray, was elected; who, for the most part already practiced in the affairs of the Church, knew in which field he should set his laborers to work. Or he was closely related to the princes of his time and at a critical juncture was chosen precisely for the difficulty that he should overcome. He had but a few years to live and no posterity to whom he could legitimately pass on his wealth; but even if he did so, it was barely worth a mention in the grand scheme of the pontificate. The interest of the See of Rome was continuous; the experienced old man was only installed so that he might also put his name to what was done. Some popes sank beneath the burden; while others, men who were versed in the law, politically shrewd, bold and steadfast, accomplished more in a few years than weak governments could achieve in half a century. Even were we to enumerate only the greatest, worthiest, and most eminent popes, it would be a long list of names to recite; many of whom must cause us regret that they could not apply themselves to some other end. Far fewer depraved softlings have occupied the Chair of Saint Peter than the thrones of worldly regents; and with many of these their faults are so conspicuous only because they were the faults of popes.



II. Effect of the Hierarchy on Europe

First and foremost, we cannot omit to mention the good that Christianity, in whatever guise it has worn, must by its very nature have done. Compassionate toward the poor and persecuted, it took them under its wing and offered protection from the savage depredations of the barbarians: with many bishops in Gaul, Spain, Italy, and Germany having given proof of this as saints. Their residences and their temples became a refuge for the distressed; they bought the freedom of slaves, emancipated those who had been abducted, and curbed where they could the barbarians’ abhorrent traffic in human beings. No one can deprive Christianity of the honor of having shown, true to its basic principles, kindness and generosity to the oppressed of mankind; from the beginning, it has worked for the salvation of men, as is shown even by the many impolitic laws of the eastern emperors. As such beneficence was still more indispensable in the Western Church, so many decrees of the bishops in Spain, Gaul, and Germany urge this conduct, even without the assistance of the pope.

It is likewise undeniable that, in these times of general uncertainty, temples and convents were also the sanctuaries of quiet industry, commerce, agriculture, arts, and handicrafts. The clergy founded annual fairs, which, in celebration of this fact, are even now known as Messen,* bringing peace to them with the Pax Dei* when even the king’s and emperor’s ban could not secure them. Artisans and manufactories removed themselves behind the walls of convents and sought asylum from the feudalizing nobility. Agriculture, so long neglected, was practiced by monks, both by their own hands and those of others; they produced whatever was needed in the convent or at least provided space and paid a meager wage for manufactures. In convents, the extant works of ancient authors were rescued, occasionally transcribed, and thereby preserved for posterity. Lastly, with the aid of religious worship, a link, weak though it may have been, was retained with the Latin language, which one day would lead men back to the literature of antiquity and to the source of better wisdom. For such times were convent walls built, which furnished pilgrims, too, with safety, shelter, comfort, sustenance, and lodging. It was by journeys of this kind that connections between countries were first established by peaceful means; for a pilgrim’s staff offered protection where a sword scarcely could. And a rudimentary knowledge of foreign lands, together with legends, tales, romances, and poems, thereby began to develop.

All this is true and beyond question; but as much of it would have happened even without the bishop of Rome, let us consider the benefits that his spiritual supremacy actually conferred on Europe.

1. The conversion of many heathen peoples. But by what means were they converted? Often by fire and sword, by Vehmic courts* and wars of extermination. Let no one object that the bishop of Rome did not order these himself: for he condoned them, enjoyed their fruits, and imitated them when he could. Hence those inquisitorial tribunals at which psalms were sung; hence those crusading missions, the spoils of which were shared by popes and princes, knightly orders, prelates, canons, and priests. Those who escaped the carnage were reduced to a state of serfdom, in which most of them persist to this day. Thus was Christian Europe founded; thus were kingdoms established and their sovereigns consecrated by the pope; and thus was Christ’s cross carried, as an emblem of death and destruction, to every quarter of the globe. America still smokes with the blood of her slain, and the enslaved nations of Europe still curse their converters. And you, the countless victims of the Inquisition in the south of France, in Spain, and in other parts of the world: your ashes have been scattered by the winds, your bones turned to dust; but the history of the atrocities committed against you will remain an eternal accusation raised by an offended mankind.

2. To the hierarchy is ascribed the merit of having united the peoples of Europe in a Christian republic; but in what might this consist? That all nations knelt before one cross, and heard one mass, would be something; but not much. That in spiritual matters they should all be governed from Rome was not advantageous to any of these countries: for they were greatly burdened by the tribute that flowed there and by the numberless host of monks, priests, nuncios, and legates. There was less peace between the European powers than ever: among other reasons, because of the false state system that the pope himself supported in Europe. Christianity may have put a stop to heathen piracy, but powerful Christian nations chafed against one another, while internally they were all full of confusion, animated by a civil and ecclesiastical spirit of rapacity. Precisely this dual sovereignty, a papal state within every other state, precluded each kingdom from arriving at its principles of government, to which men turned their thoughts only after they had freed themselves from the supremacy of the pope. Europe has worn the mantle of a Christian republic only against the infidels, and even then seldom to its credit: for the Crusades scarcely seemed feats of glory to the epic poet.

3. It is reckoned to the honor of the hierarchy that it represented a counterforce to the despotism of the princes and nobility and elevated the lower class. True though this statement may be on its face, it nevertheless admits of qualification. Despotism was in fact so utterly opposed to the original constitution of the German peoples that, were this disease of the mind susceptible of being learned, we might more justly claim that kings learned it from the bishops. For instance, from the abuse of Scripture, from Rome, and from their own clergy bishops derived oriental or monastic notions of blind submission to the will of a supreme ruler and insinuated them into the laws of nations and the education of princes; it was they who transformed the office of the regent into an idle dignity and, by means of the oil of divine right, invested his person with the authority of self-conceit. Those to whom kings turned to establish their despotic power were almost always ecclesiastics: if they could be bought off with gifts and privileges, then others might well be sacrificed. For in general was it not the bishops who, in expanding their power and privileges, showed the secular princes the way or jealously followed their example? Was it not they who sanctified the illicit booty? Finally, the pope as the arbiter of kings and the despot of despots sat in judgment by right divine. In the time of the Carolingian, Frankish, and Swabian emperors, he took liberties that would have drawn universal condemnation to a lay ruler: the life of Frederick II of the House of Hohenstaufen, from his minority under the guardianship of the most jurisprudent of all popes to his own death and that of his grandson Conradin,* may stand as a summary of what can be said about the supremacy of the popes over the princes of Europe. The blood of this dynasty will never be washed from the Apostolic Throne. What a tremendous height, to be the lord chief justice of Christendom, exalted above all the kings and countries of Europe! Gregory VII, truly no ordinary man, Innocent III, Boniface VIII* are eloquent examples.

4. The great institutions of the hierarchy in all Catholic countries are unmistakable; and perhaps the sciences would long since have sunk into destitution had they not found a scanty sustenance in the crumbs dropped from these ancient and holy tables. Nevertheless, we should be wary of misapprehending the spirit of earlier times. Agriculture was not the chief object of any Benedictine, but rather monastic devotion. He ceased to work as soon as his labor was no longer required; and how great was the share of his earnings that went to Rome or where it should not have gone! The useful Benedictines were followed by a series of other orders that, while congenial to the hierarchy, were extremely burdensome to the arts and sciences, to the state and to mankind—the mendicants in particular. All of them, together with nuns of every sort (the Brothers and Sisters of Mercy being perhaps the sole exception), belong only in those harsh, benighted, and barbarous times. Who today would found a convent according to the Benedictine Rule so that the soil might be improved or build a cathedral so that a fair might be held on its grounds? Who would receive instruction in the theory of commerce from monks; the best system of political economy from the bishop of Rome; or the principles of education from the master of a cathedral school? In those days, however, everything that was even indirectly conducive to science, morality, order, and gentility was of inestimable value.

The extorted vows of chastity, idleness, and monastic poverty are not to be included under this head, at any time or in connection with any religious sect! They were indispensable to the supremacy of the papal throne, which needed to divorce the servants of the Church from the social world, so that they might live wholly within its jurisdiction; but they were never adapted or beneficial to mankind as a whole. Let him remain celibate, beg, chant psalms, recite the rosary, and scourge himself, who can and will; but that confraternities of this sort, standing under public protection, indeed under the seal of sanctity and supererogatory merit, should be favored with privileges, sinecures, and a permanent revenue at the expense of active, useful industry, virtuous domestic economy, indeed the desires and impulses [Triebe] of our very nature—who would praise or endorse such a state of affairs? Gregory VII may have been unconcerned by the sighs of lovesick nuns, the furtive ways of the brothers, the sins of the clergy, both silent and brazen, their violations of the matrimonial bond, the accumulation of property in mortmain, the inflamed ambition of a detached priestly estate, as well as every other confusion to which all this was bound to give rise; but the consequences can be read, plain as day, in the pages of history.

5. Similarly, we are not inclined to heap praise on the pilgrimages of holy idlers. Where they did not, in some clandestine manner, directly serve commerce or political intelligence, they contributed only imperfectly and incidentally to the knowledge of foreign countries and peoples. Certainly, it was a great convenience, while wearing the pilgrim cloak, to find security everywhere, food and repose in charitable convents, traveling companions on every road, and, at last, in the shade of a temple or sacred grove, the desired comfort and absolution. But to return this charming vision to the realm of serious truth: those we see donning palmer’s weeds are often miscreants who would atone for base crimes by an easy pilgrimage; insane devotionists who have forsaken, or given away, house and home, renounced the first duties of their station or of mankind to remain afterward, for the rest of their lives, vagabonds, half-mad, arrogant, or dissolute fools. The pilgrim’s life was seldom saintly, and even today the expense that they impose on some kingdoms, at the main sites along their route, amounts to a veritable robbery of those countries. The simple fact that this pious craze for pilgrimage to Jerusalem brought forth the Crusades, among other things, led to the creation of various religious orders, and miserably depopulated Europe—this alone speaks against it. And if it was used as cover by missionaries, then their ulterior purpose was surely not an unadulterated good.

6. Finally, the bond by which all the Roman Catholic lands were incontestably united, the Latin of the monks, had also its fair share of knots. It not only kept the vernacular languages of the nations occupying Europe, and with them the nations themselves, in a state of rudeness; but above all deprived the common people of the least share in public deliberations because they were ignorant of Latin. When the vernacular idiom was excluded from national affairs, so too was a significant part of the national character; while monastic Latin insinuated that pious monastic spirit that knew how to flatter, shark, and indeed to falsify as the opportunity presented itself. That the records of sundry European nations—their laws, decrees, testaments, commercial instruments, title deeds, and ultimately their very history—were written in Latin for hundreds of years was of great benefit to the clergy, as the learned class, but could only be detrimental to the nations themselves. Only by cultivating its native language can a people lift itself out of barbarism; and Europe remained barbarous for so long precisely because for almost a thousand years a foreign language intruded on the natural organ of its inhabitants, dispossessed them even of the last vestiges of their literary monuments, and for so long rendered an indigenous code of laws, a specific constitution, and a national history quite impossible. Russian history alone was based on documents composed in the local tongue, precisely because the state continued to stand apart from the hierarchy of the Roman pope, whose emissary Vladimir* would not receive. In every other country of Europe, the monastic language stifled everything that it could stifle, and merits acclamation only as a language of necessity or as the narrow bridge by which the literature of antiquity could be saved for better times.

Reluctantly have I set down this tempered praise for the Middle Ages. I am quite aware of the worth that many institutions of the hierarchy still have for us; I understand the dire circumstances under which they were established; and am glad to linger in the awful gloom of their venerable edifices. As a crude vehicle of transmission, one capable of withstanding the onslaught of the barbarians, it is inestimable and attests to both the energy and forethought of those who endowed it with all that is good; but it can hardly acquire a lasting and positive value for all ages. When the fruit is ripe, the shell bursts.



III. Secular Protectors of the Church

The kings of German tribes and peoples were originally generals elected to that position, the elders of the nation, the highest judges. When anointed by bishops, they became kings by divine right and protectors of the Church in their domains; when the pope coronated the Roman emperor, he appointed himself coadjutor, as it were: he the sun, the emperor the moon, and the other sovereigns the stars in the firmament of the Catholic Church. This system, designed in darkness, first emerged into the crepuscular dawn; but very soon it was to see the broad light of day. Already Charlemagne’s son resigned his crown at the behest of the bishops and accepted it again only at their fresh command.* Under his successors the compact was frequently renewed, so that kings should regard their spiritual and secular orders [Stände] as fellow-helpers in affairs of the church and of the state. At length Pseudo-Isidore made universal the principle that the Keys of Saint Peter authorize the pope to excommunicate princes and kings and to declare them incompetent to rule. The pope arrogated to himself various rights over the Roman imperial crown in particular and was confirmed in them. Henry of Saxony was content to style himself King of Germany, until the pope invited him to assume the imperial diadem; Otto and his successors down to Frederick II also received the crown from him and believed that they had thereby been given precedence or even a kind of paramountcy over all the kings of Christendom. They, who often experienced such difficulties in governing their own dominions in Germany, felt aggrieved when land was conquered from the Greek Empire without their having enfeoffed it; they waged war against the heathens and installed bishops in their territories. As the pope created a Christian king in Hungary, so the first Christian prince in Poland was a vassal of the German emperor, and a great many conflicts were afterward fought in consequence of this feudal dependency. Henry II received from the pope the golden imperial orb as a symbol that the world belonged to him, while Frederick II was excommunicated* because he delayed beginning the crusade that had been pressed on him. A council deposed him; the pope declared the imperial throne vacant, which now was debased so low that no foreign prince would accept it. The Christian sun was thus a bad advisor to its moon: for the protectorship of Christendom resulted in the German emperors being unable any longer to protect themselves. They were to travel hither and thither, hold diets and tribunals, confer fiefs, scepters, and crowns, all according to the instructions of the pope, who, from his seat on the Tiber, governed the world by his legates, bulls, and interdicts. There is not a Catholic kingdom in Europe that has not shared this notion of its king as the protector of the Church under the suzerainty of the pope; indeed, for some considerable time this was the general public law [Staatsrecht] of Europe.3

All the internal arrangements of the kingdoms could not fail to conform to this notion: for the church was not in the state, but rather the state in the church.

1. As ecclesiastics and laity everywhere constituted the estates of the realm,* so the most important political, chivalric, and feudal customs were, so to speak, stamped with the seal of the Church. The kings held their grand court-days on festivals; their coronation took place in temples; their oath was sworn on the Gospel and holy relics; their robes were consecrated, their swords and crowns sacred. Owing to their dignity, they were themselves considered as servants of the Church and enjoyed the privileges of the clergy. All state occasions were more or less connected to mass and religion. The squire’s first sword was blessed on an altar; and when in time knighthood attained the solemnity of an order [Orden], a third of its rites were religious in character. Piety here joined hands with honor and love: for to wield the sword in defense of Christendom, as well as of injured innocence and virtue, was the professed object of all chivalric orders. Christ and the apostles, the Mother of God and other saints had long been the patrons of Christendom, of every estate and office, of particular guilds, churches, abbeys, castles, and families; soon their images became military insignia, standards, seals; their names the watchword and war-shout. Men drew their blades when the Gospel was read out loud and went into battle with a Kyrie eleison* on their lips. Practices of this kind so prepared the way for those campaigns against heretics, heathens, and infidels that a great cry needed only to be raised at the right time, accompanied by sacred signs and promises, and Europe struck out against Saracens, Albigensians, Slavs, Prussians, and Poles. The knight and the monk might even be combined in the singular form of an order of knights spiritual: for in specific instances bishops, abbots, and even popes had confounded the crosier with the sword.

The aforementioned creation of the Kingdom of Hungary by the pope provides a succinct example of these manners. The emperor and empire had long pondered how the savage and often defeated Magyars might finally be pacified. Baptism, it was determined, would be the only effective means to this end; and when, after much effort, this venture succeeded, with a king raised as a Christian, Saint Stephen, himself performing the work of conversion, an apostolic crown (likely an Avarian robbery) was sent to him; he received the Holy Lance, a Hungarian mace, and the Sword of Saint Stephen to protect and extend the Church in every direction; the orb, the episcopal gloves, and the cross.* He was appointed Apostolic Legate and wasted no time in founding a canonry in Rome, a monastery in Constantinople, hospitals, hostelries, and seminaries in Ravenna and Jerusalem; in redirecting pilgrimage routes through his lands; in admitting priests, bishops, and monks from Greece, Bohemia, Bavaria, Saxony, Austria, and Venice; in establishing the archdiocese of Gran as well as a number of other dioceses and convents; and in installing the bishops, who were not exempt from military service, as one of the estates of his realm. He promulgated a legal code, the spiritual part of which he borrowed from western sources, particularly Frankish capitularies and Mainzian ecclesiastical decrees; and bequeathed it as the fundamental law of the new Christian kingdom. Such was the spirit of the age, which formed the basis of Hungary’s entire constitution, determining the relations and fate of its inhabitants—and, with small variations according to time and place, it was no different in Poland, Naples, and Sicily, or in Denmark and Sweden. Everything floated on the sea of the Church: the feudal system was one side of the ship, episcopal power the other; the king, or emperor, made the sails, while the pope sat at the helm and steered the vessel.

2. In all kingdoms, the jurisdiction was arch-Catholic. The statutes and customs of nations were obliged to yield priority to the decretals of popes and synods; indeed, even when Roman law came generally into force, it was preceded by canon law. It is undeniable that all this smoothed the rough edges of the peoples: for when religion condescended to sanctify even trial by combat, or to replace it with the ordeal, these practices were curtailed and superstition at least placed within less harmful bounds.4 Abbots and bishops were the arbiters of peace and ministers of divine justice; churchmen were for the most part court clerks, the framers of laws, ordinances, and capitularies, and often also state ambassadors on the most important occasions. The judicial authority that they had enjoyed among the northern heathens was transferred to Christendom, until they were eventually unseated by the doctors of laws. Monks and confessors were often the oracles of princes; and in the evil affair of the Crusades Saint Bernard was the oracle of Europe.

3. The little medicine that existed in the Middle Ages was, if it not practiced by Jews or Arabs, in the custody of the clergy; hence, as with the northern heathens, it was a tangle of superstition. The Devil and the cross, sacred objects and incantations played a significant role: for the true knowledge of Nature, save for a few traditions, had vanished from Europe. Hence so many diseases, under the name of leprosy, the plague, the Black Death, and Saint Vitus’s Dance, spread with contagious fury through entire countries; no one could arrest their progress because no one was acquainted with them or their proper remedies. Unclean clothing, a lack of linen, confined quarters, and even an imagination clouded by superstition, could only make things worse. It would have been true protectorship if the whole of Europe, under the command of the emperor, pope, and the Church, had united against the outbreak of such epidemics, as real works of the Devil, and refused to let the pox, plague, or leprosy into their lands; but they were allowed to enter, rage, and run riot until the poison consumed itself. Nevertheless, to the Church are also owed those few countermeasures that were in fact taken: what had not yet been raised to an art was performed as an act of mercy.5

4. The sciences were not so much in the state as in the church. What was taught, and in any case copied down, was what the latter wanted: everything proceeded from the monastic schools, and so a monkish way of thinking also prevails in the few productions of the mind that appeared in those days. Even history was written for the church and not for the state, because with the exception of the clergy very few people could read; hence even the best authors of the Middle Ages bear the mark of priestcraft. Legends and romances, which was all that the wit of men then contrived, turned in a narrow circle: for few works of the ancients were in use. Hence few ideas could be compared and the imagery that Christianity had to offer at the time was by and large soon exhausted. Moreover, it did not provide a poetic mythology; a few details from ancient history, and from the fables of Rome and Troy, interwoven with more recent events, made up the whole crude tapestry of medieval poetry. Even when men began to compose poetry in the vernacular languages, they started with spiritual subjects, which were combined in singular fashion with the stories of knights and heroes. For the rest, neither pope nor emperor6 troubled himself with literature as a means of enlightenment; save alone for jurisprudence, which became indispensable to both in their usurpations. A pope like Gerbert,* who loved the sciences as a connoisseur, was a rare phoenix: otherwise the ship of the Church was weighed down with the ballast of cloistral scholarship.

5. Similarly, of the arts only those few held firm without which churches, castles, and towers could not exist. Gothic architecture, as we call it, is so consistent with the spirit of the age, with the religion, mode of life, requirements, and climate of its contemporaries that its development was just as peculiar and periodic as clergy and chivalry, or feudalism and the hierarchy. Of the lesser arts those were preserved and perfected that pertained to blazonry, to the ornamentation and function of churches, castles, and convents; their products were inlaid work and wood carvings, stained glass and illumination, icons, tapestries, reliquaries, monstrances, cups, and chalices. These things, not excepting church music and the hunting-horn, marked the rebirth of the arts in Europe—how very different from the way it had been in Greece!7

6. Industry and commerce, too, acquired their extensive reach from the all-embracing ecclesiastical and feudal systems in Europe. The noblest service that kings and emperors rendered as protectors was doubtless that they delivered cities from the threat of violent robbery and artists and craftsmen from the yoke of serfdom; they safeguarded and promoted the free practice of trade and industry by means of privileges, exemptions from imposts, market peace, and safe convoy, and sought to eliminate the barbarous right of salvage and to relieve the useful inhabitants of the towns and countryside from other oppressive burdens—to which the Church also made notable contributions.8 The bold idea of Frederick II, however, to abolish all corporations and confraternities in his cities, like many hatched by this energetic mind, far transcended his own time. Corporate bodies were still necessary; where, as in chivalry and monasticism, many stood for one and guided, even in the smallest companies, the apprentice to ever higher degrees, much as the knight and friar ascended in their orders. Here as there, every advancement through the ranks was accompanied by similar solemnities; indeed, the spirit of the guilds and societies was imparted even to commerce. The greatest trade association, the Hansa itself, originated in fraternities of merchants, who at first roamed like pilgrims; but necessity, and dangers on land and at sea, drove their union to become ever wider and deeper, until at last, under the protection of European Christendom, there arose the most expansive commercial republic that the world has ever seen. Later, the universities became similar corporations: Gothic institutions such as neither Orientals nor Greeks and Romans had ever known; but, like monasticism and chivalry, indispensable to their time and useful to all subsequent ages for the preservation of learning. In the Middle Ages, too, a peculiar kind of civic life established itself; which, so different from the municipia of the Romans, was erected on liberty and security, according to German principles, and brought forth industry, art, and sustenance wherever it could. Though it bears all the signs of its difficult birth, caught between the nobility, clergy, and princes, it has nevertheless exerted a powerful influence on European culture. In short, whatever could arise beneath the low, vaulted ceiling of the hierarchy, feudal system, and royal patronage [Schirmvogtei] did in fact arise; the firm edifice of Gothic architecture seemed to want but one thing: light. Let us see by what singular ways it entered the building.



IV. Kingdoms of the Arabs

The Arabian Peninsula is one of the most distinctive regions of the earth, seemingly ordained by Nature herself to lend its resident nation a peculiar character. That great desert between Egypt and Syria, stretching from Aleppo to the Euphrates, provided, like a southern Tartary, ample room for a herding and marauding existence and since the remotest times has been occupied by tribes of roving Arabs. The mode of life of this people, who looked on cities as prisons; their pride in an ancient and indigenous origin, in their God, in their rich and poetic language, in their noble horses, in their proficiency with sword and bow, along with everything else that they held sacred in their possession—all this appeared to prepare the Arabs for a role that, when their time came, they have played in three continents and in a manner quite different from those Tartars of the north.

Already in the age of ignorance, as they call their earlier history, they had spread beyond their peninsula, establishing small kingdoms in Iraq and Syria. Arab tribes lived in Egypt; the Abyssinians were descended from them; the whole of the African waste seemed to be their inheritance. Their peninsula was separated from the rest of Asia by desert, which barred the way to the frequent campaigns of conquerors; they remained free and proud of their pedigree, of the nobility of their families, of their unvanquished bravery and their unadulterated language. Moreover, they were at the center of the southern and eastern trade, and consequently had knowledge of every nation engaged in this trade—and in which, owing to the fortunate situation of their country, they themselves were able, and indeed obliged, to take part. From an early date, therefore, an intellectual culture sprang up here that could never have arisen in the Altai Mountains or the Urals; with their language the Arabs developed a keen faculty for figurative speech and words of wisdom long before they knew how to set them down in writing. On the Sinai the Hebrews had received their Law and almost always dwelt among them; when Christians emerged and began to persecute one another, Christian sects also turned their attention to them. How could it be otherwise, then, that from the mixture of Jewish, Christian, and native ideas, among such a people and in such a language, a new flower should bloom when its season arrived and that, when it burst forth, at the intersection of three continents, it should gain the widest diffusion through commerce, war, migrations, and literature? Arabian fame, a fragrant bush sprouting from such barren soil, is therefore a very natural wonder, requiring only the appearance of a man who knew how to bring it to blossom.

At the beginning of the seventh century, this man duly appeared, a singular combination of everything that nation, tribe, time, and region had to offer: merchant, prophet, orator, poet, hero, and legislator, all after the Arabian manner. Muhammad was born into the noblest tribe in Arabia,9 the hereditary guardians of the purest dialect and of the ancient national shrine, the Kaaba; a boy of handsome form, not wealthy, but raised in the household of a well-respected man. Already in his youth he enjoyed the honor, in the name of the whole nation, of restoring the sacred Black Stone to its place;* circumstances led him to acquire on his commercial voyages an early knowledge of other peoples and religions and, subsequently, to amass a considerable fortune. The praise that had been bestowed on him as an extraordinary young man; the dignity of his tribe and clan; his own early activity in connection with the Kaaba had no doubt left their mark on his mind; added to this were the impressions that he had received of the state of Christianity; Mount Sinai, capped with a hundred tales from ancient history, rose up before him; the belief in a divine inspiration and legation was common to all these religions, ingrained in his people’s way of thinking, and flattering to his own character: all of this probably operated so deeply on his soul, during the fifteen years in which he led a life of contemplation, that he came to believe that he, the Koreishite,* he, the man of distinction, had been chosen to renovate the doctrines and duties associated with his ancestral religion and to reveal himself as a messenger of God. Not only the dream of his journey to heaven, but also his life and the Koran itself show how heated was his imagination and that no artfully contrived imposture was necessary for him to be convinced by the delusion of his prophetic calling. Not in the effervescence of youth did Muhammad enter the scene, but in his fortieth year: at first as the prophet of his household, revealing himself to but few people and gaining scarcely six proselytes in three years; but when, at the celebrated banquet of Ali,* he proclaimed his mission to forty of his fellow tribesmen, he thenceforth shouldered everything that a prophet must expect from the opposition of the incredulous. His followers rightly reckon their calendar from his flight to Yathrib (Medina); in Mecca either his undertaking or his life would have been destroyed.

If, therefore, his hatred of the abominations of idolatry, which he saw practiced by his tribe and claimed to find in Christianity also, along with an exalted enthusiasm for the doctrine of one God and a way of serving him through cleanliness, devotion, and good works, seem to have been the foundation of his prophetic vocation; then the corrupt traditions of Judaism and Christianity, his nation’s poetic mode of thought, his tribe’s dialect, and his own personal gifts were, so to speak, the wings that carried him above and beyond himself. The Koran, this singular mixture of poetry, eloquence, ignorance, prudence, and arrogance, is a mirror of his mind that, more clearly than any other prophet’s holy book, reflects his talents and flaws, his faults and proclivities, the self-deceit and the means by which he duped both himself and others. He dictated it piecemeal, without regard to a written system, as circumstances occasioned or when he came to himself after a period of rapt meditation; it consisted of the outpourings of his imagination, or rousing, chastising prophetic discourses, that afterward he himself beheld with amazement as something surpassing his powers, as a divine gift of which he was merely the trustee. Hence, like all self-deluded and forceful minds, he demanded faith, which at length he was able to wring even from his bitterest enemies. No sooner was he lord of Arabia than he sent apostles to every neighboring kingdom, to Persia, Ethiopia, Yemen, and even the Greek emperor himself; for he considered his teachings, as national as they were, as the religion of all peoples. The harsh words that escaped his lips when these envoys returned to inform him that he had been rejected by these sovereigns, as well as that famous verse in the Koran in the chapter on repentance,10 were for his successors reason enough to carry out the conversion of the peoples, from which the prophet himself was prevented by his early death. Alas, in this too they were shown the way by Christianity, which of all the religions was the first to impose its creed on foreigners as the necessary condition for salvation; yet the Arabs did not convert by resorting to fraud, women, and monks, but rather in the manner befitting men of the desert, with sword in hand and the imperious command: “believe or pay tribute!”

After Muhammad’s death, war swept through Babylonia, Syria, Persia, and Egypt like the searing desert wind. The Arabs went into battle as if to divine worship, armed with passages from the Koran and hopes of paradise; nor were they wanting personal virtue. For as the first caliphs of the house of Muhammad were just, moderate, and excellent men (setting aside their blind zealotry), so their armies were led by brave, shrewd generals, like Khalid, ‘Amr, Abu Ubaidah,* and many others. They found the Persian and Greek empires in such poor shape, and the Christian sects so riven by dissension; they found disloyalty, lechery, self-interest, treachery, pomp, pride, cruelty, and oppression so universally prevalent, that in the terrible history of these wars we fancy we are reading the fable of a herd of lions breaking into a sheepfold, a farm full of fattened cattle, preening peacocks, and helpless lambs. These degenerate peoples were for the most part a contemptible race of men [Menschengeschlecht], deserving henceforth to ride asses because they were not fit to saddle chargers; unworthy of the cross that adorned their churches because they were incapable of protecting it. And in a flash how much of the splendor of patriarchs, priests, and monks throughout this wide and wealthy region was now laid to rest!

With it, as though an earthquake had struck, perished the remnants of ancient Greek culture and Roman majesty [Hoheit] that even Christianity had been unwilling to eradicate. The oldest cities in the world, and the untold treasures they contained, fell into the hands of valiant robbers who at first scarcely knew the value of money. The most lamentable fate was reserved to the monuments of science. John the Grammarian begged to be given the Library of Alexandria, which had not once entered the thoughts of ‘Amr the conqueror (what could the fool want with such a gift?); the caliph Umar was consulted and replied with that notorious logic which forever deserves to be called the Caliph’s Reasoning.11* The books were burned: they supplied the fuel to heat over a thousand public baths for six full months. And so the most exquisite ideas, the most indispensable records, the most laboriously constructed systems of the ancient world, together with everything that had depended on them in the intervening millennium, were lost thanks to the foolish plea of a grammarian and the pious simplicity of a caliph. The Arabs would gladly have had this treasure back when, a century later, they had learned to appreciate its worth.

Dissensions sprang up almost immediately after Muhammad’s death; and, with the assassination of Uthman, the third caliph, these might have soon put a stop to the conquests of the Arabs, had not Ali—brave, honest, long pushed aside—and his son Hasan made way for the Umayyads.* Mu’awiyah was the first of this dynasty to take the high priest’s throne, which would be its birthright for the next ninety years. Damascus became the capital of the Caliphate; the Arabs became a naval power; and under hereditary government splendor arrived at a court formerly distinguished for its simplicity. The conquests continued in Syria, Mesopotamia, Asia Minor, and Africa; Constantinople was more than once besieged, though in vain; Al-Walid’s armies captured Turkestan and even advanced as far as India; Tariq and Musa* had inordinate success in their invasion of Spain, and the latter hatched the staggeringly bold plan of sweeping through France, Germany, and Hungary on the way to Constantinople and thereby founding an empire even greater than the Romans had assembled in the course of many centuries. But how this plan was frustrated! Every Arab incursion into France met with failure; and even in Spain, where revolt against their rule had never been subdued, they lost one province after the other. The time was not yet ripe for the conquest of Constantinople: indeed, under some of the Umayyads, there began to stir the Turkish peoples who one day would vanquish the Arabs themselves. Generally speaking, the first torrent of their military success abated after the thirty years of their early enthusiasm, when the house of Muhammad sat on the throne; under the hereditary Umayyads the conquests proceeded, in the face of many internal divisions, but more slowly and haltingly.

They were succeeded by the Abbasid dynasty,* who immediately moved their capital from Damascus and whose second caliph, Al-Mansur, built Baghdad as his residence in the very heart of his state. Now the court of the caliphs reached its greatest luster; it patronized the arts and sciences, in connection with which the names Al-Rashid and Al-Ma’mun will enjoy everlasting renown. Nevertheless, this family not only terminated the conquest of far-off lands, but struggled even to preserve the monarchy itself. Already under the second Abbasid, Al-Mansur, the heir of the ousted Umayyads, Abd al-Rahman, founded his own independent caliphate in Spain, which lasted 300 years before disintegrating into ten separate kingdoms; these were partially reunited with one another, temporarily at least, under several Arab dynasties, but never again with the Baghdad Caliphate. On the west coast of Barbary (the Maghreb), the Idrisids, a branch of Ali’s descendants, carved out a kingdom for themselves, where they laid the foundations of the city of Fez. Harun al-Rashid’s viceroy at Kairouan (Cyrene) in Ifriqiya won his independence; his son conquered Sicily; and his successors, the Aghlabids, transferred their capital to Tunis, where they had constructed the great aqueduct;* their kingdom endured over a hundred years. In Egypt, the efforts of the governors to achieve their independence were at first uncertain until the Fatimids overwhelmed the Idrisids and Aghlabids and established a third caliphate, extending from Fez through Tunis, Sicily, and Egypt all the way to Asia. Now there were three caliphates: in Baghdad, Cairo, and Cordoba. But in time the kingdom of the Fatimids also fell; Kurds and Zirids partitioned it between them; and the brave Saladin (Salah ad-Din), grand vizier to the caliph, deposed his master and founded the Kurdish Ayyubid Sultanate in Egypt, which subsequently was delivered into the hands of the bodyguard (Mamluks, slave soldiers), from whom it was in turn seized by the Ottomans. So it went in every province. In Africa, Zirids, Almoravids, and Almohads played their role, as did dynasties from every tribe and people in Arabia, Persia, and Syria, until the Turks (Seljuks, Kurds, Atabegs, Turkmen, Mamluks, and the rest) took it all and the Mongols sacked Baghdad itself. The son of the last caliph of Baghdad* fled to Egypt, where the Mamluks allowed him to retain his empty caliphal title until, when the country was conquered by the Ottomans, the eighteenth of these throneless princes was transported to Constantinople; but promptly sent back to Egypt, there most miserably to end this line of Arabian pope-emperors. The glittering empire of the Arabs was subsumed into the Turkish, Persian, and Mongol empires; parts of it came under the rule of Christians* or became independent; and thus the majority of its peoples still live amid perpetual turmoil.

________

The causes both of the rapid decline of this vast monarchy, and of the revolutions by which it was incessantly convulsed and torn, lay in the nature of the thing: in the origin and the constitution of the realm.

1. The virtues of enthusiasm gave rise to Arab power, and by these alone could it be preserved: namely, valor, fidelity to the law, and the virtues of the desert. Had their caliphs remained in Mecca, Kufa, or Medina, true to the austere mode of life practiced by the first four of their line, and had they held the magic charm to bind all their generals and governors to their duty with precisely these strict ties: what power in the world could have stopped this people? But as the possession of so many beautiful lands, together with an extensive trade, introduced wealth, pomp, and luxury; and the hereditary throne of the caliphs attained such splendor in Damascus, and still more in Baghdad, that we fancy ourselves reading a tale from One Thousand and One Nights; so the scene that has played out countless times before on earth was repeated here too: namely, that luxury results in laxity and in the end the pampered weakling yields to rude strength. The first Abbasid appointed a grand vizier, whose authority among his successors grew into the dread power of an amir al-umara (or emir of emirs) and despotically exceeded even that of the caliph himself. As most of these viziers were Turks, and this same nation formed the caliph’s lifeguard, so in the very heart of the monarchy nestled the evil that soon would strike down the whole body. The territories of the Arabs lay along the highlands from which these warlike peoples—the Kurds, Turks, Mongols, and Berbers—watched like beasts of prey; and as these for the most part chafed against Arab rule, they did not miss their opportunity to take their revenge. What happened to the Roman Empire happened here also: viziers and mercenaries became masters and despots.

2. That the revolution came more quickly with the Arabs than the Romans is due to the constitution of their state. This was caliphal. In other words, despotic in the highest degree: in the figure of the caliph, pope and emperor were united in the strictest fashion. The belief in unconditional fate, and the word of the Prophet, which commanded obedience in the Koran, also entailed submission to the word of his successors and to that of their viceroys. Accordingly, this despotism of the soul [Seelen-Despotismus] informed the administration of the empire as a whole. How easy, particularly in the outlying provinces of this extensive realm, was now the transition from despotic rule in another’s name to supreme power in one’s own! Hence almost everywhere the viceroys became absolute lords; hence the highest statecraft of the caliphs consisted in little more than skillfully dispersing, recalling, or replacing their viceroys. When, for example, Al-Ma’mun ceded too much authority to Tahir, his valiant general, in Khorasan,* he handed him the reins of independent government; the lands beyond the Gihon broke loose from the caliphal throne, and a path to the kingdom’s interior was opened to the Turks. The same occurred in all the provinces, until this vast empire resembled an archipelago of detached islands, barely connected by language and religion, but each of them profoundly unsettled from within and without. For seven or eight hundred years, these insular kingdoms came and went, their frontiers often changing, until most, but not all, of them were brought under the control of the Ottomans. The empire of the Arabs had no constitution: the greatest misfortune for the despot as well as for his slaves. The constitution of Muhammadan kingdoms is submission to the will of God and his representatives, Islamism [Islamismus].

3. The government of the Arabian empire was reserved to a single tribe, and in fact a single clan of this tribe; namely, the household of Muhammad. And when, at the very outset, Muhammad’s rightful heir, Ali, was passed over, long denied his succession to the caliphate, and then swiftly ousted, together with his family: this not only resulted in the immense schism between Umayyads and Alids,* which after a full thousand years is perpetuated to this day, with all the bitterness of religious enmity, in the rift between Turks and Persians; but now Umayyads, and now Alids, were the authors of those bloody insurrections that took place in almost every province. In distant lands, impostors stepped forth and thrust themselves on the people as Muhammad’s relatives, by means of either hypocrisy or the sword. Indeed, as Muhammad had founded the empire as a prophet, so fanatics here and there ventured like him to speak in God’s name. The Prophet had witnessed this kind of thing for himself; but Africa and Egypt were the true theater of such lunatics and swindlers.12 We might expect the abominations of fanaticism and blind credulity to have been exhausted by the religion of Muhammad, did we not see them, alas, reprised in other religions. But the despotism of the Old Man of the Mountain* has never been surpassed. This king, who ruled over an independent state of trained—or rather, born—murderers might say to any one of his subjects: “Go forth and kill!” And that man would, even sacrificing his life to do so. The Assassin state endured for centuries.



V. Effects of the Arab Kingdoms

Rapid the expansion and dissolution of the Caliphate may have been, but just as fleeting was its heyday, for which in colder climes a thousand years would perhaps have scarcely sufficed. That more ardent force of Nature that accelerates the blossoming of the oriental plant reveals itself even in the history of the Arab people.

1. Their vast commercial empire had an effect on the world that, because it proceeded not only from the geographical situation of their lands, but also from their national character, outlasted their territorial dominion and in part endures to this day. The Koreish tribe from which Muhammad sprang, and indeed the Prophet himself, led traveling caravans, while the holy city of Mecca had long been the center of an extensive international trade. The Persian Gulf, the Euphrates, and the ports on the Red Sea had, since ancient times, been well-established routes or entrepôts for the traffic of Indian commodities; hence many of the goods that came originally from India were called Arabian and Arabia itself given the name of India. Various tribes of this industrious people had early settled the eastern coast of Africa, and were already an instrument of the Indian trade under the Romans. When once the wide area between the Euphrates and the Nile was theirs; indeed, when their possessions ranged from the Indus, Ganges, and Oxus west to the Atlantic Ocean and south to the Pyrenees and the Niger, with colonies stretching down to Kaffirland: they were able to become, for a time, the foremost commercial nation in the world. As Constantinople suffered, and Alexandria dwindled to a village, Umar erected Basra at the confluence of the Tigris and the Euphrates, which for a while received and distributed all the merchandise of the east. Under the Umayyads, Damascus was the capital: an ancient and great emporium, a natural center of the caravans with its paradisiacal situation, a center of wealth and manufactures. In Africa, the city of Kairouan was built already under Muawiyah I, followed later by Cairo, to which the commerce of the world then passed via Suez.13 In inner Africa, the Arabs seized control of the gold and gum trade, discovered the gold mines of Sofala, founded the kingdoms of Timbuktu, Tlemcen, and Darah; along its eastern coast, they established significant colonies and trading posts, with their settlements reaching even to Madagascar. Since the conquest of India as far as the Ganges and Turkestan, during the reign of al-Walid, the western world had been connected with the remotest edge of the east; they conducted early trade with China, partly by caravan and partly by sea to Canton. From this empire they imported brandy, its strength afterward enormously increased by means of chemistry, which they were the first to practice; fortunately for Europe, it did not spread to our continent until a few centuries later, together with tea, with all its pernicious effects, and coffee, an Arabian beverage. They also brought to Europe the knowledge of porcelain and perhaps of gunpowder too. They ruled over the coast of Malabar; they visited the Maldives, settled Malacca, and taught the Malays to write. They later planted colonies and their religion on the Moluccas, so that before the arrival of the Portuguese in these waters the East Indies trade was entirely in their hands, which they would have extended to the south and east had the Europeans not interfered. And it was their wars with the Arabs, and the Christian zeal of seeking them out even in Africa, that led the Portuguese to those great voyages of discovery that would change the face of Europe.

2. The religion and language of the Arabs, too, produced a substantial effect on numerous peoples across three continents. Because they preached Islamism or tributary submission on their extensive conquests, the religion of Muhammad spread eastward to the Indus and Gihon, westward to Fez and Morocco, northward beyond the Caucasus and Himalayas, southward to Senegal, Kaffirland, India, the Malay Peninsula, and the East Indian Archipelago, thereby winning for itself countless more followers even than Christianity had. As for its doctrines, this religion undeniably raised the heathen peoples who embraced it above the rude idolatry of nature-spirits, celestial bodies, and men of this earth, remaking them into fervent worshippers of the one God, the creator, ruler, and judge of the world, with daily prayer, works of mercy, cleanliness of body, and obedience to his will. By the prohibition of wine, it has aimed to prevent drunkenness and quarrelling; by the prohibition of unclean meats, to promote health and moderation. It has likewise forbidden usury, gambling, and various superstitions: and it has lifted many peoples from a barbarous or corrupt state to an intermediate degree of culture, which is why the Muslim has such profound contempt for the Christian vulgar in their gross debaucheries and especially in their impure habits of life. The religion of Muhammad impresses on men a tranquility of mind, a unity of character—which, though these can be as dangerous as they are useful, yet remain valuable in themselves and worthy of the highest admiration. Conversely, polygamy, which it permits; the ban on all inquiries respecting the Koran; and the despotism that it sustains in both spiritual and temporal affairs: these can hardly fail to be attended with ill consequences.14

However this religion be, it was propagated by a language that was the purest vernacular of Arabia, the pride and joy of the whole people. No wonder, then, that it overshadowed the other dialects and the language of the Koran became the victory banner of Arab world-dominion. To have arrived at such a goal, a common written and spoken idiom, is advantageous to so widely dispersed and flourishing a nation. If the German conquerors of Europe had possessed a classical book in their own language, such as the Arabs had in the Koran, Latin would never have overmastered their tongue, and so many of their tribes would never have lost their way. But neither Ulfilas nor Cædmon nor Otfrid* could be to them what Muhammad’s Koran is still to his followers, a surety of their ancient and genuine vernacular, by means of which they ascended to their tribe’s most authentic literary monuments and remain one people throughout the earth. The Arabs regarded their language as their noblest inheritance: and to this day it forms, in various dialects, a bond of intercourse and commerce between more nations of the eastern and southern world than any other language has ever connected. After Greek, Arabic is perhaps the most deserving of this universal sway: at least the lingua franca of those regions seems by comparison an inferior beggar’s cloak.

3. In this rich and beautiful language, sciences were cultivated, which, once roused by Al-Mansur, Harun al-Rashid, and Ma’mun, spread outward from Baghdad, the seat of the Abbasids, to the north, east, and especially west, so that they flourished for a considerable space of time throughout the extensive empire of the Arabs. A series of cities—Basra, Kufa, Samarkand, Rosetta, Cairo, Tunis, Fez, Marrakesh, Cordoba, and so on—were celebrated schools, whose knowledge was also transmitted to Persia, India, several countries in Tartary, and even to China; and becoming, all the way down to Malaya, the means by which Asia and Africa acquired some of the more recent cultural accomplishments. The Arabs practiced poetry, philosophy, geography, history, grammar, mathematics, chemistry, and medicine: and in most of these, as inventors and disseminators, and hence as beneficent conquerors, they have exerted an influence on the spirit of nations.

Poetry was their ancient inheritance, a daughter not of caliphal favor but of liberty. It had blossomed long before Muhammad: for the spirit of the nation was poetic, and a thousand things awakened this spirit. Their country, their mode of life, their pilgrimages to Mecca, the poetry contests at the Souk Okaz, the honor in which a promising poet was held by his tribesmen, the people’s pride in their language and legends, their proclivity to adventure, love, and glory; even their solitude, their thirst for vengeance, their nomadic existence—all this moved them to poetry, and their Muse distinguished herself by magnificent imagery, proud and grand sentiments, astute observations, and a certain extravagance in the praise and censure of the subjects of their song. Their convictions stand out like jagged peaks reaching to the heavens; when the taciturn Arab speaks, his words blaze forth like the lightning flash of his scimitar, he shoots darts of wit like arrows from his bow. His noble steed is his Pegasus: often uncomely, but intelligent, loyal, and indefatigable. The poetry of the Persians, by contrast, which like their language descends from the Arabic, has fashioned itself after the land and national character: it is more sensual, soft, and joyful; a daughter of earthly paradise. And though both poetic traditions are ignorant of the Greek genres of the epic, ode, pastoral, and still less the drama; though, when once they became acquainted with these forms, the inclination or license to imitate them was lacking; yet for that very reason the peculiar poetic talent of the Arabs and Persians has been honed and embellished so that it is all the more distinctive. No people can boast of so many passionate patrons of poetry than the Arabs in their heyday; in Asia, they communicated this passion even to Tartar princes and nobles; in Spain, to the Christian. The gaya scienza of the Provençal troubadours was, so to speak, forced on and sung out to them by their enemies, the neighboring Arabs; and so gradually, but slowly and from very rude beginnings, Europe again acquired an ear for more refined and vivid poetry.

Under oriental skies, it was in particular the most fabulous part of literature, the fairy tale,* that ripened to perfection. An ancient folk legend, passed down by word of mouth, becomes a fairy tale simply with the passage of time; and if the imagination of the people, by whom such legends are told, is disposed to the extravagant, unfathomable, lofty, and wondrous, then even the commonplace will be exalted into the rare, the unknown into the extraordinary; to which the Oriental at leisure gladly lends an ear, for his amusement and edification, in his tent, on pilgrimage, or in the company of his friends. Already in Muhammad’s time a Persian merchant appeared among the Arabs with entertaining stories, which the Prophet feared might surpass those in his Koran:* as indeed the most charming fictions of the oriental imagination seem to be of Persian origin. The joyful garrulity of the Persians, and their love of splendor, eventually lent their ancient legends a peculiar romantic and heroic form [romantische Heldenform], which the inclusion of fantastic creatures, for the most part based on animals from the nearby mountains, did much to heighten. And so arose that Fairyland, the realm of the peris and neris,* for which the Arabs scarcely had a name and which also liberally stocked the romances of medieval Europe. A good deal later, these tales were collected by the Arabs, not least because the brilliant reign of their caliph Harun al-Rashid was made the scene of these adventures, so that this genre provided Europe with a new pattern by which delicate truths might be clothed in the fabulous garb of incredible events and the most exquisite maxims of prudence casually delivered in a diverting tone.

From the fairy tale of the Arabs let us turn to its sister, philosophy, which, after the oriental manner, was properly erected on the Koran, acquiring a scientific form only with the translation of Aristotle. As the simple idea of one God was the foundation of the whole religion of Muhammad, so we can scarcely conceive of any speculation that the Arabs would not connect with, or deduce from, this same idea and make the subject of metaphysical contemplation, lofty encomia, sentences, and apophthegms. Having nearly exhausted the synthesis of metaphysical fiction [Dichtung], they married it to a sublime moral mysticism. Sects sprang up among them, which, in their disputations with one another, already practiced a minute [fein] critique of pure reason; indeed, they scarcely left the schoolmen of the Middle Ages anything more to do than refine the given concepts according to European and Christian teachings. The Jews were the first scholars of this theological metaphysics; but afterward it arrived in the newly established Christian universities, where Aristotle at first appeared entirely under an Arabian rather than the Greek aspect, and greatly sharpened and burnished the speculation, polemics, and language of the schools. The illiterate Muhammad therefore shares with the most learned of all the Greek thinkers the honor of having given the whole of modern metaphysics its direction; and as many Arab philosophers were also poets, so among medieval Christians mysticism was the constant companion of scholasticism, such that their boundaries blurred into one another.

The Arabs pursued grammar as the glory of their tribe: from pride in the purity and beauty of their language, they catalogued its every word and form, so that even in early times a learned doctor could demand sixty camels for the carriage of his dictionaries.* In this science, too, the first students of the Arabs were the Jews. They sought to attach a grammar after the Arabian manner to their ancient, much simpler language, which remained in use among the Christians until recently; whereas, in our own day, Arabic has been adopted as a living model to lead us back to the natural meaning of Hebrew poetry, to consider as figurative that which is figurative, and to sweep a thousand idols of erroneous Jewish exegesis from the face of the earth.

In the writing of history, the Arabs have never met with as much success as the Greeks and Romans, because, in the absence of republics, they lacked the opportunity for a pragmatic analysis of public acts and events. They were incapable of writing anything but brief and dull chronicles; or, in their attempts at biography, risked straying into poetic praise of their hero and unjust censure of his enemies. The even-handed historical style failed to develop among them: their histories are poetry or suffused with poetry; while their chronicles and geographical accounts of countries that they had occasion to know, but with which we remain unacquainted, such as the interior of Africa, are still of some utility to us.15

In mathematics, chemistry, and medicine, finally, the Arabs have their most decided claim to merit: for in these sciences, with their contributions, they became the teachers of Europe. Already in the reign of Al-Ma’mun the radius of the earth was measured on the plain of Sinjar in the vicinity of Baghdad; though astronomy was subordinated to superstitious ends, the Arabs were able, with great diligence, to produce and improve celestial atlases, astronomical tables, and various instruments, in which endeavor they were assisted by the fair climate and clear skies of their extensive empire. Astronomy was also applied to geography: they drew maps and furnished a statistical survey of several countries, long before anyone in Europe thought to do so. By astronomy they calculated dates for their calendars and employed their knowledge of celestial mechanics in navigation; many of the technical terms of which derive from Arabic: and in general, this people inscribed their name more indelibly among the stars than they could ever manage here on earth. The books attesting to their mathematical and more particularly their astronomical industry are innumerable: while most of them still lie ignored and unused, a vast amount have been destroyed by war, fire, neglect, and barbarism. Thanks to them, the noblest sciences of the human mind have penetrated as far as Tartary and Mongolia, even China in its seclusion; in Samarkand astronomical tables were compiled and measurements of time determined,* to which we still have recourse. The symbols of arithmetic, numerals, we received from the Arabs, and algebra as well as chemistry still bear the name they gave it. Indeed, they are the fathers of this science, by which mankind have acquired a new key to unlock the secrets of Nature for centuries to come: for the benefit not only of medicine but of every department of natural philosophy. As they paid less attention to botany, owing to their devotion to chemistry, and their laws barred them from the pursuit of anatomy, so they worked to greater effect in pharmacy and in the classification of diseases and temperaments, by an almost superstitious observation of their external signs and symptoms. What Aristotle was to them in philosophy, what Euclid and Ptolemy were in mathematics, such were Galen and Dioscorides in medicine; though it cannot be denied that, after the Greeks, the Arabs were not merely the preservers, propagators, and augmenters of the sciences most indispensable to mankind, but also occasionally their falsifiers. The oriental taste, in which these sciences were cultivated, long clung to them even in Europe and was shaken off only with effort. In some of the arts, too, such as architecture, much of what we call Gothic taste is properly Arabian taste: informed by the edifices these rude conquerors encountered in the Greek provinces, it developed after its own fashion, was brought with them to Spain, and from there spread farther afield.

4. We ought lastly to mention the glittering and romantic spirit of chivalry, which undoubtedly they, too, annexed to the European spirit of adventure; but this subject will arise of itself in due course.



VI. General Reflections

If we look back at the form that our part of the world had assumed through the migrations and conversions of nations, through wars and the hierarchy, then we shall discern a mighty but helpless body, a giant lacking nothing but his eye.* In this western end of the ancient world, there were people enough: the Roman dominions, once enfeebled by luxury, were now occupied, and abundantly populated, by men of robust frames and stout courage.16 For in the early days of their possession of these lands, before the distinction of ranks had acquired its oppressive and hereditary aspect, the conquered Roman world was a true paradise for the rude sufficiency of these unformed peoples, in the midst of other nations who had long prepared and built their comforts. They paid no heed to the destruction that their invasions had caused, thereby setting back mankind for more than a thousand years: for we feel not the loss of an unknown good, and for the sensuous man the western half of this northern world, even with the least vestiges of its cultivation, was in every respect preferable to his former Sarmatia, Scythia, or Hunnic homeland farther east. By the devastations that have occurred since the dawn of the Christian era, by the wars that these peoples waged against one another, by the new plagues and diseases that ravaged Europe, mankind have surely been made to suffer in this quarter of the globe; but by nothing so much as by the despotic feudal system. The population of Europe may have increased, but now it was full of serfs; and the slavery that crushed them was all the more severe for being a Christian slavery, regulated by law and blind tradition, confirmed by written documents, and bound to the soil. Servitude was the very air they breathed; whoever was not emancipated by deed, or a despot by birth, entered into the allegedly natural condition of dependency or bondage.

From Rome no relief was to be expected: its own servants had shared with others in the mastery of Europe, and Rome itself was supported by a multitude of spiritual slaves. Those whom kings and emperors set free had to be rescued from the clutches of dragons and ogres, as in the knightly romances, by charters of enfranchisement; this path was therefore long and arduous. The knowledge that western Christianity possessed was expended and turned to profit. Its popular character [Popularität] had degenerated into a wretched verbal liturgy; its vile patristic rhetoric had been transformed, in the convents, churches, and religious communities, into a magical despotism of the soul, to which the vulgar mob paid homage on their knees, scourging themselves with rope and lash, doing penance with hay-stuffed mouths. The arts and sciences were lost: for no Muse dwells amid the bones of martyrs, the din of bells and organ pipes, the smoke of incense, and prayers for the souls in Purgatory. The hierarchy had stifled free thought with its fulminations and crippled every nobler enterprise with its yoke. The suffering masses were promised their reward in the next world, while the oppressors could be assured of absolution in their dying moments by leaving a bequest to the Church: the kingdom of God on earth was farmed out.

There was no salvation in Europe outside the embrace of the Romish church. For, not to mention the displaced peoples who sat, huddled and miserable, in the corners of the earth, nothing was to be expected either from the Greek Empire or from that other empire that had begun to take shape in the east of Europe, beyond the jurisdiction of the Roman pontiff and emperor.17 Hence the west had no resort but itself or the one southern nation in which a new shoot of enlightenment was blossoming, namely the Muhammadans. But with these Europe soon came into prolonged conflict, and in its most sensitive parts: in Spain this conflict lasted until the time when the light of knowledge was diffused over all of Europe. What was the prize of the contest? And who emerged triumphant? Unquestionably, the newly excited activity of mankind was the most valuable prize of victory.

_____________


1. Although particular aspects of papal history have been handled very skillfully since Sarpi, Pufendorf, and others, it seems to me that a pragmatic history of the papacy, absolutely impartial in its execution, is still wanting. Perhaps Gottlieb Jakob Planck,* the author of a history of Protestant doctrine since the Reformation, might, after completing this work, bestow on it a rare degree of perfection by doing so.


2. More on this elsewhere.


3. Leibniz has touched on this idea in several of his works and even occasionally adopted it in his historical system. Johann Stephan Pütter’s Historische Entwickelung der heutigen Staatsverfassung des Teutschen Reichs [Historical Development of the Present Political Constitution of the German Empire] (Göttingen, 1786–88) presents a fine guide to it, which in former times led every statist after his own manner to the privileges or pretensions of the German empire.


4. To my knowledge, no one has demonstrated more astutely and pragmatically than Johannes Müller, in his history of Switzerland,* the benign influence of ecclesiastical rule in bringing peace to what was then an often turbulent world and in cultivating the land. This aspect is not to be overlooked, though it is but one aspect.


5. The history of the pox, plague, leprosy, etc. is familiar from the writings of various skilled physicians, who have also proposed means for eradicating these evils and to some extent carried them into effect. A good account of, and observations on, the medicine and infirmaries of the Middle Ages are to be found in Johann Carl Wilhelm Moehsen’s Geschichte der Wissenschaften in der Mark Brandenburg [History of the Sciences in the Margraviate of Brandenburg] (Berlin, 1781).


6. The only exceptions to this sad rule will be discussed in the following book; here we are concerned merely with the spirit of the age.


7. A history of the arts of the Middle Ages in their various periods, and especially of so-called Gothic architecture, would be a work worth reading; a selection of essays generally deserving of notice published by Britain’s Society of Antiquities might serve as a preliminary to it.


8. We have already cited Fischer’s Geschichte des teutschen Handels as a collection of significant inquiries; both it and various other recent writings furnish the material for a general history of commerce and navigation: one different to that which appeared in Breslau in 1754 or even such as Anderson* was able to deliver in his estimable history of commerce. A history of the arts, crafts, guilds, cities, and municipal law of the Middle Ages would likewise be desirable.


9. In addition to Sale’s introduction to the Koran, Gagnier’s life of Muhammad, and other writers who have drawn from Arabic sources, Bréquigny,* in his treatise on Muhammad, provides good information on his situation and mission.


10. “Fight against them who believe not in God, nor the last day, and forbid not that which God and his apostle have forbidden, and profess not the true religion, of those unto whom the scriptures have been delivered, until they pay tribute by right of subjection, and they be reduced low” (9:29; from George Sale’s translation).


11. “The books you mention either agree or disagree with what is written in the Koran. If they agree with the Koran, then they are superfluous; if they disagree, then it is right that they should be destroyed.”


12. August Ludwig Schlözer, Summarische Geschichte von Nordafrika [Summary History of North Africa] (Göttingen, 1775); Denis-Dominque Cardonne, Geschichte von Africa und Spanien unter der Herrschaft der Araber [History of Africa and Spain under Arab Rule] (Nuremberg, 1768–70).


13. See Matthias Christian Sprengel’s Geschichte der wichtigsten geographischen Entdeckungen [History of the Most Important Geographic Discoveries] (Halle, 1783), where in every section a great deal is said with a few words; and the above-cited history of trade by Fischer.


14. Excellent remarks on this subject may be found in Johann David Michaelis, Orientalische und exegetische Bibliothek,* vol. 8, pp. 33ff.


15. Most of these accounts, however, remain untouched or undiscovered. German scholars have diligence and knowledge, but not the support required to publish them as they ought to be; while in other countries, where there are wealthy institutes and foundations for this very purpose, the scholars are slumbering. Our Reiske* was made a martyr to his passion for Arabic and Greek; may he rest in peace! His learning, neglected as it has been, we shall not see equaled for a very long time.


16. The physical strength of our ancestors is attested by history as well as by their tombs and armor; without them the ancient and medieval history of Europe is hardly conceivable. The valiant and noble mass contained but few ideas, and these few moved slowly but forcefully.


17. This empire is Russia. From the time of its foundation it followed a peculiar path, distinct from that of the western kingdoms of Europe; it would not enter the scene with them until much later.









Book 20


ALTHOUGH THE crusades that europe launched against the Orient are rightly viewed as ushering in an epoch of great change in our quarter of the globe, let us be wary of considering them the primary and exclusive source of that change. They were nothing more than a mad errand that cost Europe several million lives, while those whom it returned were for the most part not enlightened men, but an uninhibited, insolent, and wanton lot. Whatever good came about during this time arose mainly from secondary causes, which enjoyed freer play in this period; yet the benefits they conferred were not without their dangers. Besides, no world event stands alone: prepared by anterior causes, by the spirit of the times and of the nations, it ought to be regarded merely as the dial, the hands of which are moved by internal springs. Let us therefore continue to examine, in the mechanism of Europe as a whole, how every wheel has cooperated toward a single general end.


I. The Commercial Spirit in Europe

Not for nothing did Nature line this small continent with so many coasts and bays, and cover it with so many navigable rivers and seas: the peoples living near these waters were active from the remotest times. What the Mediterranean had been for southern Europeans, the Baltic was to those in the north, a nursery of navigation and the intercourse of nations. Besides the Gaels and Cymry, we have seen the Frisians, Saxons, and especially the Northmen traverse every sea in the west and north, and even the Mediterranean, leaving all manner of good and evil in their wake. From flat-bottomed boats they graduated to mighty ships, made themselves masters of the ocean, and learned to take advantage of every wind, so that to this day the names for the points of the compass and many nautical terms are in every European language of German derivation. Amber in particular was the precious bauble that attracted Greeks, Romans, and Arabs, thereby acquainting the south with the north. Tremendous quantities of it were transported over sea by ships from Massilia (Marseilles), by land through Carnuntum* to the Adriatic, and down the Dnieper to the Euxine; the Black Sea in particular would remain the center of international trafficking between the north, south, and east.1 At the mouth of the Don and Dnieper lay two great places of commerce: Azov (Tanais, Asgard) and Pontic Olbia* (Borysthenes, Alfheim) were the emporia where commodities from Tartary, India, China, Byzantium, and Egypt were mostly exchanged and then distributed to northern Europe. Even when the more convenient route over the Mediterranean Sea was frequented, up to and beyond the age of the Crusades, this northeastern trade continued to prosper. Since the Slavs had come into the possession of a wide stretch of the Baltic coast, they established along it a number of flourishing commercial ports; their fierce rivals were German peoples inhabiting the islands and opposite coasts, who did not let up in their competition until, for the sake of profit and of Christianity, the commerce of the Slavs had been destroyed. They then sought to take their place: so that, long before the Hanseatic League proper, there came about a kind of maritime republic, an association of mercantile cities, which only later rose to become the great Hansa. As, during the age of piracy, there had been sea-kings in the north, so now an extensive commercial state was formed, composed of many members and based on genuine principles of security and mutual aid: likely a prototype of the future condition of all the mercantile nations of Europe. Industry and useful manufactures blossomed on more than one northern shore, but first of all and most notably in Flanders, which had been settled by German colonists.

True, the internal constitution of this part of the world was not the most congenial to the aspiring industry of its inhabitants: not only had the depredations of pirates on almost every coast put a miserable end to what were often the best establishments, but inland the military spirit that still raged among the nations, and the feudal system to which it gave rise, threw a thousand obstacles in its path. In the earliest times, after the barbarians had divided up the countries of Europe, when greater equality still prevailed among the members of the nation and the natives were treated with more clemency, industry lacked nothing but encouragement: which, had there lived more Theodorics, Charlemagnes, and Alfreds, it would doubtless have received. But when all sank beneath the yoke of bondage, and a hereditary estate, from gluttony and splendor, arrogated to itself the sweat and toil of its vassals, but disdained to engage in any useful occupation itself; when every man who would practice his craft first had to redeem himself from this demon’s power, by paying tribute or obtaining a patent: then clearly everything limped along wrapped in heavy chains. Intelligent rulers did what they could: they founded and chartered cities; they took artists and craftsmen under their protection; put merchants and even Hebrew usurers under their jurisdiction, exempting the former from duties and granting the latter often harmful commercial privileges, because they were in need of Jewish money. In spite of all this, however, and given the aforementioned circumstances, a free employment or circulation of human industry could not come about on the European mainland. Everything was isolated, disjointed, beleaguered; and it was therefore only natural that the south’s legerity and favorable situation would for a while outpace the sedulity of the north. But only for a while: for all the accomplishments of Venice, Genoa, Pisa, Amalfi remained within the bounds of the Mediterranean; whereas the ocean belonged to the northern mariners and with the ocean the world.

________

Venice arose from its lagoons like Rome from its marshes.* Initially it was the refuge of those who, fleeing the barbarian incursions, escaped to indigent and inaccessible islands, where they supported themselves as best they could; then, allied with the ancient harbor of Padua, it united its territories and islands, acquired a form of government, and within a few centuries ascended from the humble fish and salt trade with which it had begun to the preeminent commercial city in Europe, the entrepôt for every surrounding country, and the possession of several kingdoms. To this day it can claim the honor of being the oldest extant republic.* By its history, Venice confirms what many other commercial states have shown, that one may rise from nothing to everything and avoid even imminent ruin by combining unflagging industry and prudence. It did not venture forth from its marshes until late, when, like a timid animal creeping out of the mire, it sought a small strip of land on the seashore; then advanced several more steps and, at pains to win the favor of the wealthiest empire, lent assistance to the feeble Exarchs of Ravenna. In return, it got what it had wanted: the broadest privileges in Byzantium, which then controlled the chief commerce of the world. When the Arabs were rampant and, by seizing Syria, Egypt, and almost every coastline in the Mediterranean, had appropriated Greek commerce to themselves, Venice boldly and successfully resisted their assaults on the Adriatic; but, when the opportunity presented itself, did not hesitate to enter into treaty with them, thereby becoming, to its immense profit, the purveyor of all the riches of the Orient. Through Venice, therefore, spices, silk, and every eastern luxury arrived in Europe in such abundant quantity that almost the whole of Lombardy became a storehouse; and, alongside the Jews, the Venetians and Lombards acted as the brokers of the western world. Accordingly, the more useful trade of the northern Europeans suffered a temporary setback; and, harried by the Hungarians and Avars, wealthy Venice now gained a foothold on terra firma. By trimming between the Greek emperors and the Arabs, it was able to draw advantage from Constantinople, Aleppo, and Alexandria, and with cautious zeal it opposed the Norman trading-posts until these too fell into its hands. Precisely the luxurious wares that Venice and its rivals imported from the Orient; the wealth that they thereby amassed; and the tales told by pilgrims of the magnificence of the east: all these inflamed, in the minds of Europeans, a greater envy for the lands of the Muhammadans than did the tomb of Christ. And when the Crusades broke out, there was no one who benefitted so much as these Italian commercial cities. They transported armies, supplied provisions, and thereby earned not only vast sums, but also new privileges, markets, and possessions in the conquered territories. Venice was more fortunate than the others: for when it succeeded in capturing Constantinople with an army of crusaders and establishing a Latin Empire in the east, its share of the spoils was so lucrative, that, while its allies received comparatively little and but for a brief, uncertain time, Venice gained everything that could serve its commercial interests: the coast and the Greek islands. It not only long retained these acquisitions but substantially increased them; every snare that its rivals and enemies laid it was able to evade, by luck or judgment, until a new order of things—the Portuguese circumnavigation of Africa and the Turkish invasion of Europe—confined it to the Adriatic Sea. A large share of the booty of the Greek Empire, Crusades, and oriental trade was laid up in the lagoons of Venice; the fruits thereof, for good or ill, were spread over Italy, France, and Germany, particularly its southern parts. They were the Dutchmen of their age, and, in addition to their commercial activity, in addition to their various arts and manufactures, it is by their enduring form of government that they have inscribed themselves in the annals of mankind.2

________

Genoa carried on a great trade even earlier than Venice and for a while was master of the Mediterranean. It participated in the Greek and subsequently the Arabian commerce: hence, with an eye toward the security of the Mediterranean, it not only took control of the island of Corsica* but, with the aid of several Christian princes of Spain, established a number of colonies in Africa, and imposed peace on the pirates. The Genoese were very active during the Crusades: they supported the armies with their fleet and on the first campaign helped with the conquest of Antioch, Tripoli, Caesarea, and Jerusalem, so that they were rewarded not only with a commemorative inscription above the altar in the Church of the Holy Sepulcher, but with exclusive privileges in Palestine and Syria. In the Egyptian trade, they were rivals of the Venetians; but they enjoyed a monopoly in the Black Sea, where they had purchased the great mercantile city of Caffa,* the repository of the goods transported from the east by land; and they had settlements and dealings in Armenia—indeed, deep into Tartary. They long defended Caffa and their island possessions in the Archipelago, until the Turks captured Constantinople, driving them first from the Black Sea and then the Archipelago. They waged bloody and protracted wars against the Venetians, on more than one occasion bringing this republic to the brink of destruction, and handed Pisa a decisive defeat; until at last the Venetians succeeded in checking Genoese power at Chioggia,* thereby sealing its fall from greatness.

________

Amalfi, Pisa, and several other cities on the Italian mainland shared with Genoa and Venice in the eastern and Arabian trade. Florence won its independence and annexed Fiesole; Amalfi was permitted to trade freely throughout all the states of the Egyptian caliph; but Amalfi, Pisa, and Genoa were the principal maritime powers in the Mediterranean. The coasts of France and Spain likewise sought to participate in the trade of the Levant; and the pilgrims who traveled there from both countries were motivated by profit as well as piety. Such was the situation of southern Europe relative to the Arab dominions, which spread before the shores of Italy in particular like a spice-garden, like a fairyland overflowing with riches. The Italian cities that joined in the Crusades went in quest not of the Lord’s body* [Leichnam] but of the aromatics and treasures near his tomb. The Bank of Tyre was their promised land, and whatever they undertook lay on the same trade routes that they had trodden for centuries.

________

The happiness enjoyed by those who hoarded this foreign wealth may have been fleeting; yet it was perhaps indispensable to the first blossoming of Italian culture. By it they became acquainted with a gentler, more comfortable mode of life, and, instead of coarse ostentation, could distinguish themselves by a more refined splendor. The many great cities of Italy, connected only by loose ties to their weak and absent overlords beyond the Alps, and all striving for their independence, gained more than one superiority over the rude inhabitant of the fortress or robber castle: for either they lured him within their walls, by the promise of opulence and the greater prosperity of social life, and transformed him into an obedient fellow citizen, or, by their increased population, they soon acquired sufficient strength to sack his citadel and compel him to a peaceful coexistence. Growing luxury aroused industry, not only in arts and manufactures, but even in agriculture: in the vicinity of large, affluent, and bustling cities, Lombardy, Florence, Bologna, Ferrara, the coasts of Naples and Sicily were converted into flourishing and well-cultivated fields. Lombardy was a garden when much of Europe was still forest and meadow. For as these crowded cities had to be sustained by the land, and the landowner could earn more, given the rising price of the food that he supplied, so he was obliged to exert himself if he wished to partake of the modern opulence. Thus one activity awakened another and kept it going; and this new course of things inevitably brought with it public order, freedom of private property, and the rule of law. Men had to learn to save so that they might spend; human ingenuity was sharpened as they vied with one another to carry off the prize; every householder, once left to his own resources, now became in a certain degree himself a merchant. Thus, it was only natural that fair Italy, with a portion of the Arabian wealth that passed through its hands, should also be the first to put forth the blossoms of a new culture.

The blossoms, however, soon faded. Commerce became more widespread and took a different path; republics declined; opulent cities grew arrogant and fractured; the whole country was filled with parties, among which enterprising men and a few powerful families vaulted to prominence. War and oppression followed; and as opulence and the arts had banished the military spirit, and indeed honesty and loyalty, one city, one territory after another fell prey to tyrants foreign and domestic. Venice, the trafficker of this sweet poison, was able to save itself from ruin only by the severest measures. Every spring of human affairs is nevertheless permitted to enjoy the rights that are its due. Happily for Europe, opulence in those days was far from universal, and the greater part of the continent served merely the monetary gain of the Lombards. A powerful counterforce to this arose: the spirit of chivalry, which, selfless as it was, sought gain only in honor. Let us examine from what germs this blossom sprouted, what nourished it, and what fruits it yielded by curtailing the mercantile spirit.



II The Spirit of Chivalry in Europe

The German tribes that overspread Europe were all warriors; and as the cavalry was the most demanding part of military service, so it was inevitable that they should be richly compensated for their horsemanship. Soon an equestrian guild [Reuterzunft] was formed, which duly initiated members into their profession: and as these became the attendants of commanders, dukes, or kings, so a sort of military school naturally sprang up at the courtly residence. Here squires spent their apprenticeship; after which, perhaps, their training complete, the bachelors were required to set out on adventures, like a journeyman practicing his craft; and having acquitted themselves well, they were entitled henceforth to serve either as foreman, with the freedom of the company, or as a master horseman with the right to take on his own apprentices. Chivalry could hardly have had any other provenance. The German peoples, who approached all their endeavors in guild fashion [zunftmäßig], were especially bound to do so with the art that they alone understood: and precisely because this was their chief and indeed only art, they invested it with all the honor with which, owing to their ignorance, they were incapable of conferring on any other. All the laws and rules of chivalry follow from this origin.3

That is to say, this knightly retinue was a service: and so the first duty that both squire and knight owed to their liege lord was an oath of loyalty. Their exercise of equestrian and military prowess was the school that afterward gave rise to jousts and tournaments, along with other knightly services. The young page was obliged to perform court service and attend the person of the lord and his consort; hence the duties of courtesy toward lords and ladies that he learned according to the uses of his guild [zunftmäßig]. And as, in addition to his charger and arms, he had need of a little religion and a damsel’s favor, so he acquired the former from a breviary and sought the latter by a display of manners and strength. Thus was chivalry established: it consisted of a blind faith in religion, blind loyalty to one’s master, so long as he demanded nothing incompatible with the guild [zunftwidrig], courtesy in service, and gallantry toward women; if a knight possessed these virtues, his head and heart need not be burdened with other duties or notions. The lower classes were not his equals; the knowledge proper to the scholar, artist, or craftsman he, as a serving and practiced knight, was at liberty to despise.

This military profession was obviously bound to degenerate into insolent barbarism as soon as it passed into a hereditary right and the worshipful, steadfast knight was from the cradle a wellborn younker [Junker]. Astute princes, who supported such an idle retinue at their courts, were therefore anxious to exalt this vocation, to imbue it with some ideals, and to give these lads instruction in morals, for the security of their own court, dynasty, and dominions. Hence the severer laws that prohibited every base action among them; hence the nobler duties of protecting the oppressed, defending maidenly innocence, treating enemies with magnanimity, and so on, the aim of which was to prevent their violent outbursts and to temper their rude and callous dispositions. This chivalric code, inculcated from infancy, made a deep and lasting impression on faithful minds; so that we are amazed by the probity and fidelity almost mechanically uttered in the words and deeds of every good knight. Pliability of character, a many-sided view of things, an abundance of thoughts: these were not their flaws: hence why the language of the Middle Ages lumbers along with such ceremony, stiffness, and solemnity that it seems to move as if it were itself wearing a suit of armor, around two or three ideas, in all the pomp of knighthood.

This knightly form was given more life and mobility by a convergence of influences from two different ends of the earth; Spain, France, England, and Italy, but most especially France, were the ground on which this refinement of chivalric culture took place.

________

1. Owing to the character of their nation and country, a knight-errantry, combined with tender love, has long been, as it were, in the hereditary possession of the Arabs. They went in quest of adventure, fought in single combat, and avenged every insult to their person or tribe by spilling the blood of their enemy. Accustomed to a hard life and scant clothing, they valued above all else their horse, their sword, and the honor of their family. While wandering hither and thither with their tents, they also went in search of amorous adventure and then, in that poetical language they esteemed so highly, lamented with a sigh the absence of their beloved: and thus it became a regular feature of their songs to hymn the Prophet, themselves, the fame of their tribe, and praise for the beauty of their ladylove, without concern for the smooth transitions from one theme to the next. The tents of the women accompanied them on their campaigns; the most spirited of these emboldened them to battle, in return for which the spoils of victory were laid at their feet. And as from the days of Muhammad women had exerted great influence on the civilization [Bildung] of the Arabian empire, and the Oriental knows no other pleasure in periods of peace than games of amusement or passing the time in the company of women, so in Spain under the Arabs festivals of chivalry, including such contests as throwing the javelin at the target, were celebrated in the presence of ladies with much splendor and expense. The beauties urged on the contestants and rewarded them with jewels, scarves, or some garment made by their own fair hands: for these festivities were held in their honor, and the portrait of the champion’s mistress hung for all to see, surrounded by the portraits of the knights he had vanquished. Colors, heraldic devices, and clothing signaled the allegiances of the contestants; these festivals were extolled in song; and love was the victor’s most handsome prize. Evidently, then, the more refined customs of chivalry were brought to Europe by the Arabs: what became, among the heavily-armored heroes of the north, a professional ethic [Handwerkssitte], or remained mere fiction, was to them nature, carefree play, joyous exercise.4

It was in Spain, therefore, where for centuries Goths and Arabs lived side by side, that this easier spirit of chivalry first arrived among the Christians. Here rose to prominence the most ancient Christian orders, established for the purpose of fighting the Moors, for escorting the pilgrims to Santiago de Compostela, or simply for pleasure and amusement; but the spirit of chivalry impressed itself so deeply on the character of the Spaniards that, wholly after the Arabian manner, even the knights-errant and knights-amorous were not mere creatures of their imagination. The romances, or historical ballads on the subject of chivalry and courtly love, and perhaps also their prose counterparts, such as Amadís de Gaula,* are outgrowths of their language and way of thinking, which in a later age would furnish Cervantes with the materials for his incomparable national romance, Don Quixote. But the influence of the Arabs, both here and in Sicily, the two countries that they held on to longest, was felt most markedly on lighter poetry [fröhliche Dichtkunst].5

For in that territory extending down to the Ebro, which Charlemagne conquered from the Arabs and settled with Limousins, or the inhabitants of southern France, there gradually developed on both sides of the Pyrenees, and in proximity to the Arabs, the first poetry composed in the vernacular languages of Europe: the Provençal or Occitan. The tenzo, sonnet, idyll, villanella, sirvente, madrigal, canzone, and other forms, which were invented for witty questions, dialogues, and erotic allegories, gave the occasion, since everything in Europe was modeled after court and corporation, for the establishment of a singular tribunal, the court of love (corte de amor), in which knights and ladies, kings and princes, participated as judges and litigants. Prior to this, the gaya scienza, the literature of the troubadours had taken form: initially a passion of the high nobility, only in the course of time, when it was considered to be a courtly amusement after the European fashion, did it pass into the hands of the contadores, truanes, and bufones—in other words, the storytellers, clowns, and jesters—whereupon it became an object of contempt. In its early heyday, Provençal poetry had a gently harmonious, affecting, and charming grace, which elevated the heart and mind, formed the language and manners, and became, generally speaking, the mother of all modern European poetry. The Occitan tongue spread throughout Languedoc, Provence, Barcelona, Aragon, Valencia, Murcia, Mallorca, and Menorca: in these fair lands, cooled by sea-breezes, the first joyous sigh of love was breathed. The poetry of Spain, France, and Italy are its daughters: Petrarch learned from and sought to emulate it; our minnesingers are its distant and harsher echo, though their lyrics are indisputably among the most delicate that our language has to offer. For the universal spirit of chivalry, blowing up from France and Italy, had scattered some of these blossoms even across the Alps: to Swabia, Austria, and Thuringia, delighting several emperors of the House of Hohenstaufen and Hermann I, Landgrave of Thuringia; and the names of many German princes, who would otherwise be forgotten, have been transmitted to posterity by songs in this style. But this art soon degenerated, sinking into the lewd trade of itinerant jongleurs in France and the sterile rules of the Meistersingers in Germany. It was able to strike deeper roots in the so-called Romance languages that, like Provençal itself, are descended from Latin, and has borne far more pleasing fruit as it traveled from Spain through France and Italy down to Sicily. In Sicily, as in Spain, the first Italian poetry sprang up in what once had been Arab soil.

________

2. What the Arabs had begun from the south was carried on from the north, and with even more vigor, by the Normans in France, England, and Italy. When their romantic character, their love of adventures, heroic tales, and military exercises, and their northern respect for women coalesced with the more refined chivalry of the Arabs, the latter thereby acquired greater solidity and was propagated more widely throughout Europe. Now those tales that are called romances, the basis of which existed long before the Crusades, came more into vogue: for the German peoples had always sung the praises of their heroes. These songs and poems had been preserved during the darkest ages at the courts of magnates and even in monasteries; indeed, the more genuine history faded away, the more men’s minds were shaped by ecclesiastical legends or romantic fictions. From the first centuries of Christianity, we encounter this exercise of human imagination more frequently than any other, first after the Greek-African manner and then after the northern European. Monks, bishops, and saints were not ashamed of it; indeed, if the Bible and true history were to be heard, even they had to become romance. Hence Belial’s suit against Christ;* hence the allegorical and mystical personifications of every virtue and duty; hence the ecclesio-theatrical morality plays and farces. As this universal taste of the age sprang from ignorance, superstition, and a febrile imagination, so tales and fables (contes et fabliaux) provided the only mental sustenance: and heroic tales were the favorite of the knightly class. In France, the center of this culture, the subjects most peculiar to it were naturally chosen according to the two tracks that converged here. Charlemagne’s campaign against the Saracens, with all the adventures that were supposed to have taken place in the Pyrenees, was one track; the ancient legends of King Arthur that had arisen in the Norman lands, and in Brittany, were the other. Into the former were introduced the twelve peers belonging to the later constitution of France, alongside every last thing that might be said of the glories of Charlemagne and his paladins or attributed to the savagery of the Saracen heathens. Ogier the Dane, Huon of Bordeaux, the four sons of Aymon,* and many tales brought back from pilgrimages and the Crusades were included in his history; but the most interesting personages and events were always borrowed from Limousin, Guyenne, Languedoc, Provence, and that part of Spain where Provençal poetry flourished. The second track, the tales of Arthur and his court, passed over the sea to Cornwall, or rather to a utopian land, where men indulged in a peculiar species of the wonderful. The mirror of chivalry was polished brightly in these romances; the vices and virtues of this court were very clearly delineated in the degrees and characters that distinguish the companions of the Round Table: for which, as the Arthurian romances had their setting in so remote an age and so boundless a world, there was ample scope. From these two categories of romance issued at length a third, from which no French or Spanish province was excluded. Poitou, Champagne, Normandy, the Ardennes forest, Flanders, even Mainz, Castile, and the Algarve supplied knights and scenery for the dramatic spectacle: for the ignorance of the times, and the form in which the history of antiquity then appeared, permitted—indeed, demanded—this mingling of every era and country. Troy and Greece, Jerusalem and Trebizond, modern hearsay or long-established fact: all were united in the flower of chivalry; and descent from Troy in particular was an honor to which every nation and kingdom in Europe, together with their princes and worthiest knights, laid claim. With the Normans the romance made its way to England and Sicily; both regions furnished it with new heroes and new material; but nowhere did it thrive as successfully as in France. From the conjunction of various causes, men’s mode of life, language, poetry, even religion and morals, were formed according to this taste.6

For, passing now from the realm of fable into the land of history, where in Europe did chivalry blossom more beautifully than in France? With the decline of the Carolingians there rose to power and splendor almost as many courts of petty potentates, dukes, counts, and barons as there were provinces, castles, and fortresses; since which time every residence and knight’s seat had become a school of chivalric honor. The vivacity of the nation; their centuries-long struggles against Arabs and Northmen; the fame that their ancestors had thereby won; the flourishing prosperity to which several noble families had vaulted; their intermixture with the Northmen themselves; but most of all something peculiar in the character of the nation, which reveals itself throughout their whole history, from the time of the Gauls on: all endowed chivalry with that felicity of expression, brisk elasticity, easy complaisance, and sparkling grace that in other nations besides the French are found late, seldom, or not at all. How many French knights might be named who by their convictions and actions, in times of war and times of peace, throughout their nation’s history, down to the age of royal despotism, showed such valor, gallantry, and nobility that it redounds to the everlasting glory of their families! When the call went out to join the Crusades, French knights were the flower of European chivalry; French dynasties ascended the thrones of Jerusalem and Constantinople; and the laws of the new state were promulgated in French. This language and its culture also mounted the English throne with William the Conqueror; both nations were rivals in knightly virtue, in the exercise of which they emulated each other on the fields of both Palestine and France, until England left to its neighbor the pursuit of empty splendor and chose for itself a more useful career, that of civil society. France was the first to defy papal power, doing so with a deft touch and indeed a measure of grace; even Saint Louis* was anything but a slave of the pope. England, Germany, and other countries may have had more valiant kings than France; but it was there that policy [Staatsklugheit] first arrived from Italy and, even when working toward nefarious ends, at least made the pretense of decency. This spirit was also imparted to the institutions of higher learning, magisterial dignities, and courts of law, initially to their benefit, but afterward to their detriment. No wonder, then, that the French nation has become the vainest in Europe: almost from the inception of its monarchy, it has lit the way for this quarter of the globe and set the tone during the most significant periods of change. When all the nations came together in Palestine, as to a grand carousel, the German knights were led, by their alliance with the French, to lay off their Teutonic fury (furor teutonicus). The new costume that the Crusades, by coats of arms and other marks of distinction, introduced throughout Europe is largely of French origin.

________

At this juncture, we ought to mention the three or four military orders that, founded in Palestine, attained to so many honors and so much wealth; but the heroic and political drama by which they acquired them, with its five—or rather, seven—acts,* lies before us. To which we shall therefore proceed.



III. The Crusades and Their Consequences

Pilgrims and popes had long lamented the plight of Christians in Jerusalem: the imminent end of the world had been proclaimed, and Gregory VII believed he had 50,000 men ready to march on the Holy Sepulcher with him at their head. At length a native of Picardy, Peter the Hermit, in agreement with Simeon, the Patriarch of Jerusalem, succeeded in persuading pope Urban II to set to work. Two councils were summoned: at the second of these the pope delivered a tirade, after which the people cried out in a frenzy: “God wills it! God wills it!” Great numbers accordingly took to wearing a red cross sewn on their right shoulder: the crusade was preached throughout the whole of Roman Christendom and various immunities were granted to the holy warriors. They were permitted to alienate or mortgage their estates without the assent of their feudal lords (this privilege was conferred on the clergy, in respect of their benefices, for a term of three years); all crusaders, both in their persons and property, came under the protection and jurisdiction of the Church and were admitted to ecclesiastical rights: for the duration of the holy war they were exempt from all taxes and contributions, from all legal claims to their debts and from interest payments on those debts, and received absolution from their sins. An astonishing number of devout, unruly, giddy, agitated, extravagant, fanatical, and misguided dupes, from every class and station, and even of both sexes, flocked together; the armies were mustered; and Peter the Hermit set out, barefoot and wearing a long robe, at the head of a host 300,000 strong. As he was unable to introduce discipline among their ranks, they plundered everywhere they went; Hungary and Bulgaria joined forces and chased them into the forests, so that he arrived at Constantinople with a rump reduced to 30,000 and in the most wretched condition. A priest called Gottschalk followed with 15,000 men; a certain Count Emich with 200,000. These began their holy war with a bloodbath against the Jews, massacring 12,000 in several cities on the Rhine; then in Hungary they were themselves either cut to pieces or drowned. The first disorderly band of the Hermit, reinforced with Italians, was ushered across to Asia, but faced starvation and would have been completely crushed by the Turks had not Godfrey of Bouillon at last arrived at the gates of Constantinople with his regular army and the flower of European chivalry. At Chalcedon, an army was levied and amounted to 500,000 foot and 130,000 horse; amid incredible dangers and difficulties, Nicaea, Tarsus, Alexandria, Edessa, Antioch, and finally Jerusalem were captured, whereupon Godfrey of Bouillon was unanimously elected king. His brother Baldwin was made Count of Edessa and the Prince of Taranto, Bohemond, Prince of Antioch; Raymond de St Gilles, Count of Toulouse, became Count of Tripoli: and besides these, all the heroes celebrated in Tasso’s immortal poem* distinguished themselves in this campaign. It was not long, however, before one disaster was succeeded by another: the small kingdom had to defend itself against innumerable swarms of Turks from the east and Arabs from Egypt, which it did at first with extraordinary valor and resolve. But the old heroes died; the kingdom of Jerusalem came under a regency; the knights and princes fell at odds; in Egypt, a new power arose, the Mamluks, with whom the brave and noble Saladin increasingly pressed the perfidious and corrupt Christians, finally taking Jerusalem and abolishing this shadow kingdom before it could celebrate its centenary.

Every subsequent military expedition to maintain or reconquer it was in vain; and its destruction was soon followed by that of the principalities, if they had not already been lost. Edessa was in Christian hands for only fifty years, and even the huge armies of the Second Crusade, led by Conrad III of Germany and Louis VII of France, answering Saint Bernard’s call to arms with 200,000 men, could not restore it.

In the Third Crusade, three valiant powers took the field against Saladin: Emperor Fredrick I, Philip Augustus of France, and Richard the Lionheart of England. The first drowned in a river and his son died not long afterward; the other two, being jealous rivals, and the French king in particular envious of the English, managed nothing more than the reconquest of Acre. Breaking his vow, Philip Augustus returned home, and Richard, unable by himself to oppose the might of Saladin, was reluctantly obliged to do the same. Indeed, he had the misfortune, while traveling through Germany dressed as a pilgrim, to be arrested by Leopold, Duke of Austria, in retaliation for a perceived slight passed on him in Acre, and then ignobly delivered up to Emperor Henry VI, who, more ignobly still, held him prisoner for four years until, with the whole world murmuring at this unchivalrous treatment, he accepted a ransom of 100,000 silver marks.

The Fourth Crusade, launched by the French, Germans, and Venetians under Boniface of Montferrat, never even reached Palestine, directed as it was by the selfish and vengeful Venetians. They took Zara and sailed on to Constantinople: the imperial city was besieged, twice conquered and looted; the emperor fled; Baldwin of Flanders was elected Latin Emperor in Constantinople; the spoils and the Byzantine dominions were divided, with the Venetians receiving the most valuable share on the Adriatic, Black, and Aegean Seas. The commander of the expedition became the King of Candia, before selling the island to his avaricious allies; and in exchange for the lands beyond the Bosporus he became King of Thessalonica. A Principality of Achaea and a Duchy of Athens were created for French barons; wealthy Venetian noblemen acquired for themselves a Duchy of Naxos and a Triarchy of Negroponte; there arose a Count Palatine of Cephalonia and Zakynthos: in short, the Greek Empire was sold off like common plunder to the highest bidders. Meanwhile branches of the Greek imperial dynasty established an Empire of Nicaea, a Duchy of Trebizond, which in due course would also style itself an empire, and a Despotate of Epirus. As so little was left to the new Latin emperors in Constantinople, this weak and detested empire lasted scarcely more than fifty years: the emperors of Nicaea recaptured the old Greek imperial capital; and ultimately all of these possessions, obtained by adventure, fell into the hands of the Turks.

The Fifth Crusade, led by Hungarians and Germans, was quite ineffectual. Three kings—the King of Hungary, the King of Cyprus, and the titular king of Jerusalem—together with the grandmasters of the military orders encircled Mount Tabor, hemmed in the enemy, and had victory in their grasp; but discord and jealousy robbed them of their advantage, and, disheartened, the crusaders withdrew.

At the ceaseless urging of the papal court, Emperor Frederick II sent a fleet to Palestine; negotiations for an advantageous peace were underway, only to be frustrated by the papal legate; and when the emperor, bowing to extreme pressure, took personal command of the campaign, the pope hindered any possibility of success by his senseless excommunication of Frederick and his own treacherous attacks on the European domains of the absent emperor. A treaty was concluded with the Sultan of Egypt;* Palestine and Jerusalem were ceded to the emperor; but the Saracens retained the Holy Sepulcher as a free port for all pilgrims.

But even this arrangement would not continue for more than fifteen years, and the Seventh Crusade of Saint Louis,* the most ill-fated of them all, could not regain the undivided possession of Jerusalem. He and his entire army fell into the hands of the enemy in Egypt; he was forced to purchase his freedom dearly, and, while on a second, equally futile and unsuccessful expedition against the Moors, died at Tunis. His sad example finally stifled the foolish impulse to religious wars in Palestine, and the last Christian footholds there—Tyre, Acre, Antioch, and Tripoli—passed one after another to the Mamluks. And so this madness, which had cost Christian Europe vast sums of money and thousands of men’s lives, came to an end; what was its upshot?7

It has been customary to ascribe so many beneficial effects to the Crusades that, on this view, we ought sincerely to wish for our part of the world to catch, every half a millennium or so, a similar fever that rouses and actuates its powers; but a closer inspection reveals that most of the cited effects proceed not from the Crusades, and certainly not from them alone, but from the many other stimuli that Europe received at that time: that they delivered a concurrent and accidental shock, at best accelerative but in the main detrimental, which the rational faculty of Europeans could just as well have done without. In general, it is chimerical to invent a single headspring of events out of seven separate campaigns, undertaken over a period of two hundred years, by very different countries and from very different motives, merely because they share the same name.

________

1. We have seen that trade with Arabian states had already been opened to Europeans before the Crusades; and they were at liberty to profit from and extend this trade in a more becoming manner than by campaigns of plunder, in which the carriers, bankers, and purveyors were the only ones to gain. But all their gains came from Christians, against whose wealth they in fact crusaded. The dismemberment of the Greek Empire was a disgraceful act of commercial rapacity, which, by weakening its foundations, served merely to make Constantinople an easier prize for the ever-encroaching Turkish hordes. The entry of the Turks into Europe, and the breadth of their conquests, had already been prepared by Venice’s Lion of Saint Mark* through the Fourth Crusade. True, the Genoese assisted a dynasty of Greek emperors to reascend the throne; but this was the throne of an enfeebled and divided empire, which afterward the Turks overcame without much difficulty: and the Venetians as well as the Genoese lost their most valuable possessions, and ultimately almost all of their trade, in the Mediterranean and the Black Sea.

2. Chivalry arose not from the Crusades; but the Crusades from chivalry: the flower of French and Norman knighthood had already joined the first expedition to Palestine. Rather, the Crusades helped to rob chivalry of its peculiar bloom and to transform true knights at arms [Waffenritter] into mere armorial knights [Wappenritter]. In Palestine, for instance, many slipped on the plumed helmet who would not have been permitted to do so in Europe; they brought home with them armorial bearings and a title of nobility, which, by passing to their descendants, established a new class, the armorial and in time the patent nobility [Wappen- und Briefadel]. As the number of old dynasties, the true knightly nobility, had declined, so the former sought like the latter to obtain possessions and hereditary prerogatives; they tallied up their ancestors carefully, acquired dignities and privileges, and within a few generations took their place among the ancient nobility, even if there could not be the least pretension to equality with those dynasties, who were princes by comparison. In Palestine, any man who bore arms could become a knight; the early Crusades were a great year of jubilee for Europe. Soon this new military nobility proved very useful to an expanding monarchy, which shrewdly played them off against the remaining feudal lords of high rank. As passions collided and luster [Schein] outshone luster: so the military and court nobility at length brought the old chivalry to destruction.

3. That the military orders founded in Palestine conferred no advantage on Europe ought to be self-evident. They still spend the capital once dedicated to the Holy Sepulcher, for us an entirely lost cause. The Hospitallers were supposed to give shelter to pilgrims on arrival, care for the sick, treat lepers: these are the lofty Knights of Saint John of our time. When a nobleman from the Dauphiné, Raymond du Puy, introduced to them the vow of arms, the Order of Saint Lazarus broke away and remained true to its original purpose. The Templars were regular canons, who for ten years lived from alms and protected pilgrims to the Church of the Holy Sepulcher, until, their endowment having increased, their statutes were altered so that the knights had their sergeants and the order its lay brothers. The Teutonic Knights, finally, were founded to nurse the sick and the wounded who lay strewn on the battlefield; clothing, bread, and water were their only reward until they too became rich and powerful from their useful services against the infidels. In Palestine, these orders displayed great valor and great pride, but also treachery and disloyalty; and in Palestine, their history should have come to an end. When the Knights of Saint John were obliged to quit the country; for, having lost Cyprus and Rhodes, they were gifted the rock of Malta by Charles V: how singular was their commission, to remain forever crusaders, even outside of Palestine, and in return to enjoy possessions in kingdoms too remote from which either to make war on the Turks or to escort pilgrims to the Holy Sepulcher. In France, Louis VII took the Order of Saint Lazarus under his wing and desired to return it to its vocation: care for the sick. Though more than one pope wished to abolish it altogether, the kings of France gave it their protection, and Louis XIV merged it with several lesser orders. In this, his intentions diverged from those of his predecessor, Philip the Fair, who from greed and vengeance brutally suppressed the Templars and appropriated their lands, to which he had no title. The Teutonic Knights, who were enlisted by Conrad, Duke of Masovia to defend his borders against the heathen Prussians, and from the German emperor received all the land that they could conquer there and did not already belong to him: they duly conquered Prussia, united with the Order of the Sword in Livonia, obtained Estonia from a king who was unable to hold on to it, and ruled in knightly luxury and extravagance from the Vistula to the Dvina and Neva. The ancient Prussian nation was exterminated; Lithuanians and Semigallians, Curonians, Latvians, and Estonians were divided like herds of cattle among the German nobility. After lengthy wars with the Poles, they lost half of Prussia and then the whole, and eventually Livonia and Courland also. In these regions, they left nothing behind but the assurance that a defeated country can hardly have been governed more arrogantly and oppressively than they governed these coasts, which, had they been cultivated by several maritime cities, would surely have assumed a quite different character. Generally speaking, all three of the aforementioned orders belong not to Europe, but to Palestine. There they were founded; there they had their place. There they were supposed to do battle against infidels, serve in hospitals, guard the Holy Sepulcher, minister to lepers, and escort pilgrims. When these aims were extinguished, so too were the orders; their assets were transferred to Christian works, particularly those directed at the sick and poor.

4. Just as the new armorial nobility was defined solely by the expansion of monarchical power in Europe, so the freedom of the cities, the origin of communes, and at length the emancipation of the peasantry in our part of the world are to be ascribed to quite different causes than these mad Crusades. That in the first bout of fever accompanying them all profligate households and debtors were granted a reprieve; that vassals and serfs were exempted from their duties, the taxed from their taxes, and tributaries from their tribute, did not yet suffice to establish the rights of liberty in Europe. Cities had long been erected, and the rights of the more ancient ones had long since been confirmed and extended: and if the increase of commerce and manufactures in these cities sooner or later entailed the freedom of the peasant; if even the striving of such municipalities after independence was necessarily included in the progress of an increasingly assertive monarchy, so we need not seek in Palestine what, proceeding from perfectly clear causes, now drifts toward us on the waves of European change. The enduring system of Europe hardly rests on a religious folly.

5. Nor were the arts and sciences promoted in any way by the Crusaders themselves. The dissolute armies that first descended on Palestine had not the slightest notion of these and were unable to acquire one either in the suburbs of Constantinople or in Asia from Turks or Mamluks. As for the later campaigns, we need only keep in mind the brief time that the armies spent there to relinquish that brilliant dream of the Crusaders returning with great discoveries. The astronomical clock that Al-Kamil presented to Emperor Frederick II did not introduce gnomonics to Europe, nor did the Greek palaces that the Crusaders admired in Constantinople lead to improvements in architecture. Some crusaders, particularly Frederick I and Frederick II, cooperated in the diffusion of enlightenment; but the former did so before he had ever set eyes on the Orient, while the latter’s short stay there merely gave him a fresh incentive to persist with a style of government that had long been in evidence. None of the military orders brought enlightenment to Europe or contributed to its advancement.

Whatever may be said in favor of the Crusades, therefore, is limited to a few circumstances that, concurrent with preexisting causes, involuntarily amplified their effects.

________

1. As a great number of wealthy vassals and knights joined the early expeditions to the Holy Land, and did not return, their estates were sold off or subsumed into others. From this profited anyone who could—liege lords, the Church, already existing cities—each after his own fashion. These developments may not have set in motion that process tending toward the consolidation of royal power by the establishment of a middle rank [Mittelstand]; but they did assist and accelerate it.

2. Acquaintance was made with countries, peoples, religions, and constitutions that hitherto were unheard of in Europe; the narrow circle of vision was enlarged; new ideas were acquired, new impulses received. Consideration was given to things that would otherwise have been neglected; what Europe had long possessed was employed more advantageously; and as the world was found to be more extensive than had been supposed, curiosity was roused to know its remoter parts. The violent conquests of Genghis Khan in northern and eastern Asia drew men’s attention to Tartary in particular, where the Venetian Marco Polo, the Frenchman William of Rubruck, and the Italian John of Plano Carpini traveled,* each for very different reasons: the first for the purpose of trade, the second to satisfy his king’s inquisitiveness, and the third was sent by the pope to effect the conversion of the Mongols. But clearly, then, these travels have no connection with the Crusades, having been undertaken both before and afterward. The Orient itself is less familiar to us from these campaigns than we might have wished: the accounts of Orientals, even at a time when Syria was swarming with Christians, remain indispensable to us.

3. Finally, in this scene of holy combat, Europeans came to know one another better, though not always in the most wholesome way. With this more intimate acquaintance, kings and princes usually brought back a mutual and implacable enmity, adding fresh fuel to the wars between England and France in particular. The ill-advised experiment to prove that a Christian republic could and should present a united front against infidels would justify similar wars in Europe itself and subsequently spread them to other parts of the globe. Nevertheless, it is undeniable that, from the European neighbors seeing at close hand their respective strengths and weaknesses, the ground was laid, though still obscurely, for a more universal politics and a new system of relations in times of war and peace. Everyone coveted wealth, trade, comfort, and luxury, because a rude mind is apt to grow fond of these when in foreign lands and envy them in others. Few who returned from the Orient could henceforth reconcile themselves to European manners; many even left their heroism behind, clumsily imitated the east in the west, or yearned for new travels and adventures. In general, an event can only produce as much real and lasting good as there is reason in it.

It would have been unfortunate for Europe if, at the very time when so many of its men were doing battle for the Holy Sepulcher in a corner of Syria, the conquering hordes of Genghis Khan had turned sooner and with greater force to the west. Perhaps our part of the world would have fallen prey to the Mongols, like Russia and Poland, and its nations, pilgrim staff in hand, might have set out as beggars to offer their prayers at the Holy Sepulcher. Let us therefore turn our gaze from this wild fanaticism to Europe once more, so that we may observe how, by a process of interlinked phenomena, men’s moral and political reason was gradually formed and illumined.



IV. The Culture of Reason in Europe

In the earliest ages of Christianity, we observed numerous sects bent on clarifying, applying, and refining the system of religion by means of what was called an oriental philosophy; these were suppressed and persecuted as heretics. The deepest impression appears to have been made by Manichaeism, which, after the manner of Zoroaster, combined ancient Persian philosophy with a moral institute, and intended to operate as an active educator of its communities. It was persecuted with even greater severity than theoretical heresies and took flight, escaping eastward into the mountains of Tibet and westward into those of Armenia, finding temporary refuge even in a few European countries, in all of which, however, it met the same fate as in Asia. Long thought to have been eradicated, in the darkest centuries it suddenly reemerged, as if a signal had been given, where it was least expected and, spreading rapidly, caused tremendous uproar in Italy, Spain, France, the Netherlands, Switzerland, and Germany. It was from Bulgaria that it burst forth: a barbarous province and the object of protracted wrangling between the Greek and Roman churches, where its mysterious head professed, in stark contrast to the Roman pontiff, to imitate Christ in poverty.* Secret missions were dispatched to every country and attracted not only the common folk, especially hard-working artisans and the oppressed peasantry; but also the wealthy and the noble, especially women, with a power that defied even the most rigorous persecution and death itself. Their tranquil doctrine, which enjoined simple human virtues, above all industry, chastity, and withdrawal from the world, and set for itself the goal of perfection, to the attainment of which the community, with strict distinctions,* would be led, was the loudest battle-cry raised against the prevailing abominations of the Church. It assailed the morals of the clergy in particular, their riches, ambition, and extravagance, rejected their superstitious teachings and rituals, the immoral magic power of which they denied, and instead recognized only a simple ceremony delivered by the laying on of hands and a fellowship of the faithful under their elders, the perfecti. They considered the Eucharist, the cross, mass, Purgatory, the intercession of saints, and the inherent primacy of the Roman priesthood to be human institutions and fictions; the meaning of Scripture, and of the Old Testament specifically, they interpreted very freely, reducing everything to poverty, purity of mind and body, quiet industry, meekness, and benevolence—hence in many sects they were known as bons hommes or good men. In the oldest such sects, the influence of oriental Manichaeism is unmistakable: starting from the conflict between light and darkness, they held matter to be the origin of sin and embraced rigid notions of sensual pleasure in particular; but gradually their system was elaborated. From these Manichaeans, who were also called Cathars, Patarenes, Publicans, Pasagians, receiving different names in different countries as local circumstances dictated, individual teachers, foremost among them Henry of Lausanne and Peter of Bruys, formed less offensive parties; until at length the Waldensians taught and asserted with great courage nearly everything that Protestantism would take up a few centuries later. The earlier sects, by contrast, resemble the modern Anabaptists, Mennonites, Hussites, and other groups. All spread with such quiet force, so persuasively and emphatically, that throughout whole provinces the authority of the clergy was substantially diminished, particularly as they were no match for these adversaries even in theological debate. Languedoc was the garden in which they thrived most; they translated the New Testament into this language* (in those days an undertaking without precedent), set their rules of perfection in Provençal verse, and became the first to educate and form the people in their vernacular tongue since the introduction of Roman Christianity.8

But for these reasons they were also persecuted whenever the opportunity presented itself. Already at the beginning of the eleventh century, Manichaeans, among them the queen’s confessor, were burned at the stake in Orléans* in the heart of France; they would not recant and died avowing their faith. The treatment they received was no gentler in any country where the clergy was able to exercise authority—for example, in Italy and southern Germany; but in southern France and the Netherlands, where these industrious subjects enjoyed the protection of the magistrates, they lived in peace for some time: until, after numerous disputations had been staged and councils held, when the fury of the clergy had risen to its highest pitch, the Inquisition* was brought against them. And because their protector, Raymond VI of Toulouse,* a true martyr for the cause of mankind, refused to abandon them, that terrible crusade, with its excess of atrocities, was launched against them. The Dominicans, founded expressly to oppose their heresy, were their frightful judges; Simon de Montfort,* one of the commanders of the crusade, was the most ruthless monster to walk the earth; and from this corner of southern France, where the poor bons hommes had remained hidden for two hundred years, the blood court* then turned to confront all heretics, extending its scope to Spain, Italy, and most other Catholic countries. Hence the confusion into which the most disparate sects of the Middle Ages were thrown, because the Inquisition and the persecuting spirit of the clergy made no distinctions among them; but hence also their perseverance and hence the quiet dissemination of their ideas, such that, three to five hundred years later, the Protestant Reformation in every country found the selfsame seeds and merely imbued them with new life. In England, Wycliffe acted on the Lollards, as Hus on his Bohemians: for Bohemia, which shared a language with the Bulgarians, had long been filled with sects of this pious sort. The germ of truth, which now had been planted, and the resolute hatred of superstition, anthropolatry, and the haughty and ungodly clergy could no longer be stamped out; the Franciscans and other orders, which as models of poverty and the imitation of Christ were intended to offset and overturn those sects, fell so far short of this goal, even among the populace, that they succeeded only in causing new scandal. So here, too, the future downfall of the greatest of all tyrants, the hierarchy, proceeded from the humblest beginnings, from simplicity and sincerity; not without prejudice and errors, but in some respects these guileless bons hommes spoke more freely than many Reformers were subsequently able to do.

________

What plain common sense accomplished on the one hand was promoted, more slowly and subtly, yet not ineffectively, by speculative reason on the other. In the monastic schools, pupils were taught to dispute on the dialectics of Saint Augustine and Aristotle and used to practice this art as a kind of learned contest or tourney. The criticism leveled at this freedom of disputation, as a worthless exercise of the Middle Ages, is unjust: for precisely in this period such freedom was invaluable. Through disputation a great many things could be called into question, and sifted by arguments and counterarguments, for the positive or practical inquiry into which the times were far from ready. Did not the Reformation itself begin with its protagonists retreating behind the laws of disputation and taking refuge in the liberty these guaranteed? As the monastic schools became universities—that is, arenas of controversy, their freedom protected by pope and emperor—so a wide field was opened for training and honing the discourse, presence of mind, wit, and discernment of these learned combatants. There was scarcely an article of theology, or a subject of metaphysics, that would not occasion the subtlest queries, wrangles, or distinctions and be spun out over time into the most delicate texture. By their very nature, such cobwebs possessed less solidity than the coarse structure of positive traditions held together by blind faith; and having been woven by human reason, they could just as easily be unraveled and destroyed by that same reason. Thanks therefore be to that fine spirit of disputation of the Middle Ages, and to every ruler who built citadels of learning for these gossamers! If some of the disputants were persecuted from envy or from their own incaution; or if, after they had died, their bodies were disinterred from hallowed ground: still on the whole the art continued its progress and greatly sharpened the discursive faculty [Sprachvernunft] of Europeans.

As the south of France was the first permanent scene of an emerging popular religion, so its northern part, particularly the celebrated University of Paris, became the tournament square of speculation and scholastics. Paschasius Radbertus and Ratramnus had lived here; John Scotus Eriugena had found favor and a residence here; Lanfranc and Berengar of Tours, Anselm, Abelard, Peter Lombard, Thomas Aquinas, Bonaventura, William of Ockham, Duns Scotus—these morning stars and suns of scholastic philosophy—taught in France either the whole of their lives or during their best years; and men of all countries flocked to Paris to learn the highest wisdom of the age. Whoever had made a reputation for himself in this succeeded to honorable posts in church and state: for scholasticism was so far from being excluded from political affairs that William of Ockham, who defended Philip the Fair and Louis of Bavaria* against the popes, could say to the emperor: “Defend me with the sword, and I will defend you with the pen.” That the French language acquired a philosophical precision before others is owing to this circumstance, inter alia, that in its native country men had engaged in such nimble and subtle disputation, for so long and so often: for it was closely related to Latin and easily lent itself to the formation of abstract ideas.

________

That the translation of Aristotle’s works contributed more than anything else to the refinement of scholasticism is already evident from the authority that, for the next 500 years, the Greek philosopher would retain in all the schools of Europe. But the reason why these writings were seized on with such eagerness, and borrowed for the most part from the Arabs, lies not in the Crusades, but rather in the impulses and thinking of the age. Europe was first drawn to the science of the Arabs by their mathematical accomplishments as well as by the hope of discovering their secrets for the means of preserving and extending life, of obtaining vast wealth, and indeed knowledge of the machinery of Fate. Men went in search of the Philosopher’s Stone and the elixir of immortality; future events were read in the stars, and even mathematical instruments seemed the tools of magic. Thus, like children, they chased after the marvelous; but, after undertaking the most arduous voyages in pursuit of this object, instead found only the true. As early as the eleventh century, Constantine the African had set out from Carthage and for thirty-nine years traversed the Orient, gathering the secrets of the Arabs in Babylonia, India, and Egypt; he came at last to Europe and as a monk in Monte Cassino translated many Greek and Arabic writings, especially those of a medical nature. However flawed the translations may have been, yet they ended up in the hands of many: thanks to Arabian art, the first school of medicine rose up in Salerno and exerted a powerful influence. Those from France and England who thirsted after knowledge traveled to Spain so that they might receive personal instruction from the most celebrated Arab teachers: and on their return they were regarded as sorcerers, even boasting themselves that certain arcane arts were the result of magic. In this way, mathematics, chemistry, and medicine were introduced to the most eminent schools of Europe, partly through books and partly through discoveries and experiments. Without the Arabs, there would have been no Gerbert of Aurillac, Albertus Magnus, Arnaldus de Villa Nova; no Roger Bacon, Ramon Llull,* and so on; all of whom had either studied in Spain under the Arabs or read their writings carefully. Even Emperor Frederick II, who was tireless in encouraging the translation of Arabic texts and the revival of every science, was not free from superstition in his love thereof. The itch to travel persisted for centuries, as did the legendary tales of voyages to Spain, Africa, and the Orient, where the most glorious secrets of Nature might be learned at the feet of quiet sages: this gave rise to various secret orders and great companies of itinerant scholars; indeed, the whole framework of the philosophical and mathematical sciences, up to and beyond the age of Reformation, betrays this Arabian origin.

________

No wonder that mysticism latched on to such a philosophy, thereby developing into one of the most refined systems of contemplative perfection. Already in the primitive Christian church mysticism passed from neo-Platonic philosophy to various sects; via the translation of Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite,* it arrived in the convents of the west, was embraced by certain Manichaean sects, and at length, with and without the addition of scholasticism, acquired among the monks and nuns a form that exhibited now the most sophistical ratiocination, now the most delicate refinement of the loving heart. Even it did its share of good, by drawing the mind away from mere ceremonial worship; by accustoming it to self-communion and invigorating it with spiritual sustenance. It provided solitary, languishing souls, living in seclusion from the world, with consolation and exercise, while also rarefying the sentiments by a kind of spiritual romance [Roman]. It was the precursor to the metaphysics of the heart, just as scholasticism prepared the way for reason, each a counterbalance to the other. It is fortunate that the time is almost past when this opium was, alas had to be, the physic of the soul.9

________

Lastly, jurisprudence, this practical philosophy concerning the feeling of equity and sound understanding, has, when it began to shine with new light, contributed more than mysticism and speculation to the welfare of Europe and established the laws [Rechte] of society more firmly. In an age of honest simplicity, there is no need for a great many written statutes [Gesetze], so that the rude German peoples fairly bristled at the subtlety of Roman jurists; while in countries of policed [policirten] and partly corrupt nations, not only written statutes of their own, but soon elements of Roman law also, came to seem indispensable. And as this was ultimately insufficient to counter the papal legislation, growing continuously with every passing century, so it was well that the whole corpus of Roman law was now brought forth to exercise the understanding and judgment of active and enlightened [erklärender] men. Not without reason did the emperors recommend this course of study to their high schools, particularly those in Italy: for to them it represented an arsenal of weapons that might be wielded against the pope. Likewise, the nascent free cities all had an interest in using it against the pope, the emperor, and the petty tyrants who threatened their autonomy. Accordingly, lawyers multiplied in extraordinary numbers: as scholarly knights, as champions of the liberty and property of nations, they enjoyed the greatest authority at court, in cities, and in universities; and thanks to them much-frequented Bologna was nicknamed the “learned one.”* What France was to scholastic philosophy, Italy was to the elevation of the laws; Roman and canon law rivaled each other; even several popes themselves were accomplished jurists. It is a pity that the rousing of this science coincided with an age in which the sources were found to be impure and the spirit of the ancient Roman people discernible only through a thick fog. It is a pity that the subtleties of scholasticism infected this practical science, too, turning the utterances of even the most judicious men into a captious web of words. It is a pity, finally, that an ancillary discipline, an exercise of the faculty of judgment on the model of the greatest men of sense in antiquity, should have been adopted as a positive norm, as a bible of the laws in all cases, even the most recent and indeterminate. This served to usher in that spirit of chicanery, which in time might have come close to extinguishing almost every national legislation in Europe. Barbarous book-learning took the place of a firsthand knowledge of the facts; legal procedures became a labyrinth of formalities and quibbles; men’s wits were honed not to a noble sense of justice, but to dodges and devices; the language of rights and laws was made strange and perplexing; and, with the sovereign’s triumphant rise to absolute power, furnished a spurious legal basis to his rule. The consequences of this have long been felt.

________

Were we to compare the state of the intellectual reawakening of Europe with ancient times and ancient peoples, it would be a sorry sight indeed. All that is good emerges timidly from rude and stupid barbarism, oppressed by both spiritual and secular tyranny; here the best seeds are trampled on the stony ground or snatched up by birds of prey; there the sapling struggles to grow among the briars and is choked or withers, because it lacks the rich soil of ancient goodness and simplicity. The first popular religion appears among persecuted and sometimes fanatical heretics; philosophy in the lecture-halls of squabbling dialecticians; the most useful sciences as magic and superstition; the government of the human sentiments as mysticism; an improved political constitution as the patched and threadbare cloak of a long obsolete, quite disparate legislation. And by these means, from a state of utmost confusion, shall Europe rise to prominence and form itself anew. But what the soil of culture wanted in arability and depth; what the tools and resources in utility; what the air in serenity and freedom, is perhaps compensated by the extent of the field under tillage and the value of the crops reared. No Athens or Sparta is to be formed here, but Europe; and formed not to the kalokagathia* of a Greek philosopher or artist, but to a reason and humanity that in time would embrace the globe. Let us see what preparations were made to this end, what discoveries scattered in the darkness of ages, which the following centuries brought to fruition.



V. Institutions and Discoveries in Europe

1. In Europe, the cities have become, as it were, the permanent camps of culture, the workshops of industry, and the beginnings of a better political economy, without which these lands would still be a desert. In all the countries formerly under Roman rule, these cities preserved a few of the Roman arts, some more than others; while in those areas that were occupied by Rome, they became bulwarks against the incursions of new barbarians, asylums not only for individual human beings, but for commerce, arts, and manufactures. Eternal gratitude is owed to those sovereigns who erected, endowed, and protected them: for with them were established the constitutions that first gave a public spirit room to breathe. Aristocratic-democratic bodies were created, the members of which watched over one another, often as enemies and adversaries, but in doing so could not help but promote common security, competitive industry, and unceasing striving. Within the walls of a city, everything that, in keeping with the times, could awaken and lend form to invention, assiduity, civic freedom, economy, policy, and order was squeezed into a narrow space: the laws of many cities are models of civic wisdom. Through them, nobles as well as commoners enjoyed the first shared freedom worthy of that name: the rights of the citizen. In Italy, there arose republics, which through their trade extended their reach farther than Athens or Sparta ever had; while on this side of the Alps, not only did individual cities spring up as a result of industry and commerce, but alliances were formed between them and ultimately a commercial state that stretched from the Atlantic Ocean to the Euxine and from the Baltic and North Seas to the Mediterranean. These cities lay in Germany, the Netherlands, the northern kingdoms, Poland, Prussia, Russia, and Livonia, the foremost of which was Lübeck. They were joined by the greatest trading centers in England, France, Portugal, Spain, and Italy: perhaps the most effective league in the history of the world. It did more to make Europe into a commonwealth than all the Crusades and Romish rites: for it transcended religious and national differences, founding the relations between states on mutual advantage, competitive industry, honesty, and order. Cities accomplished what regents, priests, and the nobility were never able or willing to do: they created a Europe that worked in concert.

2. The guilds in the cities, as burdensome as they would often prove to be to the authorities, and even to the growing arts, were at the time, as miniature commonwealths, as confederate bodies in which one stood for all and all for one, indispensable for the maintenance of honest trades, the improvement of the arts, and the honor and esteem of the artisans themselves. Thanks to them, Europe has become the manufacturer of all the products of the world and, though the smallest and poorest quarter of the globe, has gained ascendancy over all the others. Europe is indebted to its industry, for wool and flax, hemp and silk, furs and hides, earth and clay, stones, metals, plants, juices, dyes, ashes, salts, rags, and trash have been transformed into wonders that in turn served, and will continue to serve, as means to further wonders. If the history of inventions be the greatest accolade of the human mind, then corporations and guilds were their nurseries: as by the separation of the arts and the regularizing of instruction, by competition and dear old poverty, such things were brought forth as the favor of a ruler or the state scarcely knew, seldom promoted or rewarded, and almost never aroused. They were the result of discipline and order under the aegis of a peaceful municipal government; the most ingenious arts arose from handicrafts, from manufactures, which garb they long wore, especially on this side of the Alps, and by no means to their detriment. Let us therefore not ridicule or pity the formalities and grades associated with each of these practical organizations; for they preserved the essence of art and the common honor of the artists. The monk and knight had far less need for degrees of instruction than the busy laborer, the value of whose work was guaranteed by the company as a whole: for nothing is a greater obstacle to art than incompetence and the lack of a feeling of pride in one’s mastery; these spell the end of art itself.

Let us therefore honor the masterworks of the Middle Ages, which attest to the accomplishments of the cities in the arts and crafts. Gothic architecture would never have reached full blossom had not republics and wealthy commercial cities sought to outdo one another with their cathedrals and town halls, as the Greek polities had once done with temples and statues. We may observe from where each derived the models of its taste and with what countries it carried on an intercourse: the oldest edifices in Venice and Pisa were built in a different style than those in Florence or Milan. Regardless of whether the cities on this side of the Alps followed these or other models, on the whole the better Gothic architecture is explained from the constitution of the cities and the spirit of the times. For as men think and live, so they build and inhabit: even foreign models they can adapt only after their own manner, much as every bird constructs a nest according to its figure and mode of life. The boldest and most ornate Gothic architecture would never have obtained in convents and knightly castles: it is a kind of splendor proper to a public community. Similarly, the most valuable medieval works of art bear, whether on metal, ivory, glass, wood, tapestry, or clothing, the crest of families, corporations, and cities, which is why for the most part they possess lasting worth and are rightly an inalienable property of those cities and families. Thus civic industry also recorded chronicles, in which the writer’s house, family, guild, and city are his whole world; but his heart and mind engage with them all the more fervently—and happy are the countries whose history proceeds from documents such as these rather than from monastic chronicles. By city councilors, too, was Roman jurisprudence first wisely and vigorously limited; otherwise it would have overwhelmed the best statutes and laws of the nations.

3. The universities were learned cities and corporations: as commonwealths, they were endowed with the same rights and share their merits. Not as schools but as political bodies did they weaken the rude pride of the nobility, support the cause of the sovereigns against the usurpations of the pope, and open the way for a separate educated class, in place of the exclusive clergy, to perform services to the state and obtain honors. Scholars have probably never been held in higher esteem than at the dawn of the sciences; men acknowledged the indispensable value of a good that had long been despised; and while one party shrank from the light, so the other welcomed the rising of the sun all the more eagerly. Universities were strongholds and bulwarks of science against the militant barbarism of ecclesiastical despotism: or at least they guarded a half-known treasure for better times to come. After Theodoric, Charlemagne, and Alfred, we should like to pay our respects above all to the ashes of Emperor Frederick II, who, besides his many other merits, set the universities on that course in which they have continued ever since, patterning themselves after the University of Paris. With these institutions, too, Germany has become, as it were, the center of Europe; it was here that the arsenals and magazines of science acquired not only the most settled form but also the greatest internal wealth.

4. Finally, we shall indicate just a few of the discoveries that, when put into practice, made the most significant contributions to posterity. The magnetic needle, an aid to navigation, was probably introduced to Europe by the Arabs and first used by the Amalfitani in their early commerce with them: it delivered the world to the Europeans. The Genoese early ventured into the Atlantic Ocean, and afterward it was not in vain that the Portuguese possessed the westernmost shores of the Old World: they sought, and found, the route around Africa and thereby altered the whole Indian trade, until another Genoese discovered the second hemisphere and transformed our continent’s relations with the other parts of the globe. The little tool by which these discoveries were made came to Europe at the dawn of the sciences.

Glass, an early Asian commodity once worth its weight in gold, has become greater than gold in the hands of Europeans. Irrespective of whether it was Salvino* or someone one else who ground the first eyeglasses, he contrived an instrument that one day would reveal millions of celestial bodies, regulate time and navigation, and indeed promote the greatest science of which the human mind can boast. Already Roger Bacon,* as a Franciscan friar in his cell, discovered wonders connected with the properties of light and almost every realm of Nature, for which his order rewarded him with hostility and imprisonment, but which others pursued more happily in brighter times. The first ray of morning light striking the soul of this admirable man showed him a new world in heaven and on earth.

Gunpowder, a murderous and yet on the whole beneficial tool, also arrived in Europe by way of the Arabs, either by descriptions in their writings or their active employment of it. Occasionally it seems from these writings to have been discovered by more than one person and only gradually to have come into use: for it changed the entire nature of war. The new state of affairs in Europe was affected by this invention to an extraordinary degree, as it did more than any ecclesiastical council to vanquish the spirit of chivalry; increased the sovereign’s power more than any national assembly; restrained the indiscriminate butchery of personally embittered armies; and even set limits to the very mode of warfare to which it gave rise. This and other chemical discoveries—especially alcohol, which the Arabs introduced to Europe as a medicine and subsequently spread as a deadly poison throughout the wide world—were epoch-making in the history of our species.

The same is true of paper made from rags and the prelude to book-printing represented by playing cards and other impressions of immovable type. The impetus to the former was likely provided by the paper made from cotton and silk that the Arabs brought from Asia; the latter advanced by gradual steps from one experiment to another, until copperplate engraving and book-printing developed from woodcuts and came to exert the greatest influence on our continent. Arab numerals; the musical notation contrived by Guido of Arezzo;* the clocks that similarly derived from Asia; oil-painting, an old German invention; and sundry other useful implements devised, or adopted and imitated, before the dawn of the sciences: in the great hothouse of European manufactures, these were almost always the seed of new things and events for future ages.



VI. Concluding Remarks

How, then, did Europe attain to its culture and to the rank that elevates it above other peoples? It was impelled by place, time, need, the conjunction of circumstances, the course of events; but above all else it obtained this rank as a result of its many common endeavors, its own manufactures.

1. Had Europe been as rich as India, as open a country as Tartary, as hot as Africa, as isolated as America; then all that has arisen in it would never have been accomplished. Its geographical situation helped it, even when submerged in the deepest barbarism, to return to the light; but its greatest advantage lay in its rivers and seas. Take away the Dnieper, the Don and Dvina, the Black, Mediterranean, and Adriatic Seas, the Atlantic Ocean, the North and Baltic Seas with all their coasts, islands, and streams: and the great trading association by which Europe was led to a better activity would not have come into being. But the two great and opulent continents of Asia and Africa embraced their smaller, poorer sister; they sent her their wares and inventions from the outermost limits of the earth, from regions where culture had been longest and earliest established, and thereby sharpened her own industry and power of invention. The climate of Europe, the vestiges of the ancient Greek and Roman worlds, also played a role: and so Europe’s majesty is founded on activity and invention, on science, on a shared and competitive striving.

2. The oppression of the Romish hierarchy was perhaps a necessary yoke, an indispensable fetter for the rude peoples of the Middle Ages; without it, Europe would likely have become the prey of despots, a theater of perpetual discord, or even a Mongol wasteland. As a counterweight it therefore merits some praise; but as the primary and permanent spring of action, it would have transformed Europe into a Tibetan theocracy. Action and reaction produced an effect that neither of the two parties had intended: need, necessity, and danger gave rise to a third estate,* which, as it were, must be the lifeblood of this great, functioning body, or else the body will begin to decay. This is the estate of science, of useful activity, of competitive industry: and this necessarily, if gradually, put an end to that period in which chivalry and priesthood were essential.

3. Of what kind the new culture of Europe could be is also evident from the foregoing. Only a culture of human beings, as they were and wished to be; a culture by means of diligence, arts, and sciences. Whoever had no need of these, whoever despised or abused them, remained who he was: a universal, comprehensive formation of all ranks and nations, through education, laws, and constitution, was then still inconceivable; and when will it be conceivable? Meanwhile reason, and the increasingly cooperative activity of mankind, continue on their irresistible course; and it may even be regarded as a good omen if the best fruits do not ripen prematurely.

_____________


1. There is a great deal of information on this in Fischer’s Geschichte des teutschen Handels, vol. 1.


2. In Johann Friedrich Le Bret’s Staatsgeschichte der Republik Venedig [Civil History of the Venetian Republic] (Leipzig, 1769), we have a summary of the most noteworthy writings on the history of this state, the like of which no other language possesses. The sequel will show this maritime city’s significance in European history for the Church, for literature, and for many other matters.


3. See Möser’s Osnabrückische Geschichte, vol. 1. For what follows I shall not cite the many works on chivalry, but only de La Curne de Sainte-Palaye’s Mémoires sur l’ancienne chevalerie, which has been translated into German by Johann Ludwig Klüber as Das Ritterwesen des Mittelalters [The Chivalry of the Middle Ages] (Nuremberg, 1786–91).


4. See Reiske on Al-Tughrai, Pococke on Bar Hebraeus, Sale, Jones, Ockley, Cardonne, etc.*


5. See Velasquez, Spanische Dichtkunst, and all those who have written on the troubadours, minnesingers, etc.


6. Of the sources [Richtungen] and ingredients of the medieval romances we shall say more on another occasion.


7. I have not seen the many treatises and prize essays commissioned by learned societies on the effects of the Crusades; hence I am expressing my own opinion on this matter without reference to these.


8. Among the writings on these sects, of which ecclesiastical history gives a full account, I shall mention only one, the value of which is largely unacknowledged: J. C. Füeßlin’s Neue und unpartheyische Kirchen- und Ketzerhistorie der mittlern Zeit [New and Impartial History of the Church and of Heresy in the Middle Ages] (Frankfurt, 1770–72), in which very useful documents are to be found.


9. In spite of all that Pierre Poiret, Gottfried Arnold, and others have written, we are still lacking a history of mysticism, particularly in the Middle Ages, written in a properly philosophical spirit.









APPENDIX: PLAN FOR THE CONCLUDING VOLUME OF THE IDEAS (1788/89)


Book 21. 1. Italy: its commerce; the republics, their leaders, constitution, consequences; of the arts; Dante, Petrarch, Boccaccio (and novels in general), Ariosto, Tasso. The tragedy; comedy; music; history; philosophy. Architecture; painting (schools); sculpture. 2. France and England: how the French kings raised themselves above their vassals. On the Pragmatic Sanction or the pope. On the Third Estate. Wars with England, Italy. Standing armies. English common law. Magna Carta. Ireland. Revolution in the feudal system. Manufactures. 3. Germany. How it was after the interregnum. Austrian emperors. Ludwig the Bavarian; college of electors. Golden Bull. Wenceslas. The councils. On the form acquired by Swabia, Bavaria, Saxony, and Franconia. What became of the Wendish lands. Of Burgundy, Arles, Switzerland. On the Hanseatic cities and the Swabian League. Frederick and Maximilian. Arts and sciences: gunpowder, printing. 4. North and east. Denmark, Sweden, Poland, Hungary. 5. The Turks. Influence of the conquest of Constantinople. 6. Spain and Portugal. The unification of Spain. The voyages of discovery. 7. Assessment of the consequences of the spirit of liberty against Rome; of Roman law, of the invention of the printing press, of the revival of antiquity, of both Indies.

Book 22. Reformation. Its spirit and progress in Germany, Switzerland, France, England, Italy. Its consequences: in Germany from Charles V to the Peace of Westphalia; for Scandinavia, Prussia, Courland, Poland, and Hungary; in England from Henry VIII to the Bill of Rights; in France and Switzerland (Geneva, Calvin); in Italy: Jesuits, Socinians, Maximus of Venice, the Tridentine Council; general remarks.

Book 23. 1. The new spirit of the higher sciences in Italy, France; development of the belles-lettres. 2. Law of nations and balance of power; spirit of industry and commerce: of money, luxury, and taxation; of legislation; general remarks.

Book 24. Russia; East and West Indies; Africa; the European system; relations of this part of the world to the others.

Book 25. Humanity in regard to the individual; in relation to religion; in respect of political constitutions, trade, arts, sciences. The properties of the human spirit. Its influence everywhere on all things. Outlook.





NOTES


Part One


	1 Quem te Deus … Disce. “Learn what God commands you to be and your place in the human world” (Perseus, Satires 3.71–73).





Preface


	3 anch’io son pittore. An apocryphal remark attributed to the Renaissance artist Correggio, who was enraptured by one of Raphael’s pictures. Montesquieu also quotes the phrase at the end of the preface of The Spirit of the Laws.


	3 motto. The motto of Herder’s Auch eine Philosophie der Geschichte zur Bildung der Menschheit: Beitrag zu vielen Beiträgen des Jahrhunderts [This, Too, a Philosophy of History to Form Mankind: A Contribution to the Many Contributions of this Century] (Riga, 1774) was drawn from Epictetus, Encheiridion, v: “ταράσσει τοὺς ἀνθρώπους οὐ τὰ πράγματα, ἀλλὰ τὰ περὶ τῶν πραγμάτων δόγματα” (It is not things themselves that disturb men, but their judgments about these things). Laurence Sterne used the same passage as the motto for his great comic novel The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman (1759–67)—a favorite of Herder’s.


	3 I had observed that a few ideas … had not intended. Herder is thinking here of J. G. Schlosser’s Über die Seelenwanderung [On the Transmigration of Souls] (Basle, 1781) and Johann Christoph Adelung’s Versuch einer Geschichte der Cultur des menschlichen Geschlechts [Essay on the History of the Culture of the Human Species] (1782). Schlosser developed the suggestion at the end of Lessing’s Die Erziehung des Menschengeschlechts [The Education of the Human Species] (Berlin, 1780), that we might account for the moral improvement of humankind by the principle of metempsychosis. Schlosser argued that, by being continually reborn, and remembering the lessons from their previous life, souls progress to ever higher planes of morality until they are received in the lap of God. Schlosser makes reference to a “certain poetical philosopher [who] has compared the epochs of the human species to the ages of a human life” (p. 6)—i.e., Herder—applying this analogy not to the succession of historical cultures but to the metempsychotic advancement of the soul. Herder responded to Schlosser in “Ueber die Seelenwanderung. Drei Gespräche” [Three Dialogs on the Transmigration of Souls], Teutsche Merkur, 37:1 (1782), 12–54, which contains several themes repeated in Part One of the Ideas.


	5 Measure, number, and weight. Wisdom of Solomon 11:20.


	5 The Only Wise. 1 Timothy 1:17.


	5 “And makest men … over them?” Habakkuk 1:14.






Book 1


	8 Quid non … animo. From Pliny, Natural History: “What is there that does not appear marvellous, when it comes to our knowledge for the first time? How many things, too, are looked upon as quite impossible, until they have been actually effected? But it is the fact, that every moment of our existence we are distrusting the power and the majesty of Nature, if the mind, instead of grasping her in her entirety, considers her only in detail” (Natural History, trans. John Bostock and H. T. Riley, vol. 2, p. 121 [London, 1855], 7.1).


	9 Copernicus … Kant. Nicolaus Copernicus (1473–1543), astronomer whose De revolutionibus orbium coelestium [On the Revolutions of the Celestial Spheres] (Nuremberg, 1543) established the heliocentric model of the universe; Johannes Kepler (1571–1630), best known for formulating of the laws of planetary motion; Isaac Newton (1642–1727), who established the laws of motion and universal gravitation; Christian Huygens (1629–95) was the first person to describe the rings of Saturn, and his posthumously published Cosmotheoros (The Hague, 1698) included speculations on extraterrestrial life; Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) is mentioned on account of his Allgemeine Naturgeschichte und Theorie des Himmels [Universal Natural History and Theory of the Heavens] (Königsberg and Leipzig, 1755), in which he advanced the nebular hypothesis and attempted to explain the order of the solar system.


	9 Hemsterhuis. François Hemsterhuis (1721–90), Dutch moral philosopher, in Lettre sur l’homme et ses rapports [Letter on Man and His Relations]: “The greatest revolution that took place in the ideas of men was when philosophers unquestionably taught them that this globe was merely a planet like so many others; that this important thing was in fact a nothing, and the universe infinite. If this discovery had been made in centuries when the moral organ still had a little of its primitive vigor, it seemingly would have completely changed the form of society” ([Paris, 1772], pp. 188–89).


	10 man derives his name from Mother Earth. E.g., the Latin homo is descended from the Proto-Indo-European word for “earth,” *dhéǵhōm (*Dhéǵhōm is also the name of the earth-goddess in the Proto-Indo-European mythology). Similarly, “Adam” derives from the Hebrew word for “earth,” “ground,” “soil.”


	11 In the distances between the planets … proportion. Herder’s remarks on the geometric harmony of the solar system, which he will subsequently find replicated in the organic realm on earth, are based on the Titius-Bode Law, formulated in 1766 by Johann Daniel Titius (1729–96) in a footnote to his translation of Charles Bonnet’s Contemplation de la nature (Amsterdam, 1764) and restated by Johann Elert Bode (1747–1826) in his Anleitung zur Kenntniss des gestirnten Himmels [Introduction to Knowledge of the Starry Heavens] (Berlin and Leipzig, 1778). This hypothesis describes an apparent mathematical relationship between the orbital distances of the planets, such that each is approximately twice as far from the sun as the preceding one. While it aided William Herschel’s discovery of Uranus in 1781, just three years before the first part of the Ideas was published, the law failed to hold true with the subsequent discoveries of Neptune and Pluto. (It was Bode who suggested Uranus for the new planet’s name; Herschel had proposed Georgium Sidus in honor of his patron George III, King of Great Britain).


	11 Kircher … Kant. These thinkers raised the possibility of extraterrestrial life: Athanasius Kircher (1602–80) in Itinerarium exstaticum (Rome, 1656); Bernard de Fontenelle (1657–1757) in Entretiens sur la pluralité des mondes [Conversations on the Plurality of Worlds] (Paris, 1686); Emanuel Swedenborg (1688–1772) in De telluribus in mundo nostro solari quae vocantur planetae [The Earths in Our Solar System Which Are Called Planets] (London, 1758); Johann Heinrich Lambert (1728–77) in Cosmologische Briefe [Cosmological Letters] (Augsburg, 1761).


	14 Buffon … Newton. Georges-Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon (1707–88), the great naturalist to whose work Herder will frequently have recourse in the first part of the Ideas, had suggested in his Époques de la nature (Paris, 1778) that the history of the earth could be divided into seven epochs. It began with a comet colliding with the sun, the consolidation of rock and formation of the mineral kingdom, the inundation and subsequent retreat of a universal ocean, and so on, terminating in the appearance and activity of human beings. These conjectures, Herder hopes, will be superseded, just as Cartesian mechanics was rendered obsolete by Newton—who, after all, had famously asserted, “Hypotheses non fingo” (I frame no hypotheses).


	15 stamina. The original elements and constitution of anything; the nature, structure, and qualities of an organism, as existing potentially in its nascent state; the rudiments or germs from which living beings or their organs are developed.


	15 the Mosaic tradition. See below, book 10, chapter V.


	15 Voltaire … Lisbon earthquake. In his Poème sur le désastre de Lisbonne (1756), Voltaire used the occasion of the Lisbon earthquake of 1755, in which perhaps as many as fifty thousand people lost their lives, to attack Providence and the optimism associated with Leibniz and Alexander Pope. His diatribe is “unphilosophical,” according to Herder, because it seeks the source of moral evil in natural events rather than in the actions of human beings; Rousseau, in his response to Voltaire, makes a similar point; see “Letter from J. J. Rosseau to M. de Voltaire,” in Rousseau on Philosophy, Morality, and Religion, ed. Christopher Kelly (Hanover, NH, 2007), pp. 49–62.


	16 circle is the most perfect figure. Cf. Plato, Timaeus 33b–c; Cicero, De natura deorum 2.18.


	17 ancient Ptolemaic system of climates. That is, the division of the earth into twelve or twenty-four climates between the pole and the equator, as, e.g., in the Encyclopédie article on “climate.”


	17 Where is man’s homeland? The same question is asked by Eberhard August Wilhelm von Zimmermann (1743–1815), professor of mathematics and natural sciences at the Collegium Carolinum in Braunschweig, at the beginning of his Geographische Geschichte des Menschen und der allgemeinen verbreiteten vierfüßigen Thiere [Geographical History of Man]: “Lastly, where is his [man’s] true homeland [Vaterland], and what did the aboriginal human being look like? … How far do the dwelling places of the human species presently extend? Their borders are the entire known world. As far north as the eightieth degree of latitude, and perhaps even higher, live the Greenlander and the Eskimo; the Negro makes his home at the equator; and beyond the equator, the southern tip of America, namely Tierra del Fuego, is inhabited by the Pesserais and other tribes” (Geographische Geschichte des Menschen, vol. 1 [Leipzig, 1778], p. 32). This pioneering work of zoogeography was an important source for Herder in these early chapters of the Ideas.


	19 the words of the Preacher. Ecclesiastes 3:1.


	20 Boyle … Achard. All these scientists were important for the development of “aerology,” the science of the air of atmosphere: Robert Boyle (1627–91), pioneering chemist and author of such relevant works as New Experiments Physico-Mechanical: Touching the Spring of the Air and Its Effects (Oxford, 1660); Herman Boerhaave (1668–1738), chemist and physician; Stephen Hales (1677–1761), clergyman, whose Vegetable Staticks (London, 1727) investigated transpiration; Willem Jacob s’ Gravesande (1688–1742), physicist; Benjamin Franklin (1706–90), who famously conducted a number of important experiments on meteorological and electrical phenomena; Joseph Priestley (1733–1804), discoverer of oxygen and author of Experiments and Observations on Different Kinds of Air (London, 1774–77); Joseph Black (1728–99), discoverer of latent heat; Adair Crawford (1748–95), chemist and author of Experiments and Observations on Animal Heat (London, 1779); Alexander Wilson (1714–86), astronomer and meteorologist, author of Some Observations Relative to the Influence of Climate on Vegetable and Animal Bodies (London, 1780); Franz Carl Achard (1753–1821), director of Physical Sciences at the Prussian Academy of Sciences, who conducted research into electricity, gases, and air, later author of Vorlesungen über die Experimentalphysik [Lectures on Experimental Physics] (Berlin, 1791).


	21 Toaldo … Gatterer. All these named scientists concerned themselves with the investigation of the atmosphere: Giuseppe Toaldo (1719–97), author of a treatise on meteorology, Saggio Meteorologico (Padua, 1770); Jean-André Deluc (1727–1817), author of Recherches sur les modifications de l’atmosphère [Research on Changes of the Atmosphere] (Geneva, 1772); Johann Heinrich Lambert (1728–77), author of “Observations sur l’influence de la lune dans le poids de l’atmosphere” [Observations on the Influence of the Moon on Atmospheric Pressure] (1771, published in the Nouveaux Mémoires de l’Académie Royale des Sciences et Belles-Lettres [Berlin, 1773]), 66–73; Tobias Mayer (1723–62), astronomer and author of a 1755 treatise on atmospheric refraction, “De variationibus thermometri accuratius definiendis,” published posthumously in Opera inedita, vol. 1 (Göttingen, 1775), pp. 3–10; Johann Lorenz Böckmann (1741–1802), author of Wünsche und Aussichten zur Erweiterung der Witterungslehre [Desiderata and Prospects for the Enlargement of Meteorology] (Karlsruhe, 1778); Johann Christoph Gatterer (1727–99), historian and author of Abriß der Geographie [Outline of Geography] (Göttingen, 1775).


	21 skeleton … formed. The idea that mountains formed the skeleton or framework of the earth, the ossatura globi, goes back to Athanasius Kircher in Mundus subterraneus (Amsterdam, 1665).


	22 Mountains of the Moon. A mountain range reputed to be the source of the Nile, according to a Greek explorer named Diogenes whose account was later accepted by Ptolemy.


	22 names of mountain chains … equator and meridian. Possibly an allusion to the theory of the Swiss naturalist Louis Bourguet (1678–1742), as set forth in his “Mémoire sur la théorie de la terre,” that the divine order of nature is visible even in the disposition of mountain chains, which run parallel either to the equator or to the meridian; cf. Lettres philosophiques (Amsterdam, 1729), pp. 181–82. This idea was rejected by Peter Simon Pallas (1741–1811) in Observations sur la formation des montagnes (Saint Petersburg, 1777), p. 25.


	23 Asia became habitable first. Herder’s conviction that the human species originated in Asia before spreading over the earth, a claim repeated several times in Part Two of the Ideas, was shared by several contemporary writers: by Zimmermann, for example (see note to p. 17), who in Geographische Geschichte des Menschen himself cites Cornelius de Pauw, Peter Simon Pallas, and Jean Sylvain Bailly in support of this view (pp. 114–15).


	23 Marathas. The Marathas were a Hindu warrior group from what is now the Indian state of Maharashtra; they rose to prominence in the seventeenth century by challenging the Mughal Empire and gradually establishing hegemony over most of the subcontinent. The mountains in question are presumably the Western Ghats.


	23 Asia … Egypt … culture from there. Cornelius de Pauw had argued in Recherches philosophiques sur les Égyptiens et les Chinois (Berlin, 1773) that Egypt had been settled by peoples descending from the Ethiopian Highlands (p. 24). Herder is committed to the view that human beings migrated from their ancestral homeland in Asia, but he concedes that Egypt was subject to later Ethiopian invasions.


	24 Jagas … Monomotapa. The “Jagas,” as the Portuguese called the Imbangala band of warriors active in an area of what is now Angola, were notoriously violent and cannibalistic. “Kaffir” referred to a group of South African peoples belonging to the Nguni subdivision of the Bantu family, including the Xhosa. Mutapa, called by the Portuguese “Monomotapa,” was a kingdom that arose in the early fourteenth century in modern Zimbabwe and Mozambique.


	26 granite … the basis of the firm land. Pallas, in Observations sur la formation des montagnes, was the first to argue that the primitive mountains and the earth’s core were composed of granite. Herder returns to this claim in chapter I of book 2 below.


	29 The Cordilleras are the tallest mountains in the world. A common assumption in the eighteenth century.


	30 Varenius … Soulavie. Bernhardus Varenius (1622–50), German geographer; Johannes Lulofs (1711–68), Dutch astronomer and physicist; Torbern Bergmann (1735–84), Swedish chemist; Johann Jacob Ferber (1743–90), Swedish mineralogist and author of Briefe aus Wälschland über natürliche Merkwürdigkeiten dieses Landes (Prague, 1773), translated into English as Travels through Italy in the Years 1771 and 1772 (London, 1776); Peter Simon Pallas (1741–1811), German naturalist, author of Observations sur la formation des montagnes (1777) and several books on the geography and ethnography of the Russian Empire; Horace-Bénédict de Saussure (1740–99), Swiss mountaineer and naturalist, author of the four-volume Voyages dans les Alpes (Neuchatel, 1779–96); Jean-Louis Giraud-Soulavie (1751–1813), French geographer and historian, author of the eight-volume L’Histoire naturelle de la France méridionale [Natural History of Southern France] (Paris, 1780–84).






Book 2


	32 the inflammable substance in air. I.e., phlogiston.


	32 It is an old complaint. Cf. Pliny, Natural History, 33.1.


	34 the sensitives. I.e., sensitive plants such as mimosa pudica.


	35 flower-cup of love. Since the Middle Ages, the outer envelope of the flower (calyx) has been conflated with the commoner Latin word calix (cup, goblet), so that the calyx is, or was, described as the “flower-cup” (Blumenkelch). Herder’s use of the latter term here enables a pun on Kelch der Anmuth. In the eighteenth century, when sexual reproduction in plants had only recently been discovered, the erotic imagery employed here was not unusual in botanical writing. In a manuscript from 1729, the young Linnaeus himself likened the leaves of the flower to “bridal beds that the Creator has so gloriously arranged … perfumed with so many soft scents that the bridegroom with his bride might celebrate their nuptials with so much greater solemnity” (Praeludia sponsaliorum plantarum [Prelude to the Courtship of Plants], §xvi; later published as Exercitatio botanico-physica de nuptiis et sexu plantarum [Uppsala, 1828], p. 18).


	36 Musa. The genus of plants that includes the banana and plantain, first named by Linnaeus in 1753.


	41 Zimmermann. See note to p. 17.


	41 Buffon … largest dogs. Cf. Buffon: “The human species appear clownish, deformed and diminutive in the frozen climates of the North. In Lapland, Greenland, and in all countries where the cold is excessive, we find none but small and ugly men; but in the neighbouring countries where the cold is less intense, we all at once meet with the Finlanders, Danes, &c. who for figure, complection, and stature, are perhaps the handsomest of all mankind. It is the same with the species of dogs: the Lapland dogs are very ugly, and so small that they scarcely ever exceed a foot in length. Those of Siberia, though less ugly, have ears erect, with a wild and savage look, while in the neighbouring climates, where we find those handsome men just mentioned, are also the largest and most beautiful dogs” (Natural History, vol. 5 [London, 1792], pp. 319–20).


	41 All domesticated animals were once wild. Cf. the first sentence of Buffon’s chapter on sheep: “all animals which are now actually domestic were formerly wild” (Natural History, vol. 5, p. 243).


	42 lixivial. Alkaloidal.


	42 American bear … Linnaeus. Herder cites the wrong volume and page number in his footnote; this has been corrected. The title of the article has also been added to the citation.


	43 When Linnaeus … worms. From the tenth edition of his Systema naturae (Stockholm, 1758) onward, Linnaeus divided the animal kingdom into the six classes listed here. The class Amphibia embraced reptiles and Vermes most crustaceans and mollusks. Herder draws these figures from vol. 3 of Zimmermann’s Geographische Geschichte des Menschen (Leipzig, 1783), pp. 16–17. Zimmerman in turn is citing the twelfth edition of the Systema naturae (Stockholm, 1767), the numbers of which he compares with the tenth edition. The further figures attributed to Buffon and Johann Reinhold Forster are also taken from Zimmermann (p. 18).


	43 Terrestrial animals. In the eighteenth century, zoological nomenclature in both English and German could be frustratingly vague before the new Linnaean classes established themselves. The German word Herder uses here is Landthier, which I have variously rendered as terrestrial or land animal. As the context suggests, this category included most—but obviously not all—mammals, as well as some nonmammals, and was more or less identical with the equally confusing term “quadruped,” which, though it bore the ancient authority of Aristotle, was used so promiscuously as to be effectively useless.


	43 One general form. Eighteenth-century natural history faced the challenge of explaining not only the diversity of species, but also their apparent uniformity and stability over time. Herder’s references here to a “form,” “model,” “mold,” or “type” are reminiscent of Buffon’s concept of an “internal mould” (moule intérieure) that gives the “organic molecules” of each animal kind a determinate structure (Natural History, vol. 2 [London, 1797], pp. 291–305). Elsewhere Buffon writes, “There is in nature a general prototype of each species, from which each individual is modelled, but which seems in procreation to be debased or improved, according to its circumstances, insomuch, that in relation to certain qualities, there is a strange variety in the appearance of individuals, and at the same time a constant resemblance in the whole species. The first animal, the first horse, for example, has been the exterior and interior model, from which all horses that have existed, or shall exist, have been formed.… The original form subsists entire in each individual; but though there are millions of individuals, yet no two exactly resemble each other, nor, consequently, the model from which they are sprung” (Natural History, vol. 5, pp. 128–29).


	44 Disiecti membra poetae. From Horace, Satires 1.4.62: “the dismembered limbs of the poet.”


	44 Reminiscences of human limbs … foundation. Herder here rejects the extremes to which Jean-Baptiste Robinet goes in the early chapters of Considérations philosophiques de la gradation naturelle des formes de l’être [Philosophical Reflections on the Natural Gradation of the Forms of Being] (Amsterdam, 1768). Robinet describes and sketches various anticipations of the prototypical human form at lower levels of organization, including even rocks shaped like human genitalia.


	44 Daubenton, Perrault, Pallas. Louis-Jean-Marie Daubenton (1716–99), French naturalist who contributed anatomical descriptions to Buffon’s Natural History. Claude Perrault (1613–88), naturalist, anatomist, and architect of the Louvre; Daubenton drew on his anatomical description of the elephant for Natural History. Peter Simon Pallas (1741–1811), German naturalist, whose Naturgeschichte merkwürdiger Thiere [Natural History of Remarkable Animals] (Berlin, 1769) Herder is presumably thinking of.


	44 Natural method. By contrast with the (“artificial”) classification of plants according to one or more arbitrarily chosen features, the natural system of classification is based on a complete knowledge of all the structures of the plant or plants to be taxonomized.


	45 Canon of Polykleitos. Greek sculptor active in the fifth century BCE. His Canon, a treatise on sculpture, which was accompanied by an exemplary statue of the same name, set down the laws governing the ideal, mathematically derived proportionality of representations of the human (male) form.


	45 The progenitor of our species. Genesis 2:19.


	45 The bat and the vampire. The bat (and the pinnipeds he goes on to mention) are for Herder examples of an ambiguous “intermediate genus.” Similarly, for Buffon the bat was “half quadruped and half bird,” neither the one nor the other and therefore “a kind of monster” (Natural History, vol. 6 [London, 1807], pp. 239–40). Buffon labels the seal, manatee, and walrus as “amphibious” on account of their equivocal nature (Natural History, vol. 9 [London, 1807], p. 59). Of the manatee he goes on to say, “This animal may be called the last of the beasts or the first of fishes, for in fact it cannot positively be pronounced either the one or the other. The manati partakes of the former, by its two fore feet, or hands; but the hind legs, which are almost wholly concealed in the bodies of the seal or walrus, are entirely wanting in the manati” (p. 92).


	45 Sea-bear. The northern fur seal or what Linnaeus called Phoca ursina, a close relative of the sea lion.


	45 Sea-dog. The harbor or common seal; Phoca vitulina.






Book 3


	46 The first feature … mouth. These remarks, as Herder’s subsequent footnote suggests, are informed by his reading of the Swiss polymath Albrecht von Haller (1708–77), whose Elementa physiologiae corporis humani [Elements of the Physiology of the Human Body] (Bern, 1757–66) was a foundational work in the development of modern physiology. Haller points out that, while many lower organisms lack a heart, an alimentary canal is always present; digestion or nutrition being the most basic vital process. Haller was also a poet, and Herder was familiar with his work Die Alpen [The Alps] (Bern, 1729).


	49 animals with a four-chambered heart possess lungs. This taxonomy, based on the structure of the heart and the temperature of the blood, originates in Linnaeus’s Systema naturae. Linnaeus (like Herder after and Aristotle before him) also employed oviparity and viviparity, as well as respiratory organs, as characteristics by which to distinguish the classes.


	47 the so-called sleep of plants. Linnaeus’s doctoral dissertation, Somnus plantarum (Uppsala, 1755), explored the phenomenon of plants apparently “sleeping” at nighttime; that is, drooping and enclosing flowers with their leaves.


	50 polygamian. A member of the Linnaean class Polygamia; the twenty-third class of plants, comprising those that bear both hermaphrodite and unisexual flowers.


	52 The immortal Haller. Herder’s appeal to Haller’s discussion, in Elementa physiologiae, of the role of elasticity, irritability, and sensibility in animal life is misleading: Haller saw these powers as quite distinct and irreducible, whereas in the next paragraph Herder suggests that they are manifestations of a single vital power. Haller consistently rejected the idea of a separate lifeforce or Lebenskraft.


	53 Camper, Wrisberg, Wolf, Soemmering. Petrus Camper (1722–89), pioneering comparative anatomist and paleontologist, whose work on the orangutan Herder draws on in a later chapter of the present work; Heinrich August Wrisberg (1739–1808), gynecologist and obstetrician at Göttingen, noted for studies of the sympathetic nervous system; Caspar Friedrich Wolff (1735–94), professor of anatomy at Saint Petersburg Academy of Sciences and early embryologist; his revival of the epigenetic model of development in Theoria generationis (Halle, 1759) was disputed by Albrecht von Haller; Samuel Thomas Soemmering (1755–1830), student of Wrisberg, discoverer of the macula in the retina of the human eye and author of the five-volume work Vom Baue des menschlichen Körpers [On the Structure of the Human Body] (Frankfurt am Main, 1791–96), conducted research into the brain, nervous system, and sensory organs.


	53 art … artistic faculty … exercises it. Art here in the sense that becomes important for Herder’s subsequent discussion and related to Reimarus’s notion of the Kunsttrieb (see below, note to p. 62): that is, certain apparently purposive behaviors or abilities exhibited by animals, such as web-spinning, nest-building, nut-caching, etc.


	55 The theory of germs. The “preformationist” theory of generation originated by Jan Swammerdam (1637–80) and later closely identified with Albrecht von Haller and Charles Bonnet (1720–93). Whereas proponents of epigenesis argued that an embryo was gradually formed by the fusion of material from both parents, Bonnet and other preformationists claimed that a miniature version of the adult organism was contained readymade in the “germ,” and that embryonic development simply entailed the growth of this miniature being.


	56 Lyonnet. Pierre Lyonnet (1708–89), Dutch artist and engraver. His massive Traité anatomique de la chenille qui ronge le bois de saule [Anatomical Treatise of the Caterpillar Which Gnaws the Wood of Willow] (The Hague, 1750), devoted entirely to one caterpillar, exhaustively described and illustrated its 4,041 muscles.


	57 That tenacious vital force. Here Herder is referring specifically to elasticity.


	58 a philosophical anatomist [note a]. Alexander Monro (1697–1767), founder of the Edinburgh Medical School. His Essay on Comparative Anatomy was published in 1744; apparently unbeknownst to Herder, it had recently been translated into German in 1782. Monro studied under William Cheselden (1688–1752), who is credited with the first successful operation to cure blindness; Herder had drawn on Cheselden’s account in his earlier work Plastik [Sculpture] (1778). Cheselden’s Osteography first appeared in 1733, and its fifty-six life-sized engravings of human and animal bones were a milestone in the history of anatomical illustration.


	58 The elephant … over all living beasts. As Herder’s footnote indicates, many of his remarks here are indebted to (and in fact closely follow) Buffon’s and Daubenton’s chapter on the elephant in Natural History. Of particular relevance for Herder’s claims are the following passages: “When females come in season … the herd separate in pairs … and in their march love seems to precede and modesty to follow them; for they observe the greatest mystery in their amours.… They retire into shady woods and most solitary places, to give themselves up, without disturbance or restraint, to the impulses of Nature.… The elephant, once tamed, … understands signs, and even the expressions of sounds; he distinguishes the tones of command, anger, or approbation, and acts accordingly.… Thus the delicacy of feeling, exquisiteness of smelling, facility of motion, and the power of suction, are united in the trunk of the elephant.… [I]t is not only an organic instrument, but a triple sense, whose united functions are, at the same time, the cause, and produce the effect of that intelligence, and of those peculiar faculties which distinguish the elephant, and raise him above all other quadrupeds. He is less subject than other animals to errors of sight, because he rectifies them quickly by the sense of feeling” (Buffon, Natural History, vol. 7 [London, 1797], pp. 265–66, 270–71, 288–89). The further references are to Camper, “Kort berigt van de ontleding eens jongen Elefants” [Brief Account of the Dissection of a Young Male Elephant] (1774), translated into German and included in Sämmtliche kleinere Schriften, die Arzney-, Wundarzneykunst und Naturgeschichte betreffend [Collected Shorter Writings Concerning Medicine, Surgery, and Natural History], vol. 1 (Leipzig, 1784), pp. 50–93; Eberhard August Wilhelm von Zimmermann, Beschreibung und Abbildung eines ungebornen Elefanten [Description and Illustration of an Unborn Elephant] (Erlangen, 1783).


	59 the lion [note c]. In addition to Wolf’s essays cited in Herder’s footnote, he draws here on Buffon’s chapter on the lion (Natural History, vol. 6 [London, 1792], pp. 325–46).


	61 the unau. See Buffon, Natural History, vol. 8 (London, 1797), pp. 287–97. Herder shares, not unjustly, Buffon’s low estimation of sloths and their “uncouth conformation” (p. 289): “They constitute the last term of existence in the order of animals endowed with flesh and blood. One more defect and they could not have existed.… [T]he degraded species of the sloths are, perhaps, the only creatures to whom Nature has been unkind, and the only ones which present us the image of innate misery and wretchedness” (pp. 290, 292).


	62 Reimarus. Hermann Samuel Reimarus (1694–1768), a leading figure of the early Enlightenment in Germany. His two main works, to which Herder alludes, were the Abhandlungen von den vornehmsten Wahrheiten der natürlichen Religion [Treatises on the Principal Truths of Natural Religion] (Hamburg, 1755) and Allgemeine Betrachtungen über die Triebe der Thiere [General Reflections on the Instincts of Animals] (Hamburg, 1760). Reimarus denies that animals possess souls, reason, or will; they are blindly determined by God-given instincts appropriate to their conditions of existence. Behavior, especially in inferior species, that might seem to indicate purpose, spontaneity, or creativity—such as the spider spinning its web or bees fashioning the honeycomb of a hive—are the result of special compensatory drives that Reimarus calls Kunsttrriebe (“instincts of art” or “instinctive art”). Art here means “skill” or “capacity” rather than something analogous to the activity of a human painter or sculptor: an animal is artful rather than artistic. The term Kunsttrieb subsequently became established among German naturalists (Schopenhauer was still using it in a manner reminiscent of Reimarus in the middle of the nineteenth century). Given the suggestive ambiguity of an “instinct of art,” the phrase acquired a very different signification in the works of thinkers such as Schiller in Über die ästhetische Erziehung des Menschen [On the Aesthetic Education of Man] (1795) and Nietzsche in Die Geburt der Tragödie [Birth of Tragedy] (1872). Herder criticizes Reimarus for failing to bridge the gap traditionally supposed to exist between human beings and the animal kingdom: where Reimarus posits that every species is endowed with distinctive powers adapted to its peculiar needs, Herder argues that they all possess the same or similar powers, but these are expressed differently in different organizations. The Johann Albert Hinrich Reimarus (1729–1814) mentioned in the footnote was the son of Hermann Samuel.


	62 as Leibniz supposed. In “Considerations sur les principes des vie, et sur les natures plastiques” [Thoughts on Vital Principles and Pastic Natures], Histoires des ouvrages des sçavans, 21 (1705), 222–36 (1705), where Leibniz expresses a degree of sympathy for certain vitalist notions, including Ralph Cudworth’s “plastic nature”; that is, of a formative and generative principle inherent in life itself. Leibniz agrees that “vital principles are spread throughout all nature and are immortal,” but denies that they are able to change the course of motion in bodies on the grounds that nothing can alter the preestablished harmony of the world. No organism is destroyed, Leibniz says, but only transformed (a view that Herder will express at the end of Part One of the Ideas).


	63 Swammerdam, Réaumur, Lyonnet, Rösel. All four of these figures were pioneers of entomology. The Dutch biologist Jan Swammerdam (1637–80) demonstrated that the stages of an insect’s life—egg, larva, pupa, and adult—are different forms of the same animal. René Antoine Ferchault de Réaumur (1683–1757) introduced, in his six-volume Mémoires pour servir à l’histoire naturelle des insectes (Paris, 1734–42), the division of bee colonies into queen, drones, and worker bees. Herder has already mentioned Pierre Lyonnet (1708–89) in book 3, chapter II. August Johann Rösel von Rosenhof (1705–59) was a German artist and naturalist who furnished beautifully detailed illustrations of insects and invertebrates in his work Insecten-Belustigung (Nuremberg, 1746–61).


	64 Buffon … mathematical-political reason. In Discours sur la nature des animaux [Discourse on the Nature of Animals] (1753), Buffon, while rejecting the idea of animal souls more generally, is particularly dismissive of the idea that, in the geometric perfection of the honeycomb, bees exhibit intentionality, rationality, or morality (Buffon’s target was the naturalist René-Antoine Ferchault de Réaumur). Rather, their behavior was mechanical and automatic: “The wisdom and talents of the bee, observers speak of with admiration.… What can we think of the excess to which the eulogiums on this animal have been carried; among other great qualities they are said to possess the most pure republican principles, an ardent love for their country, a disinterested assiduity in labouring for the public good, the strictest economy, the most perfect geometry and elegant architecture.… [T]o hear the morals of insects cried up is insufferable; and I am fully convinced … that the origin and superstructure of the various wonderful talents ascribed to bees, arises from the mother bee producing 10,000 individuals at one time, and in the same place, which necessarily obliges them to arrange themselves in some order for the preservation of their existence” (Natural History, vol. 5 [London, 1797], pp. 76–77). As Buffon’s comments make clear, bee colonies have long furnished a model, metaphorical and otherwise, for political philosophers; a tendency satirized in Bernard Mandeville’s Fable of the Bees (London, 1714/1729). The structure of honeycombs has intrigued mathematicians since Zenodorus (c. 200–c. 140 BCE) and Pappus of Alexandria (c. 290–c. 350 CE); in 1740, the aforementioned Réaumur commissioned the mathematician Johann Samuel König to calculate the angle that would yield the most economical use of wax in a cell.


	70 man is άνθρωπος … looking above and far about him. Cf. Plato, Cratylus 399c.


	70 Irish boy described by Tulp. A sixteen-year-old boy, allegedly raised by wild sheep in Ireland, was exhibited in Amsterdam in 1647 and described by the Dutch surgeon Nicolaes Tulp (1593–1674) in his book Observationes medicae (Amsterdam, 1652).


	70 Dutch girl. A seventeen-year-old girl who, having survived in the wild since infancy, was captured in Holland in 1717.


	70 The girl … Songy in Champagne. The story of the “Wild Girl of Champagne,” a feral child who had lived in the French countryside for years before being discovered in 1731, was widely publicized by Marie-Catherine Homassel Hecquet’s Histoire d’une jeune fille sauvage trouvée dans les bois à l’âge de dix ans (Paris, 1755), which concludes that the girl belonged to the “Esquimaux nation” and was abducted by the crew of a European ship, before escaping overboard. This brief report was translated into English as An Account of a Savage Girl, Caught Wild in the Woods of Champagne (Edinburgh,1768), with a preface by the Scottish judge and philosopher Lord Monboddo, who had interviewed the girl, now baptized Marie-Angélique Memmie Le Blanc (he thought she was more likely Huron than Inuit). Monboddo frequently referred to the case in subsequent works: in the first volume of The Origin and Progress of Language (Edinburgh, 1773) and the fourth volume of Antient Metaphysics (Edinburgh, 1795).


	71 Even the Insensibles … Diodorus. In his Bibliotheca historica (60–30 BCE), the Greek historian Diodorus Siculus mentions a tribe on the coast of the Red Sea that is “insensible to pain” (3.18). The passage is cited several times by Monboddo in The Origin and Progress of Language, vol. 1, pp. 241, 464.


	72 Rise up from the earth … god! These words spoken by Mother Nature are reminiscent of God’s address to Adam at the beginning of Pico della Mirandola’s De hominis dignitate (1486).






Book 4


	73 Tyson. Edward Tyson (1651–1708), British physician and pioneer of comparative anatomy. What Tyson calls the “pygmie” or “orang-outang” in the book cited approvingly by Herder, Orang-Outang, sive Homo Sylvestris: or, the Anatomy of a Pygmie Compared with that of a Monkey, an Ape, and a Man (London, 1699), is in fact the chimpanzee; his work suggested a continuity of traits between humans and other primates nearly a century before evolution was first theorized (even though Tyson’s aim was to establish the differences between them). Not until the 1730s was the African chimpanzee separated taxonomically from the Asian orangutan; the existence of the reclusive gorilla was not firmly established until 1847.


	73 Bontius. Jacob de Bondt (1592–1631), Dutch physician and pioneer of tropical medicine. His treatise Historiae naturalis et medicae Indiae orientalis (Amsterdam, 1658) introduced the word Orang Hutan. The anecdote is supplied by Buffon; cf. Natural History, vol. 9 (London, 1797), p. 150.


	74 Battel. Andrew Battel (fl. 1589–1614), English adventurer who published an account of his captivity in Angola at the hands of the Portuguese; cf. Buffon, Natural History, vol. 9, pp. 153–54.


	74 de la Brosse. M. de la Brosse, Voyage à L’Angola (Paris, 1738); cf. Buffon, Natural History, vol. 9, pp. 160–61.


	74 Buffon’s stream of eloquence. Buffon concludes the chapter on “The Nomenclature of Apes” with the following remarks: “Thus, the ape, which philosophers, as well as the generality of people, have regarded as a being difficult to define, and the nature of which was at least equivocal, and intermediate between that of man and brute animals, is, in fact, no other than a real brute, wearing externally a human masque, but internally destitute of thought, and every other attribute which constitute the human species: an animal inferior to many others in his relative faculties, and more essentially different from the human race by his nature, temperament, and also by the time necessary to his education, gestation, growth, and duration of life; that is by every real habitude which constitutes what we call Nature in a particular being” (Buffon, Natural History, vol. 9, pp. 148–49).


	75 the os intermaxillare. The Göttingen physiologist Johann Friedrich Blumenbach (1752–1840), whose On the Natural Varieties of Mankind is a seminal work of modern racial anthropology, argued that the intermaxillary bone, located in apes at the front of the upper jaw and bearing the incisors, is absent in human beings: and hence furnishes anatomical proof of the fundamental difference between Homo sapiens and primates. Although Herder accepts Blumenbach’s authority in this matter, it was obsolete even before the first part of the Ideas had been published. On March 27, 1784, Goethe had written to Herder announcing his discovery of the intermaxillary bone in human crania: “I have discovered—neither gold nor silver, but something else, something that makes me happy beyond words—the os intermaxillare in man! With [Jena anatomist Johann Christian] Loder I compared human and animal skulls, came upon its trace, and behold! there it was. But I beg you to keep this matter quiet; it must be handled confidentially. This ought to please you greatly: for it represents the keystone of the human being; it is not missing, but in fact present here too!” (Werke, Weimarer Ausgabe IV/6 [1890], p. 258).


	76 Much effort … animals and their brains. For example, in Haller, Elementa physiologiae corporis humani [Elements of the Physiology of the Human Body], vol. 4 (Bern, 1762). Herder draws on Haller throughout this chapter.


	78 the observations of Willis. Thomas Willis (1621–75), English physician, anatomist, and neurologist, author of the epochal Cerebri anatome: cui accessit nervorum descriptio et usus [Anatomy of the Brain, with a Description of the Nerves and Their Uses] (London, 1664).


	79 Haller … physical brain. Haller does indeed expressly reject the possibility that cognitive faculties are localized to particular areas of the brain; e.g., Elementa, vol. 4, pp. 64–65 and 396–98.


	81 Parisian anatomists. A well-known group of comparative anatomists active in the late seventeenth century, including Claude Perrault, Joseph Duverney Philippe de La Hire, and Jean Méry.


	81 Rete mirabile. A dense network of blood vessels formed by the division of the internal right and left carotid arteries into numerous small arterial branches, the purpose of which (as in the giraffe) is to regulate blood pressure when the animal lowers its neck. Thomas Willis showed that the horse lacks a rete mirabile (although, pace Herder, it is not present in numerous animal species).


	83 Corpora striata. A mass of gray matter beneath the cortex and in front of the thalamus in each cerebral hemisphere.


	85 Camper. The Dutch anatomist, whom Herder has already cited several times, was also author of the theory of the “facial angle.” Ostensibly an aid to more accurate portraiture (it was first presented at the Academy of Drawing in Amsterdam), the theory exerted a significant influence on the racial anthropology of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Camper claims that the facial angle, formed from two lines, one drawn across from the ear to the nostril and one obliquely from forehead to jawbone, increases in magnitude through the organic series from bird through ape to human and approaches the perpendicular in modern Europeans (the implication being that the heads of the latter were more beautiful, while those belonging to African or Asian peoples were closer to simian profiles). The unnaturally steep brows allegedly found in Greek statuary were arrived at “by the rules of art alone.” Camper’s theory was published as Verhandeling over het natuurlijk verschil der wezenstrekken in menschen van onderscheiden landaart en ouderdom (Utrecht, 1791); but extracts from the original lecture were published in Sämmtliche kleinere Schriften [Collected Shorter Writings], vol. 1 (Leipzig, 1784), pp. 11–23, which Herder duly cites. Camper’s work was translated into English as The Works on the Connexion between Anatomy and the Arts of Drawing, Painting and Statuary (London, 1794), and Herder’s paraphrased quotation from Camper can be found in chapter 3. The copperplates to which Herder refers in his footnote show the facial angles of the various specimens mentioned in the text. Herder sent a copy of Part One of the Ideas to Camper, who wrote a letter of thanks dated August 31, 1785.


	86 Second Galen. The work that Herder has in mind is De usu partium corporis humani.


	87 Helvétius. Claude Adrien Helvétius (1715–71), French philosopher, author of De l’esprit (Paris, 1758): “Those faculties which I consider as the productive causes of our thoughts [i.e., ‘Physical Sensibility’ and ‘Memory’], and which we have in common with beasts, would produce but a very small number of ideas, if they were not assisted by certain external organizations. If nature, instead of hands and flexible fingers, had terminated our wrist with the foot of a horse, mankind would doubtless have been totally destitute of art, habitation, and defence, against other animals. Wholly employed in the care of procuring food, and avoiding the beasts of prey, they would have still continued wandering in the forests, like fugitive flocks” (De l’esprit, or Essays on the Mind [London, 1759], pp. 1–2).


	88 The wild girl … club. See note to p. 70. When the feral child escaped from her captors, she was accompanied by another girl. One day she discovered a chaplet on the ground, and “being apprehensive lest her companion should deprive her of her little treasure, she stretched out her hand to take it up; upon which the other, with her baton, struck her so severe a stroke on the hand, that she lost the use of it for some moments. She had, however strength enough left as with the weapon in her other hand to return the blow on the forehead of her antagonist with such a force as to knock her to the ground” (Marie-Catherine Homassel Hecquet, An Account of a Savage Girl, Caught Wild in the Woods of Champagne [Edinburgh, 1768], p. 11).


	88 Berkeley … language of God. Apparently an allusion to §147 of George Berkeley’s Essay Towards a New Theory of Vision (Dublin, 1709): “I think we may fairly conclude that the proper objects of vision constitute an universal language of the Author of Nature.”


	89 A case is recorded. In the anecdote related by the cited author, the theologian August Friedrich Wilhelm Sack (1703–86), the victim is actually a woman the murderer meets on his way to deliver a letter; see Vertheidigter Glaube des Christen [The Christian’s Faith Defended], 8 vols. (Berlin, 1748–51), vol. 1, pp. 10–11).


	90 side-pouches … larynx. In his report, Petrus Camper describes the laryngeal pouches, saclike expansions of the lateral wall cavity of the larynx, which are present in apes and concludes: “Having dissected the whole organ of voice in the Orang, in apes, and several monkies, I have a right to conclude, that Orangs and apes are not made to modulate the voice like men: for the air passing by the rima glottidis is immediately lost in the ventricles or ventricle of the neck, as in apes and monkies, and must consequently return from thence without any force and melody within the throat and mouth of these creatures: and this seems to me the most evident proof of the incapacity of Orangs, apes, and monkies, to utter any modulated voice” (Camper’s “Account of the Organs of Speech of the Orang Outan,” Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of London, 69 (1779), 139–59 (155–66).


	90 Monboddo … mockingbird of terrestrial creatures. In Monboddo, Of the Origin and Progress of Language: “In short, it appears to me, that we resemble very much an American or West-India bird that I have heard of called the Mock-bird, which has no tune of its own, but imitates the notes of any other bird” (vol. 1, 2nd ed. [Edinburgh, 1774], p. 208).


	90 dumb of the earth. Herder’s friend, the novelist Jean Paul (1763–1825), makes a similar allusion in his Vorschule der Aesthetik [Introduction to Aesthetics], vol. 1 (Hamburg, 1803). Discussing the “passive genius,” who, though receptive to the “world-spirit” and thus superior to the mere “man of talent,” is unable to put his experiences into words, Jean Paul claims of such individuals: “If, according to the Indians, the animals are the dumb of the earth, these are the dumb of heaven” (p. 44).


	91 what has often been so foolishly lamented as human frailty. By Pliny the Elder, for example, in Natural History (7.1) and Shaftesbury (“A human Infant is of all the most helpless, weak, infirm”), in The Moralists, part 2, section 4 in Characteristicks of Men, Manners, Opinions, Times, vol. 2 (London, 1711).


	92 etwas Vernommenes. The word Vernunft (reason) is etymologically related to the verb vernehmen (to perceive, hear, understand). Reason is therefore the product of historical development rather than some ens metaphysicum.


	94 Fénelon … Pesserais. François Fénelon (1651–1715), French cleric and author of the best-selling novel Les aventures de Télémaque, fils d’Ulysse (Paris, 1699), a paean to world peace, the brotherhood of man, and human rights. Of particular relevance here are the sentiments he has Socrates express in the Dialogues des morts (1712): “Any one nation is as much a member of the whole race of mankind, as any one family is of a particular nation” (Dialogues of the Dead, 4th ed. [London, 1760], pp. 62–63). “Pesserai” was a contemporary name of the indigenous people of Tierra del Fuego.


	96 Pliny the Elder … plaintively. Pliny writes, “[Nature] obliges [man] alone, of all animated beings, to clothe himself with the spoils of the others; while, to all the rest, she has given various kinds of coverings, such as shells, crusts, spines, hides, furs, bristles, hair, down, feathers, scales, and fleeces” (Natural History, trans. John Bostock and H. T. Riley, vol. 2, p. 117 [London, 1855], 7.1).


	96 Macintosh [note a]. William Macintosh (1738–1809), a Scottish planter who made his fortune in Grenada and subsequently spent several years in the East Indies; these experiences formed the basis of Travels in Europe, Asia and Africa. Macintosh writes in the cited passage, “I am told that in India beyond the Ganges, on the confines of Aracan and Pegu, there is a people … that appear to be in the very first stage of society. They are the only people in the known world that go absolutely naked, without the smallest covering on any part of their bodies.” The book appeared in German translation in 1785. (Macintosh spent the last few years of his life in Eisenach, not far from Herder’s Weimar, after being forced to flee France during the Revolution.)


	97 Moscati. Pietro Moscati (1739–1824), professor of anatomy and obstetrics at the University of Pavia. His Delle corporee differenze essenziali che passano fra la struttura de’ bruti e la umana [On the Essential Physical Differences between the Structure of Animals and Men] (Milan, 1770), which was translated into German in 1771 and reviewed by Kant that same year, argues that the human being, originally quadrupedal, assumed an erect posture only at the time of the Fall. This postlapsarian bearing was therefore unnatural and pathological.


	100 Love’s final reminder … beauty and intelligence. The double curve of the upper lip is known as the Cupid’s bow.


	100 it knows its wife. Genesis 4:1: “And Adam knew Eve his wife.”


	100 The ancient fable … divided. Plato, Symposium 189c–191d.


	102 “She forgetteth … her understanding.” Job 39:15–17.


	103 that sage brought down from heaven. Socrates; cf. Cicero’s Tusculan Disputations, 5.4.


	106 Bonnet’s so-called philosophy of germs. Bonnet used his theory of preformation to account for the resurrection and immortality of the soul. He posited, in addition to the germ that developed into the individual organism, another indestructible, and “ethereal” germ, the germe de restitution. This not only represented the true seat of the immortal soul, but also contained the new, more perfect body that will come into being after the next cataclysm, one of several in the history of life on earth: mass extinction will be followed by “palingenesis.” Creatures will move up a rung on the ladder of nature, with apes and elephants taking the prior place of human beings and these reborn in subtler, angelic bodies.






Book 5


	110 Priestley and others … spiritualists. In such works as the controversial Disquisitions Relating to Matter and Spirit (London, 1777), the polymath Joseph Priestley (whom Herder mentions in book 1, chapter V in connection with recent advances in “aerology”) argues that thought is likely not the property of a mysterious, nonphysical substance (the spirit or soul), but instead emerges spontaneously from matter itself—matter being, on Priestley’s understanding, active and dynamic rather than solid and inert.


	111 rational … in utero. Georg Ernst Stahl’s theory of the anima rationis; see below, note to p. 181.


	111 germs simply evolving … external accretion. In other words, Herder rejects both Bonnet’s preformationist theory of embryonic development and the opposing epigenetic model, insofar as the latter was usually explained by mechanical processes.


	124 The flower appears to our eye … a shoot. The remainder of this chapter is paraphrased in the novel The H—Family, by the immensely popular Swedish writer Frederika Bremer: one example of the broad reception of Herder’s work in nineteenth-century Europe. A “Professor L.” reads, to a group sitting around the sickbed of a blind girl, “from a translation of Herder’s Ideas” on the subject of “the perfection of man in another world.” When he finished, a “deep, sweet sensations had stolen over us. We sat there silent, our eyes fixed on our poor invalid, down whose cheeks the great teardrops flowed gently, while long plaintive sounds pressed from her lips” (The H—Family, in The Novels of Frederika Bremer, vol. 2 [London, 1843], pp. 169–71).


	128 Leibniz’s expression … universe. For example, in Principes de la nature et de la grâce fondés en raison (1714), published posthumously in L’Europe Savante, 6 (1718), 101–23, where Leibniz speaks of the soul as “un miroir de l’univers des créatures” (“mirror of the universe of created things”) (§14).


	129 In blush of endless youth … destroy. An excerpt from the poem “An Gott, als sie bei hellem Mondschein erwachte” by Anna Louisa Karsch (1722–91), a poet of lowly origins who became a literary sensation in the 1760s. Herder quotes the seventh and eighth verses with minor variations (the most significant being the penultimate line, which in the original reads: “Dem Thronenpomp, dem Thronenglück”):




In voller Jugend glänzen sie,

Da schon Jahrtausende vergangen:

Der Zeiten Wechsel raubet nie

Das Licht von ihren Wangen.

Hier aber unter unserm Blick

Verfällt, vergeht, verschwindet alles:

Der Erde Pracht, der Erde Glück

Droht eine Zeit des Falles.

The poem appeared in Karsch’s Auserlesene Gedichte [Selected Poems] (Berlin, 1764), pp. 3–6.



Part Two


	131 Homo sum … esse puto. “I am a man—and think nothing human alien to me.” From Terence’s comedy Heauton Timorumenos [The Self-Tormentor], 1.1.25; the phrase is also quoted by Henry Home, Lord Kames, in the preface of his Sketches of the History of Man, vol. 1 (Dublin, 1775), p. v.






Book 6


	133 even in the textbooks of natural history. E.g., Linnaeus’s Systema naturae; Blumenbach’s De humani generis varietate nativa (Göttingen, 1775); Johann Christian Polycarp Erxleben’s Anfangsgründe der Naturlehre [Elements of Natural Science] (Göttingen, 1772); Buffon’s chapter “On the Varieties in the Human Species,” in Natural History, vol. 4 (London, 1797), pp. 190–352. Buffon and Zimmermann, though uncited by Herder, are important sources of anthropological detail throughout book 6.


	133 our compatriot Samuel Engel … Pagès [note a]. Engel (1702–84), Swiss geographer who, in his Mémoires et observations géographiques et critiques sur la situation des pays du nord de l’Asie et de l’Amérique [Notes and Geographical and Critical Observations on the Situation of the Northern Countries of Asia and America] (Lausanne, 1765), argued for the existence of a vast navigable sea beyond the Arctic ice, which would serve as a northeastern passage connecting the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans; his ideas caused a sensation in Europe and stimulated polar exploration. Pierre Marie François de Pagès (1748–93), French explorer and author of the much-translated Voyage autour du monde et vers les deux poles, 2 vols. (Paris, 1782); Herder’s remark presumably refers to his feat of becoming the first navigator to reach 80°30′ N.


	136 sucking their own blood. Herder’s source, Roger Curtis (1746–1816), a British admiral who early in his career was stationed in Newfoundland, writes the following in his report on the Labrador coast: “for many years past, whether it has been owing to their quarrels with the Mountaineers, or the encroachments of the Europeans, they have taken up their residence far to the north.… The Esquimaux Indians … bear a very near resemblance to the Laplanders, both in their persons and customs.… They have beards, so have the Greenlanders, and indeed so have the inhabitants of Lapland: whereas the Iroquois, the Hurons, the Escopics, and the Mountaineers their neighbours have hair no where except on the head.… When they are pressed with hunger, and have nothing to satisfy it, they make their noses bleed, and suck the blood to support themselves.… Their language is the same as the Greenlanders” (“Particulars of the Country of Labradore,” Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society, 64 [1774], pp. 372–88; here pp. 379, 382, 384, 385). The report was translated into German and included in Johann Reinhold Forster and Matthias Christian Sprengel, Beiträge zur Völker- und Länderkunde, vol. 1 (Leipzig, 1781), pp. 79–118.


	136 mountain Lapp. The Sámi people were traditionally divided into fisher, mountain, and forest Lapps.


	139 cacochymical. Having the humors of the body unbalanced; ill-humored.


	141 Charlevoix [note c]. Pierre François Xavier de Charlevoix (1682–1761), Jesuit, traveler, and historian, best known for his Histoire et description générale de la Nouvelle France [History and General Description of New France] (Paris, 1744); but presumably the work Herder has in mind here is Histoire du Japon (Rouen, 1715).


	142 spicilegium anthropologicum. After the manner of Pallas’s Spicilegia zoologica [Zoological Gleanings] (Berlin, 1767–80).


	143 as Bernier says. Herder’s description of Kashmir in this paragraph closely follows that of François Bernier (1620–88) in the Ninth Letter of his Voyage dans les États du Grand Mogol (Paris, 1671). Bernier, for whom the kingdom was a “terrestrial paradise,” remarks of the surrounding peaks: “These mountains may indeed be characterized not only as innocuous, but as flowing in rich exuberance with milk and honey” (Travels in the Mogul Empire, vol. 2 [London, 1826], p. 132).


	146 Hippocrates. In his work On Airs, Waters, and Places.


	146 beauty of the world … embody itself in him. Cf. Cicero, De officiis 1.4.


	147 son of Ham. According to myth, the three sons of Noah were the progenitors of the different human races; the inhabitants of Africa were supposedly descended from Ham, who was cursed by his father and thereby acquired black skin.


	148 Bruce. James Bruce (1730–94), Scottish traveler, who in 1770 traced the Blue Nile to its source, which the Jesuit missionary Jerónimo Lobo (1595–1678) had earlier claimed to have visited (see note b). Buffon had met Bruce in 1773 and included notes received from him in Supplements à l’histoire naturelle, vol. 4 (Paris, 1777). Bruce would publish his account as Travels to Discover the Source of the Nile (Edinburgh, 1790), so Herder’s wish would soon be realized.


	149 Loango. A kingdom in what is now the Republic of Congo, flourishing from the fifteenth to the nineteenth centuries.


	149 Zanzibar. Known to the Arabs as Zanj and today as the Swahili Coast, a territory on the eastern coast of Africa extending from modern-day southern Somalia to northern Mozambique, and including the island of Zanzibar, that had been an important part of the slave and spice trade for centuries. At the time of Herder’s writing, the region was under the control of the Sultanate of Oman.


	152 fluid secreted by the skin. I.e., sebum.


	151 Camper. The work in question is Lecture on the Origin and Color of the Blacks (1764), in which Camper, like Herder, argues for a monogenist origin of humanity; a full English translation can be found in Miriam Claude Meijer, Race and Aesthetics in the Anthropology of Petrus Campus (1722–1789). “You clearly see that the skin is, in itself, perfectly white, that it is covered by a second layer, which is called the Reticulum, and that this layer is actually black, brown, red-copperish or tanned.… This colored layer is manufactured by the vessels of the skin and one can see the fibers very clearly in the hand and foot when one removes the outer layer of the skin carefully after a long decay or when one soaks the skin in hot water.… See here! A big piece of skin taken by me in Amsterdam from the arm of an Italian sailor. You see that the name and skull was branded in blue upon the true skin, and not the Cuticula or outer layer of skin. You clearly see the brown membrane quite similar to that of Blacks and the totally removed outer membrane that is transparent and hardly colored! I show you furthermore a piece of skin taken from the side of the breast of a very white woman. You see on top of the true white skin a tanned layer and on top of that, but now removed, a transparent membrane. Does [it] not follow from all this that we, just like Blacks and tanned Italians, have a colored membrane located under the outer layer of skin, and right on top of the true skin just like the Moors do? When this second layer is completely without color, then we are very white and pale: that is to say, we are white Moors, or rather; we are people similar to Blacks in every way except that we have this middle layer less tanned” (Miriam Claude Meijer, Race and Aesthetics in the Anthropology of Petrus Campus (1722–1789) [Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1999], pp. 183–92 [p. 190]). Camper’s lecture appeared in German in Sämmtliche kleinere Schriften, vol. 1 (Leipzig, 1784), pp. 24–49.


	152 A Negro child … peoples. Herder is drawing once again on Camper: “Buffon noticed rightly that the children of Negroes are born white or rather reddish, like ours, and that they become brown a few days later and then black. However, it is to be noted that very soon after birth they have black skin around their nails and also on the circle around the nipples. But the genital area only becomes black on the third day and not at birth” (Meijer, Race and Aesthetics in the Anthropology of Petrus Campus, pp. 189–90).


	152 Camper is supposed to have demonstrated [note n]. Herder’s source for this reference is presumably Buffon, who in a footnote briefly refers to Camper’s discovery that “the Negro, who is likewise famed for his swift running, has his centers of motion lying closer together than the degenerate European”: that is, possesses a comparatively narrow pelvis (Naturgeschichte der vierfüßigen Thiere [Natural History of the Quadrupeds], vol. 6 [Berlin, 1780], p. 76). Buffon cites two writings by Camper: one appearing in the “Act. Haarlem.”; possibly he has in mind “Verhandeling over het bestier van kinderen” [Treatise on the Management of Children], Verhandelingen uitgegeven door te Hollandsche Maatschapppye der Weetenschappen te Haarlem [Treatises Published by the Dutch Society of Sciences in Haarlem], 7 (1763), 357–464. The second work that Buffon mentions is “Mémoire sur la construction des bandages pour les hernies,” in Mémoires de l’Académie Royale de Chirurgie, 5 (1774), 626–42.


	154 Dampier. William Dampier (1651–1715), English privateer, explorer, and author of A New Voyage Round the World (1697), in which he describes Australian aborigines as “the miserabilist People in the World” (vol. 1 [London, 1699], p. 464).


	154 Forster. Johann Reinhold Forster (1729–98), German naturalist who, together with his son Georg (1754–94), the future Jacobin revolutionary, accompanied Captain James Cook on his second voyage around the world. Both Forsters wrote accounts of the circumnavigation: Georg published the influential and much-praised A Voyage Round the World in His Britannic Majesty’s Sloop Resolution (London, 1777) and Johann Reinhold followed with Observations Made during a Voyage Round the World a year later. Georg Forster made the acquaintance of Herder in 1785 and a year later wrote an essay, Noch etwas über die Menschenraßen (Der teutsche Merkur, 56 [1786], 57–86, 150–66), as a rejoinder to Kant’s review of Part Two of the Ideas. That essay, translated as “Something More about the Human Races,” is included in Kant and the Concept of Race: Late Eighteenth-Century Writings, ed. Jon M. Mikkelsen (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 2013), pp. 143–68.


	156 The nations in America encountered by Cook. Cook’s third and final voyage (1776–80), during which Cook was killed in Hawaii, had been intended to discover the Northwest Passage, exploring the Pacific coast of North America.


	156 Legends of a civilized, bearded nation in the west. As recorded by Cornelius de Pauw in Recherches philosophiques sur les Américains (Berlin, 1771).


	156 Laxmann’s journey to the northern coast. Erik Laxmann (1737–96), Swedish explorer and botanist who settled in Siberia, author of “Short Account of an Almost Six-Month Scientific Journey through Several Provinces of the Russian Empire,” which appeared in the Neue Nordische Beyträge zur physikalischen und geographischen Erd- und Völkerbeschreibung, Naturgeschichte und Ökonomie [New Northern Contributions to the Physical and Geographical Description of the Earth and Peoples], vol. 3 (Saint Petersburg, 1782), 159–77.


	156 Colden, Rogers, and Timberlake … Five Nations. Although he does not cite the authors in question, Herder is thinking of Cadwallader Colden (1688–1776), The History of the Five Indian Nations of Canada (New York, 1727); Robert Rogers (1731–95), A Concise Account of the North America (London, 1765); and The Memoirs of Henry Timberlake (London, 1765). An example of the “French missionaries” to whom Herder refers would be Charlevoix, Histoire et description générale de la Nouvelle-France.


	158 Georg Forster. The “new book” mentioned in the quotation is the British Admiralty’s account of Cook’s third voyage, published in 1784; it included engravings made by John Webber, the official artist on the expedition, which are the subject of Forster’s letter to Lichtenberg (1751–93). In Observations Made during a Voyage around the World, Johann Reinhold Forster, Georg’s father, mentions the “Pesserais” or “Pesherays”: “We could observe no other word distinctly, than that of pesserai, which they frequently repeated, in a manner to make us believe they intended to signify that they are friends, and that they find a thing good” (p. 251).


	158 Pagès. The French explorer, previously mentioned by Herder in a footnote to the first chapter of book 6, traveled from New Orleans through Texas and Mexico on the first leg of a globetrotting journey that he later wrote about in Voyage autour du monde et vers les deux poles, published in English as Travels Round the World, in the Years 1767, 1768, 1769, 1770, 1771 (London, 1791). The Choctaw are mentioned in chapter 3 and the Tejas (called “Tegas” by Herder and Pagès and now known as the Hasinai) and the Adai (described as the “savages of Adaés” or Los Adaes) in chapter 5.


	159 Wafer. Lionel Wafer (1640–1705), Welsh explorer and buccaneer. In 1680, Wafer met William Dampier at Cartagena and joined in a privateering venture. After a quarrel during the overland journey, Wafer was marooned with four others in the Isthmus of Darien, where he stayed with the Cuna Indians. In 1699, he published A New Voyage and Description of the Isthmus of America, which described his adventures; it was translated into German in 1759. Herder paraphrases rather than quotes directly from the extract included in Allgemeine Historie der Reisen; the relevant passage can be found in A New Voyage and Description of the Isthmus of America, ed. George Parker Winship (Cleveland, 1903), pp. 131–33.


	159 Fermin. Philippe Fermin (1720–90), Dutch physician and naturalist, author of Description générale, historique, géographique et physique de la colonie de Surinam (Amsterdam, 1769).


	160 Bancroft. Edward Bancroft (1744–1821), American physician who practiced in Guyana in the mid-1760s, leading to the publication of An Essay on the Natural History of Guiana in Several Letters (London, 1769). He worked as a double agent during the Revolutionary War, spying for both the British and the Americans.


	160 Léry. Jean de Léry (1536–1613), French explorer and pastor, author of Histoire d’un voyage fait en la terre de Brésil, autrement dite Amerique [History of a Voyage to the Land of Brazil, also Called America] (La Rochelle, 1578), which describes the settlement of a Huguenot colony near the Tupinambá Indians in Rio de Janeiro. The passage that Herder quotes is from chapter 8.


	160 Peru. Potosí in the Viceroyalty of Peru supplied much of Spain’s silver. The city, by elevation one of highest in the world (hence “throne of Nature”), became notorious both for its riches and the hundreds of thousands of slaves who died in its mines.


	160 Pinto. Luiz Pinto de Sousa Coutinho (1735–1804), governor of the Captaincy of Mato Grosso (1769–72) and later Prime Minister of Portugal. His remarks are quoted by William Robertson (1721–93), Scottish historian and principal of the University of Edinburgh; the German translation of his History of America (London, 1777), which Herder cites here, was prepared in the same year by Friedrich Schiller’s uncle Johann Friedrich Schiller (Geschichte von Amerika [Leipzig, 1777]). To the list of characteristics supposedly inscribed on the features of indigenous Brazilians (“wild, distrustful, and sullen”), Schiller adds a fourth: “etwas wildes, argwöhnisches, düsternes und verdrüßliches” (vol. 1, p. 538), which I have included (“resentful”), since Herder uses it to make a polemical point.


	161 Commerson. Philibert Commerson (1727–73), French naturalist who accompanied Louis-Antoine de Bougainville’s voyage of circumnavigation in 1766–69. The quotation is lifted from Zimmermann’s Geographische Geschichte des Menschen [Geographical History of Man], vol. 1 (Leipzig, 1778), pp. 60–61.


	161 Pesserais … lowest breed of men. Forster writes in the cited passage: “Human nature appears nowhere in so debased and wretched a condition, as with these miserable, forlorn, and stupid creatures.” Forster mentions Thomas Cavendish (1560–92), an English privateer who explored Tierra del Fuego, in passing on p. 246; Zimmermann cites Bougainville’s Voyage autour du monde (Paris, 1772) in connection with the Pesserais in Geographische Geschichte des Menschen, vol. 1, p. 60.


	162 Ulloa. Antonio de Ulloa (1716–95), Spanish astronomer and naval officer, who joined the French geodesic expedition to measure the circumference of the Earth at the equator, spending the years 1735–44 in South America. An account of his journey was published in English as A Voyage to South America in 1758; the work is quoted by Robertson and paraphrased by Herder.


	162 the blue-eyed Césares in Chile. A legendary light-skinned tribe living in the Patagonian Andes, descended, according to some accounts, from the survivors of a Spanish shipwreck in the Straits of Magellan. A number of expeditions were launched in an effort to discover their city. See also James Burgh, An Account of the First Settlement, Laws, Form of Government, and Police of the Cessares, a People of South America (London, 1764).


	163 de Bry, de Bruyn … comparison. Theodorus de Bry (1528–98), Flemish engraver who illustrated a number of travel narratives by European explorers in his Collectiones peregrinatiorum in Indiam orientalem et Indiam occidentalem (1590–1634). De Bry never saw his subjects at first hand, and in his work, there is indeed a tendency to the fanciful (as Herder complains), for example in his depictions of cannibalism. Cornelis de Bruyn (1652–1726), Dutch artist and traveler, whose Reizen door de vermaardste deelen van Klein Asia (Delft, 1698), in French translation (Voyage au Levant [Paris, 1702]), Herder cites in chapter III of book 6; this book included the first color prints in history. Carsten Niebuhr (1733–1815), German cartographer who participated in the Danish Arabia Expedition (1761–67), the aim of which was to gather information on the geography, natural history, and ethnology of the region. For his Reisebeschreibung nach Arabien und anderen umliegenden Ländern, 2 vols. (Copenhagen, 1774–78), translated into English as Travels through Arabia and other Countries in the East (Perth, 1799), Niebuhr produced the illustrations himself, after the death of the expedition’s artist en route to India. Sydney Parkinson (1745–71), Scottish artist who accompanied Cook’s first voyage, making nearly a thousand drawings of plants and animals. His Journal of a Voyage to the South Seas was published posthumously in 1775. William Hodges (1744–97), English painter and a member of Cook’s second voyage, who produced sketches (and later oil paintings) of the landscapes and inhabitants of the Pacific Islands. Georg Høst (1734–94), Danish traveler and diplomat, author of Efterretninger om Marókos og Fes [A Narrative of Morocco and Fez] (Copenhagen, 1779), which Peter Haas (1754–1804) illustrated. Johann Gottlieb Georgi (1729–1802), German naturalist and geographer, author of Beschreibung aller Nationen des russischen Reiches [Description of all the Nations of the Russian Empire] (Saint Petersburg, 1776). Marc-Joseph Marion du Fresne (1724–72), French explorer, killed in New Zealand, whose final voyage is reported by Alexis-Marie de Rochon, Nouveau voyage à la mer du sud [New Voyage to the South Seas] (Paris, 1783).






Book 7


	165 Templa. Before taking the auspices, the augur had to establish and delimit the templum or sacred space within which the ritual would take place.


	166 inhabitants of Germany were Patagonians. This eye-opening remark is informed by Zimmermann’s reflections on the influence of diet and climate on human development in Geographische Geschichte des Menschen [Geographical History of Man], vol. 1 (Leipzig, 1778). The Patagonians, he asserts, based on measurements collected by Bougainville’s expedition, are the tallest people in the world (p. 60), owing to the bracing effects of their environment. Yet the Patagonians, to say nothing of modern Germans, are dwarfed by the “colossal figures” of the Teutonic tribes described by Tacitus: “Are we not further removed from the ancient Germans … in respect of bodily size than the Laplander from us?” (p. 54).


	167 Orang Kubu and Orang Gugu. Two isolated tribes mentioned by William Marsden in his History of Sumatra (1784). The Kubu do in fact exist: they are (tailless) hunter-gatherers who live in the southeastern forests of the island. The Gugu were supposedly covered in hair, ape-like, yet capable of speech.


	167 Commerson [note d]. The work in question is “Lettre à M. Delalande, écrite de l’ιsle de Bourbon, le 18 avril 1771,” first published in Anne-François-Joachim Fréville, Supplément au Voyage de M. de Bougainville (Paris, 1772), pp. 253–86.


	167 albinos … aprons of Hottentot women. Herder lists the subjects of various tall tales alleged to be facts. European travelers were fascinated by cases of albinism they encountered, leading to stories of fair-skinned tribes living in remote corners of Africa and the Americas; “dondo” was synonymous with “albino,” a term that the English adventurer Andrew Battel (fl. 1589–1614) picked up during his time in Loango. A tribe of giants was said to live in Patagonia. Sparrman mentions how “Hottentot women have been described, and believed to be, with respect to their sexual parts monsters by nature”; supposedly they “have before their privy parts a natural veil or covering.” Buffon concurs: “The women … have a kind of excrescence, or hard skin, which grows over the os pubis, and descends to the middle of the thighs in the form of an apron” (Natural History, vol. 4 [London, 1797], p. 296).


	168 satyr … jocko … pongo. Herder’s simian nomenclature is imprecise, as was typical for his time. “Satyr” is what today we call the orangutan; “jocko” (or sometimes “troglodyte”) is a chimpanzee (Herder uses the term Sylvan); “pongo” is a gorilla or other large anthropoid African ape. For Buffon, the pongo was the “great orang-outan” and the jocko the “small orang-outan.”


	168 Peba Indians and the Amicouanes. The Peba were a tribe in Peru related to the still-extant Yagua. The Amicouanes of Guyana are mentioned by La Condamine in Relation abrégée d’un voyage fait dans l’interieur de l’Amérique méridionale [Abridged Account of a Voyage to the Interior of South America] (Maastricht, 1778 [1745]) as a “nation with long ears” (p. 102).


	170 reports a missionary. Johann Jakob Baegert (1717–72), Alsatian Jesuit who missionized in what is now Baja California Sur, Mexico. His account of California’s natives (who, like the “Pesserais” of South America, were often seen in the eighteenth century as among the least civilized specimens of humanity) was first published in 1771. An English translation of the work, from which I have adapted the quoted passage, was published as Observations in Lower California (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1952). Herder pieces together a number of remarks drawn from part 1, chapter 9, and part 2, chapters 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, and 7.


	171 Cranz. David Cranz (1723–77), a member of the Moravian Brotherhood whose history of his church’s missions in Greenland, which included important descriptions of the country’s traditional culture, was translated into several European languages.


	172 Rømer. Ludewig Ferdinand Rømer (1714–76), a merchant of the Danish West India and Guinea Company, who spent ten years working on the Gold Coast; he returned to Denmark and published his account of the Danish Guinea trade in 1760. The English translation is adapted from A Reliable Account of the Coast of Guinea, prepared by Selena Axelrod Winsnes (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), p. 226.


	172 Sparrman … bustle of the day.” Herder misquotes Sparrman, who in the previous sentence speaks of slaves being “bereaved of the rights of nature”: it is the loss of these rights that they are mourning, rather than being removed from their country.


	173 the Venus flytrap. An apt comparison, as Dionaea muscipula is native to the Carolina wetlands on the eastern coast of the United States.


	173 the right … cyclopic … as any enjoyed in Europe. An allusion to Polyphemus, the Cyclops in book 9 of The Odyssey, who claims the right to eat Odysseus and his companions when they arrive on his island.


	173 Job ben Solomon. Properly Ayuba Suleiman Diallo (1701–73), a nobleman from Bundu in West Africa (modern Senegal) who was enslaved and transported to Maryland. When a local lawyer, Thomas Bluett, realized Diallo was educated and literate, he worked to secure his freedom. Once Diallo had been returned to his homeland, after a year spent as a celebrity in Britain, Bluett published Some Memories of the Life of Job, the Son of Solomon High Priest of Boonda in Africa (London, 1734), a German translation of which is included in the volume of Allgemeine Historie der Reisen cited in the footnote.


	173 the Hottentot Coree. Brought from the Cape of Good Hope to England in 1613 by an East India Company ship, Coree remained there until the following year before being taken home. In the fourteenth note of Discourse on Inequality (Amsterdam, 1755), Rousseau mentions a similar example of a Hottentot, having been baptized and instructed in European manners by his Dutch captors, later being brought back to the Cape and throwing off both his clothes and Christianity. An engraving of the scene served as the frontispiece to the work.


	175 Montesquieu … sheep’s tongue. See Spirit of the Laws, book 14, chapter 2: “I have observed the outermost part of a sheep’s tongue, where, to the naked eye, it seems covered with papillae. On these papillae I have discerned, through a microscope, small hairs, or a kind of down; between the papillae were pyramids, shaped towards the ends like pincers. Very likely these pyramids are the principal organ of taste. I caused the half of this tongue to be frozen, and, observing it with the naked eye, I found the papillae considerably diminished; even some rows of them were sunk into their sheath. The outermost part I examined with the microscope, and perceived no pyramids. In proportion as the frost went off, the papillae seemed to the naked eye to rise, and with the microscope the miliary glands began to appear. This observation confirms what I have been saying, that, in cold countries, the nervous glands are less expanded; they sink deeper into their sheaths, or they are sheltered from the action of external objects; consequently, they have not such lively sensations” (Charles Louis de Secondat, Baron de Montesquieu, The Complete Works of M. de Montesquieu, vol. 1 (London, 1777), pp. 294–95.


	176 the Harmattan … northeasterly wind of Tartary. The Harmattan is a hot, dry, and dusty wind that blows over West Africa during the winter; the Simoom is a similar desert wind that sweeps across the Sahara, Israel, Jordan, Syria, and the Arabian peninsula during the spring and summer; the Sirocco is a hot wind, blowing from the north coast of Africa over the Mediterranean and affecting parts of Southern Europe, where it becomes moist and depressing; the Buran is a northeasterly wind in Siberia and Central Asia that is hot in the summer and freezing in the winter.


	178 New Holland or Nova Zembla. New Holland was the name that Dutch explorer Abel Tasman gave to Australia in 1644. Nova Zembla (or Novaya Zembla) is a Russian archipelago in the Arctic Ocean, sparsely populated even today—a fact owing not only to the climate but also to its use as a nuclear test site during the Cold War.


	178 police. In the eighteenth century, this sense of “police” (Policei), referring to the social and political organization of a state, was roughly equivalent to “civilization.”


	179 climate … compel but inclines. A play on the Greek κλίμα, which means “inclination” or “slope.”


	179 He who witnessed … would feel! In his doctoral dissertation Theoria generationis (Halle, 1759), Caspar Friedrich Wolff gives due credit to William Harvey (1578–1657) for his pioneering scientific research into embryology. Harvey begins his own treatise with a description of the development of a hen’s egg: Herder is paraphrasing Wolff’s summary.


	179 There … is a vital, organic force. Herder here draws on Wolff’s vitalist account of ontogenesis: he posits a vis essentialis, an endogenous “essential force,” that operates on the substance of the egg to form the embryo.


	181 first philosophy … also the last [note c]. Hippocrates is mentioned here in connection with the vital forces associated with the four humors and perhaps especially with the “power of nutriment” treated in On Nutriment 7; Aristotle for his notion of the vegetative soul; Galen for his postulate of “vital spirits.” In his Exercitationes de generatione animalium (London, 1651), which Herder has cited a page earlier, William Harvey (1578–1657) describes embryogenesis in rather Aristotelian terms as owing to an inherent principle, an “opifex,” or “primordium vegetale.” Robert Boyle (1627–91), though regarded as a leading mechanical philosopher, left room for the operation of certain corpuscular seminal powers to explain chemical processes. Georg Ernst Stahl (1659–1734), departing from Aristotle, argued that the vital principle was not the vegetative but rather the rational soul: the anima structrix fashions the body because it requires an instrumentum. The Cambridge physician Francis Glisson (1597–1677), in Tractatus de natura substantiae energetica (London, 1672), hypothesized that matter, as an “energetic substance,” gives rise spontaneously to life by means of its three primary faculties: the perceptive recognizes a purpose, the appetitive expresses a desire for that purpose, and the motive results in action to realize it. Hieronymus David Gaub (1705–80), in his widely used textbook Institutiones pathologiae (Leiden, 1758), identified the vital force with Haller’s notion of irritability. Similarly, Bernhard Siegfried Albinus (1697–1770), who would later claim that Haller had stolen his ideas, regarded life as a function of irritability, which he in turn defined as subtle substance attached to inert matter.


	181 no degeneration of our species. In “Of the Degeneration of Animals” (Natural History, vol. 10 [London, 1797], pp. 1–26). The theory of “degeneration” represents Buffon’s attempt to explain the geographical variation of forms in the organic world while remaining faithful to the principle of the fixity of species. Differences among populations were the result of climatic influence on the “internal mold”: local variants—lions or tigers, say—had degenerated from the original type (“cat”). No new species could arise in natural history, only superficial changes within the strict limits of the original creation. Buffon—along with Blumenbach, Cornelius de Pauw, and others—would subsequently apply the concept of degeneration to the human species (blackness was a degeneration from primordial whiteness caused by the hot African sun).


	182 miasma of his change. Unlike in the previous chapter, here Herder appears to be using the term “miasma” in the original Greek sense: meaning not, as it would until the introduction of the germ theory of disease in the late nineteenth century, polluted air that supposedly caused a variety of infections, but a “stain” or “defilement”—or, in the present context, a “darkening.”


	183 Albrecht Dürer … physiognomy. This whole passage appears to be a veiled criticism of Johann Caspar Lavater (1741–1801), who had won international fame with his Physiognomische Fragmente, zur Beförderung der Menschenkenntnis und Menschenliebe (Leipzig, 1775). This work, which helped to turn silhouette portraiture into a European fashion, reinvigorated the ancient tradition of physiognomy by personalizing it: Lavater claimed that physical features were expressions of individual character traits rather than of general types. In Fragment 8, Lavater argues that, because physiognomy is based on fixed principles and empirical observation, it has the status of a science; but is also more than a science because it demands taste, exquisite feeling, and genius: “Albert Dürer surveyed and measured men: Raphael measured men still more feelingly than Albert Dürer. The former drew with truth, according to rule; the latter followed his imagination; yet was nature often depicted by him with not less exactness. Scientific physiognomy would measure like Dürer, the physiognomy of genius like Raphael. In the meantime, the more observation shall be extended, language enriched, drawing improved; the more man shall be studied by man, to him the most interesting and the finest of studies; the more physiognomy shall become scientific, accurately defined, and capable of being taught, the more it shall then become the science of sciences; and, in reality, no longer a science, but sensibility, a prompt and convincing inspection of the human heart” (Essays on Physiognomy for the Promotion of the Knowledge and the Love of Mankind [London, 1789], p. 72). Lavater concludes his remarks with a parody of both the style and sentiments of Herder’s This, Too, a Philosophy of History (1774)—presumably making the need for a reply all the more urgent. Herder counters that Lavater’s understanding of physiognomy, as offering knowledge of moral character (“ethognomy”) through refinement of the discipline’s procedures (technognomy”), is too limited: it must also be joined by a study of the passions (“pathognomy”), an idea that Lavater had explicitly rejected (Fragment 4), as a means of understanding the dynamic influence of climate on human beings.


	184 Concent. A harmony of sounds or voices; Herder often reaches for musical metaphors when discussing the human organism. The related term “consensus” in the following sentence was formerly used in physiology to describe the agreement or sympathy between different organs of the body.


	184 Ernst Platner [note g]. German physician and philosopher (1744–1818), author of the influential Anthropologie für Aerzte und Weltweise [Anthropology for Physicians and Philosophers] (Leipzig, 1772).


	187 Kalm. Pehr Kalm (1716–79), Swedish-Finnish explorer, student of Linnaeus, and author of En Resa til Norra America (Stockholm, 1753–61), which was translated into German and English. The English translation was prepared by Johann Reinhold Forster: Travels into North America, 3 vols. (Warrington, 1770–71). The material Herder quotes in the first instance can be found in vol. 1 (1770) on pp. 103–4 and pp. 360–61; the passage discussing the effects of agriculture and deforestation on pp. 289–93 and p. 353; and the second direct quotation on pp. 371–72. In the German edition cited by Herder, the bulk of the quoted material appears in vol. 10 (1757), pp. 252–53 and 513–14.


	188 Dobrizhoffer … quietly expired. Martin Dobrizhoffer (1717–91), Jesuit missionary in Paraguay, whose Geschichte der Abiponen Herder has already cited in book 6, chapter VI. The English translation of this work, which I have included here, was undertaken by Sara Coleridge, daughter of the poet. As Herder reports, Dobrizhoffer brought a family of three living by themselves deep in the Paraguayan rainforest into the town in which he served as missionary, even though, as he writes, “we found by experience, that savages removed to towns often waste away from the change of food and air, and from the heat of the sun, which powerfully affects their frames, accustomed, as they have been since infancy, to moist, cool, shady groves” (Account of the Abipones, vol. 1 [London, 1822], p. 93). The apparitions of his dead mother and sister, in Dobrizhoffer’s telling, supposedly urged the son nightly to receive baptism.






Book 8


	194 Dobrizhoffer … Guaraní imitate. Cf. Martin Dobrizhoffer, Account of the Abipones, vol. 2 (London, 1822), p. 62.


	196 King of Siam … ice and snow. A much-repeated anecdote of the time. Compare John Locke, Essay Concerning Human Understanding, book 4, chapter 15 (London, 1690): “As it happened to a Dutch ambassador, who entertaining the king of Siam with the particularities of Holland … told him that the water in his country would sometimes, in cold weather, be so hard that men walked upon it, and that it would bear an elephant.… To which the king replied, Hitherto I have believed the strange things you have told me, because I look upon you as a sober fair man, but now I am sure you lie.”


	200 The Koran … exalted objects. The reference is to the Night Journey undertaken by the Prophet Muhammad in the year 621 CE. Visited by the Angel Gabriel, Muhammad mounted a heavenly creature, the Buraq (which means “lightning”), and traveled from Mecca to Jerusalem and then ascended to heaven, where he encounters earlier prophets, including Moses and Jesus, and ultimately God. Herder writes Blitz (the German for “lightning”) rather than “Buraq”; but a more faithful translation renders the passage needlessly obscure.


	201 Their gods … flowers. According to the Puranas, the Cosmos is divided into seven concentric island continents separated by seven encircling oceans, which consist of salt water, sugarcane juice, wine, ghee, curd, milk, and fresh water. The Hindu goddess Lakshmi is often depicted standing or sitting on a lotus flower.


	202 The Porcupine Man in England. Edward Lambert of Suffolk, who suffered from what is now known as ichthyosis hystrix, a rare skin disorder characterized by the appearance of spiny scales over his entire body (with the exception of his face and hands). After appearing before the Royal Society in 1731, he was exhibited in London freak shows as the “Porcupine Man,” passing on his condition to three generations of his descendants.


	202 The brave and hearty Abipones … madness. See Dobrizhoffer, Account of the Abipones, vol. 2, chapter 22.


	202 Dream festivals. The Iroquois, for example, celebrated a “dream festival” in midwinter, where individuals related their dreams and offered them up for communal interpretation.


	203 For we are shadows … fancy contrive. Cf. Horace, Odes 4.7 (“umbra sumus”).


	203 Hunters, fishermen, herdsmen, and farmers. The conjectural history of the Scottish Enlightenment was closely associated with the idea that the history of human societies passed through four distinct stages: hunting, pasturage, agriculture, and commerce. Versions of this model can be found in the work of Adam Smith, Adam Ferguson, Lord Kames, and John Millar, among others. Cf. esp. Ferguson on “savage” and “barbarous” peoples: “Of the nations who dwell in … the less cultivated parts of the earth, some intrust their subsistence chiefly to hunting, fishing, or the natural produce of the soil. They have little attention to property, and scarcely any beginnings of subordination or government. Others, having possessed themselves of herds, and depending for their provision on pasture, know what it is to be poor and rich. They know the relations of patron and client, of servant and master, and by the measures of fortune determine their station” (Essay on Civil Society [Edinburgh, 1767], part 1, section 3, pp. 123–24).


	204 Breadfruit … bark and branches. Herder is here drawing on Georg Forster’s short treatise Der Brodbaum [The Breadfruit Tree] (Kassel, 1784), in which Forster explains how Tahitians prepare the sapwood of the tree in such a way that it can be turned into clothing (pp. 23–24).


	207 Ulloa … llama to his service. Ulloa describes the festivities by which llamas are made “companions and associates” of their human masters, brought into their huts and decorated with ribbons, and celebrated with food, drink, and dancing. Herder gives the wrong page reference in the original; it has been corrected here.


	209 The tent-dweller … degenerate strain of the species. Both Adam Ferguson and William Robertson make similar remarks. Cf. Ferguson: “It was a proverbial imprecation in use among the hunting nations on the confines of Siberia, that their enemy might be obliged to live like a Tartar, and have the folly of troubling himself with the charge of cattle. Nature, it seems, in their apprehension, by storing the woods and the desert with game, rendered the task of the herdsman unnecessary, and left to man only the trouble of selecting and of seizing his prey” (Essay on Civil Society, part 1, section 3, p. 146). Cf. Robertson: “The Tartar, accustomed to roam over extensive plains, and to subsist on the product of his herds, imprecates upon his enemy, as the greatest of all curses, that he may be condemned to reside in one place, and to be nourished by the top of a weed” (History of America, vol. 1 [London, 1777], pp. 411–12).


	213 Most peoples … female sex to domestic animals. Compare Ferguson: “While one sex continue to value themselves chiefly on their courage, their talent for policy, and their warlike atchievements, this species of property which is bestowed on the other … is a servitude, and a continual toil, where no honours are won; and they whose province it is, are in fact the slaves and the helots of their country” (Essay on Civil Society, part 1, section 2, p. 126). The social status of women throughout the different ages is discussed in detail by John Millar: “in the ages most remote from improvement … the women of a family are usually treated as the servants or slaves of the men” (The Origin of the Distinction of Ranks [London, 1779 (1771)], chapter 1, section 1, p. 42).


	215 Volkslieder [note a]. Herder cites his own collection of folk songs, the intention of which was to document, in translation, the authentic poetic genius of various European nations. The songs to which he refers here are “Abschiedslied eines Mädchens” [A Maiden’s Farewell Song, Lithuanian], “Einige Hochzeitslieder” [Several Wedding Songs, Estonian], and “Brautlied” [Song of the Bride, Lithuanian].


	216 nation’s songs … thinking and feeling [note c]. The folk songs to which Herder refers here are “König Hako’s Todesgesang” [King Hako’s Funeral Song, skaldic], “Morgengesang im Kriege” [Morning Song in War, skaldic], “Schlachtgesang” [Battle Song, German], “Lied des gefangenen Asbiorn Pruda” [Song of Asbjørn Prude in Captivity, skaldic], “Das Hagelwetter” [The Hail Storm, skaldic], “Die Todesgöttinnen” [The Goddesses of Death, Nordic], “Der verschmähete Jüngling” [The Scorned Youth, Nordic]. The song cited in note d is “Todtenlied” (Song of the Dead, Greenlandic].


	217 Hear Ossian mourn his Oscar. The reference is to the beginning of book 2 of James Macpherson’s Temora (London, 1763), which, like his other works, purports to be a translation from the ancient Gaelic bard.


	219 We were given our organically complex … use and exercise. Most of this chapter, beginning with this sentence, was plagiarized, though with some omissions and reordering of the paragraphs, by Edward R. Cotton in his biography of the American politician Nathaniel Macon, who represented North Carolina in both houses of Congress (Life of the Hon. Nathaniel Macon [Baltimore, 1840], pp. 228–31). Herder’s sentiments, in Churchill’s translation, are attributed to Macon, an Anti-Federalist and defender of slavery, who supposedly believed in the virtues of physical exercise.


	219 The gods sell mortals every blessing in exchange for their labor. The phrase, recorded in Xenophon’s Memorabilia (2.1.20), is by Epicharmus, one of the first comic poets in Greek.


	220 Pagès … Arabs. Pagès says the following: “I cannot sufficiently admire the bold and intrepid character peculiar of the people of Louisiana [by which he means, pace Herder, colonists rather than natives].… One trait of character I have often admired in the savage, I mean that phlegmatic serenity of mind which never forsakes him in any situation.… I viewed, with agreeable surprize, the noble shapes which grace the persons of both sexes; the chestnut or olive complexion; the muscles unincumbered [sic] with fat, strong, nervous, and elastic. But though the face is undoubtedly the part of the human figure which is chiefly interesting, yet I confess I had more pleasure in surveying the savage as a fine model for the statuary in the graceful muscles of his body and limbs.… The men of this nation [Choctaw] are tall and well proportioned … a laborious, humane, and brave race of men.… I observed a party of savages before me [in the vicinity of Nacogdoches] … from whom I received much kindness.… I have had frequent opportunities to observe moral dispositions in the men we call savages, that would do much honour to the most civilized European … [I]n the school of nature he [the savage] learned to be generous, compassionate, friendly, and grateful.… I now awakened as from as dream, and asked myself the meaning of those enthusiastic expressions of joy [of the islanders of Luconia in the Philippines]. Are they the wanton effusions of cruel and barbarous dispositions? Or are they merely the idle and intemperate bluster of levity and courage? I flattered myself I had been able to distinguish the peculiar symptoms of the latter … I am disposed to believe that sensibility of mind in the Indian [of Samar] is particularly nice and delicate, having observed in the exercise of his friendships a warmth and openness of heart which I have not discovered in an equal degree in any other people.… On the island Luconia my time was devoted as usual to the company and conversation of the natives.… The natural turn of their mind is gay, lively, and adroit.… From the natural richness of the soil the natives seem to have imbibed a kind of vanity, which joined to the universal practice of mutual charity and beneficence, makes them averse to any laborious occupation.… The extreme barrenness of their [the Arabs’] deserts, which discourages the ambition, and defends them against the yoke, of a conqueror, the certainty of subsistence, and the entire exclusion of luxury, constitute their great charter to independance [sic], and those undepraved and simply manners by which they have always been distinguished” (Travels Round the World, in the Years 1767, 1768, 1769, 1770, 1771 (London, 1791), vol. 1, pp. 17, 20, 30–32, 62–63, 67–69, 175, 199–200, 221–22; vol. 2, p. 101).
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	226 Education of the human species. An allusion to the title of Gotthold Ephraim Lessing’s essay Die Erziehung des Menschengeschlechts [The Education of the Human Race] (Berlin, 1780), in which history is understood as the gradual development of human reason. The race as a whole undergoes an education, analogous to the forming of individual minds, with the Deity playing the part of schoolmaster: at first with a heavy hand and then with greater aloofness. The threat of immediate punishment and reward is postponed for the afterlife, until eventually human beings require neither punishment nor reward and learn to act morally, that is to say, rationally, of their own free will.


	226 On this Averroist path. I.e., the doctrine of the “unity of the intellect” expounded by Averroes (1126–98) in his commentaries on Aristotle’s On the Soul: namely, that all human beings share the same universal and eternal capacity for knowledge, of which individual minds are particular manifestations.


	227 Determined … bounds of their habitation. Acts 17:26.


	227 Culture … or enlightenment. A possible allusion to Mendelssohn’s essay “Über die Frage: was heißt aufklären?” [On The Question: What is Enlightenment?] (Berlinische Monatsschrift, 4 [1784], 193–200), in which he attempts to determine the meaning of enlightenment, independently of Kant’s (subsequently more famous) definition. Mendelssohn argues that “culture” (Cultur) and “enlightenment” are different, but complementary aspects of Bildung; Herder, by contrast, sees culture and enlightenment as metaphors describing the process of Bildung.


	232 concent. See above, note to p. 184.


	233 calculus. Here in the sense of a stone or “concretion” such as those occurring in the kidneys, etc.: language is the concretion of thought. Calculus means “pebble” or “small stone” in Latin, and the word “calculation,” in the arithmetical sense, derives from the stone used as a counter in reckoning—a connotation that Herder develops in what follows.


	234 reckoner … many languages suggests. In Latin, ratio originally signified “account,” and thus an “act of reckoning or calculation,” only subsequently coming to mean “reason.”


	237 Bacon, Leibniz, Sulzer. Francis Bacon, De augmentis scientiarum [Advancement of Learning] (London, 1638), book 2, chapter 4; Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, Nouveaux essais sur l’entendement humain [New Essays on Human Understanding], written in 1704 and published in Oeuvres philosophiques (Amsterdam and Leipzig, 1765), pp. 1–496; here, book 3, chapter 2; and Collectanea etymologica (Hanover, 1717); Johann Georg Sulzer, Anmerkungen über den gegenseitigen Einfluß der Vernunft in die Sprache und die Sprache in die Vernunft [Remarks on the Reciprocal Influence of Reason on Language and of Language on Reason], first published in French in 1766 and subsequently in Vermischte philosophische Schriften, vol. 1 (Berlin, 1773), pp. 166–98.


	237 Otfrid. Otfrid of Weissenburg, a ninth-century monk whose Evangelienbuch [Gospel Book], a gospel harmony in rhyming couplets written sometime between 863 and 871, is the oldest surviving work of literature in the German vernacular.


	238 leaves, which he could sew together … an apron. Genesis 3:7.


	239 Bacon … art of invention. In Bacon’s Novum organon (London, 1620).


	239 lever and a new place to stand, moved worlds. An allusion to the boast attributed to Archimedes: “Give me a lever, and a place to stand, and I will move the world.”


	240 like the madman … harbor. The much-repeated story of Thrasyllus the Aexonian who, suffering a bout of madness, believed that all the ships entering the port at Piraeus belonged to him, was first recorded by Aelian (Varia historia 4.25).


	241 polite. The German is politisch, which would usually be translated as “political.” In rarer instances, however, as attested by Grimms Wörterbuch, it might be better construed as “polite”—polite in the eighteenth-century sense, that is, refined or polished rather than courteous.


	241 what have the arts and sciences … happiness of mankind. Rousseau raises the same question in Discours sur les sciences et les arts [Discourse on the Arts and Sciences] (Geneva, 1750).


	244 Sesostris and the legendary Semiramis. Mentioned by Herodotus, Sesostris was an Egyptian king who made conquests throughout the Levant, Asia Minor, and southeastern Europe. Semiramis was said to be the wife of Ninus, the Assyrian king and founder of the city of Nineveh, and for forty-two years ruled much of Asia after her husband’s death.


	244 If Nimrod … hunter. Cf. Genesis 10:9.


	245 a fox took the place of the lion. Cf. Machiavelli, The Prince, chapter 18.


	247 “Man is an animal … destination.” A direct reference to the sixth proposition of Kant’s “Idee zu einer allgemeinen Geschichte in weltbürgerlicher Absicht” [Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Purpose], Berlinische Monatsschrift, 4 (1784), 385–411.


	248 visions of prophets … bear’s feet. Cf. Daniel 7.


	248 “Let us fall … hand of man.” 2 Samuel 24:14.


	248 Montesquieu … three or four forms of government. In The Spirit of the Laws, Montesquieu distinguishes three forms of government: republics, which can be either democratic or aristocratic in character; monarchies; and despotisms.
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	255 vanished and primeval world [note a]. The anonymously published book cited in the footnote is by Karl Franz von Irwing (1728–1801), a member of the Berliner Mittwochsgesellschaft (Wednesday Society), a group of Enlightenment thinkers in the Prussian capital. One example of the “several natural philosophers” referred to here would be Christian Gottlieb Berger, Antediluviana, oder schrift- und vernunftsmäβiger Beweis von den großen Fähigkeiten und Kenntnissen der Bewohner der ersten Welt [Antediluviana, or Proof, in Accordance with Scripture and Reason, of the Great Abilities and Knowledge of the Inhabitants of the Primeval World] (Berlin, 1780).


	256 thanks to Buffon and others. I.e., Buffon’s “Theory of the Earth,” in Natural History, vol. 1 (London, 1797).


	257 Those systems … horror and destruction. Herder is thinking preeminently of the Swiss geologist Jean-André Deluc (1727–1817) and his Lettres physiques et morales sur les montagnes et sur l’histoire de la terre et de l’homme (The Hague, 1778–80); but also works such as Thomas Burnet (1635–1715), The Sacred Theory of the Earth (London, 1684–90); William Whiston (1667–1752), A New Theory of the Earth (London, 1695); John Woodward (1665–1728), An Essay toward a Natural History of the Earth (London, 1695).


	259 “God created man … no more.” Genesis 1:27, 2:2.


	259 Linnaeus … is in nature. The work cited by Herder in his footnote was indeed translated into English: Dissertation II: On the Increase of the Habitable Earth, by Linnaeus, in Select Dissertations from the Amoenitates Academicae, A Supplement to Mr. Stillingfleet’s Tracts, Relating to Natural History, vol. 1 (London, 1781), pp. 71–127. Linnaeus proposes that the earth was originally covered by water except for a single island, Paradise, which contained all the animals and plants in the world. He further imagines a “very lofty mountain to have adorned its beautiful plains,” which provided the conditions such “that all vegetables in a small tract of land might find their proper soil, and every animal its proper climate” (p. 90).


	262 Büttner. Christian Wilhelm Büttner (1716–1801), professor of natural history and chemistry at the University of Göttingen, philologist, and anthropologist; his major work was Vergleichungs-Tafeln der Schriftarten verschiedener Völker in den vergangenen and gegenwärtigen Zeiten [Comparative Tables of the Writing Systems of Various Peoples in Past and Present Times] (Göttingen, 1771–81), which Herder cites later in this section. The planned work mentioned by Herder in his footnote was never published.


	266 some historians … empires of Asia. For example, Hugo Grotius (1583–1645) in De origine gentium Americanarum dissertatio [Dissertation of the Origin of the American Peoples] (Paris, 1642) and Georg Horn (1620–70), De originibus Americanis (The Hague, 1652).


	267 Fu Xi and Huangdi. The earliest (mythological) rulers of China are divided into two groups known as the Three Sovereigns and Five Emperors. The Three Sovereigns or August Ones are identified in some sources as Fu Xi, Nüwa, and Shennong, or as Tiānhuáng (the Heavenly Sovereign), Dìhuáng (the Earthly Sovereign), and Tàihuáng or Rénhuáng (the Human Sovereign). Their era came immediately after that of Pangu, the original living being who created the world. Huangdi, also known as the Yellow Emperor, is the mythological ancestor of the Han Chinese and the first of the Five Emperors (his reign beginning, according to the calculations of the Jesuit missionary Martino Martini, in 2697 BCE). Yao was also one of the Five Emperors, his rule coinciding with a Great Flood; his advisers were called the Four Mountains.


	268 Their most ancient text … Burning of Books. The Shujing or Book of Documents is one of the Five Classics of ancient Chinese literature. When Emperor Qin Shi Huang ordered the burning of supposedly subversive works of poetry, history, and philosophy in 212 BCE, it was saved from destruction by the scholar Fu Sheng.


	268 A great mountain … call kings. Perhaps Herder is thinking here of Huangshan (Mount Huang) in southeastern China, which in 747 CE was renamed in honor of Huangdi. According to one legend, Huangshan was the location from which the Yellow Emperor ascended to Heaven.


	268 Lhas. Tibetan deities.


	269 Parashurama. An axe-wielding mythological warrior; Herder mistakenly describes him as the eighth avatar of Vishnu.


	269 Hara Berezaiti. In Zoroastrian scripture, a mountain that is the center of the universe, known as “Harborz” in Persian and identified with the modern Mount Elbrus, the highest peak in the Caucasus.


	269 Gayōmart. According to Zoroastrian tradition, a primordial giant, the progenitor of human beings, whose bull is killed by Ahriman, the spirit of evil. From the bull’s marrow sprout the plants of the earth and from its semen the animals.


	270 Sanchuniathon. Phoenician author, excerpts and summaries of whose works on Phoenician religion, otherwise lost, were included in Praeparatio Evangelica, a defense of Christianity written by Eusebius, bishop of Caesarea Maritima, in the early fourth century.


	270 That the beginning of all things … commencement of creation. A paraphrase of Sanchuniathon’s cosmogony, as related by Eusebius in Praeparatio Evangelica 1.10; the rest of Herder’s paragraph draws from the same source, before summarizing Hesiod’s Theogony.


	270 black Egypt. See below, note to p. 325.


	271 Oldest Written Tradition … Human History. The title of this chapter, as the reference in note a makes clear, alludes to Herder’s earlier work Aelteste Urkunde des Menschengeschlechts [The Oldest Document of the Human Species] (Riga, 1774–76), which likewise was concerned with the reconciliation of the Book of Genesis with natural history.


	271 That this rock … thought. Cf. Buffon: “May it not be imagined, with some degree of probability, that a comet falling into the body of the sun, will displace and separate some parts from the surface, and communicate to them a motion of impulsion, insomuch that the planets may formerly have belonged to the body of the sun, and been detached therefrom by an impulsive force, and which they still preserve?” (Natural History, vol. 1 [London, 1797], pp. 75–76).


	271 Elohim. A grammatically plural name of God in the Hebrew Bible. Herder is not always consistent in his use of singular and plural verb forms.


	274 creatures of the air and of the water … one class. In other words, the Genesis myth anticipates the conclusions of Charles Bonnet in his Contemplation de la nature.


	277 Let Buffon. See above, note to p. 271. After the first six periods of terrestrial history, during which the earth was formed, the floodwaters receded, and life began, comes the seventh and final stage in which nature is modified by human activity.


	277 among the Egyptians Vulcan. The Egyptian names of the gods Herder mentions here are presumably (in order) Ptah, Ra, and Osiris.


	280 meandering and sacred Ganges … river of paradise. The etymology of “Pishon,” the first of the four rivers mentioned in Genesis 2:11–14, and its identification with the Ganges, can be found in Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews (book 1, chapter 1).


	283 Bedouin and Kabyle. Herder first explored this speculative etymology in a fragment originally written around 1772, during the composition of The Oldest Document of the Human Species: “An Eusebius” (To Eusebius), in Sämmtliche Werke, ed. Bernhard Suphan, vol. 6 (Berlin, 1883), pp. 175–77.


	283 Ziusudra … Vishnu … dry land. Ziusudra, king of Shuruppak, who, according to Sumerian myth, was instructed by the god Enki to prepare for the imminent great flood by building a large boat. According to the Vishnu Purana, the king of Dravida, Vaivasvata, was warned of the flood by Matsya, a giant fish and the first avatar of Vishnu, and accordingly built a vessel, propelled by Matsya, to carry the Vedas, his family, and the Saptarishi (seven sages) to safety.






Part Three


	285 Ardua rest est … magnificum est. From the preface (book 1) of Pliny the Elder’s Natural History: “It is, indeed, no easy task to give novelty to what is old, and authority to what is new; brightness to what is become tarnished, and light to what is obscure; to render what is slighted acceptable, and what is doubtful worthy of our confidence; to give to all a natural manner, and to each its peculiar nature. It is sufficiently honourable and glorious to have been willing even to make the attempt, although it should prove unsuccessful” (translated by John Bostock and H. T. Riley, vol. 1 [London, 1855]), p. 5. Herder was presumably well aware that Buffon used the same motto for his De la manière d’étudier l’histoire naturelle, translated into German as Von der Art, die Historie der Natur zu erlernen und abzuhandeln and published in Allgemeine Historie der Natur, vol. 1.1 (Hamburg and Leipzig, 1750), pp. 3–40.
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	288 middle flower. A common contemporary rendering of Zhongyuan (central plain), modern Henan province, and the cradle of Chinese civilization. For instance, in A System of Geography (Edinburgh, 1815), James Playfair remarks that Henan is “supposed to be the centre of the world, and called Tong-Hoa, i.e the Middle Flower” (vol. 5, p. 691).


	289 answered in China itself … Chinese manner. The cited work is a fifteen-volume compilation of various sources, including the accounts of Jesuit missionaries and translations of key Chinese texts, and was published in Paris between 1776 and 1791.


	290 several indisputably impartial accounts. François Noël, SJ, published a complete translation into Latin of the Four Books of Confucius: Sinensis imperii libri classici sex (Prague, 1711); Philippe Couplet, SJ, with his fellow Jesuits Prospero Intorcetta, François Rougemont, and Christian Herdtrich, had earlier prepared an edition of the first three of the Four Books, Confucius Sinarum philosophus (Paris, 1687). Herder has already cited Joseph de Guignes’s Le Chou-king in book 10, chapter IV.


	290 magnetic needle in China … Europe. Magnetic compasses were in use in China as early as the fourth century BCE and had special importance for geomantic practices such as feng shui. They pointed south rather than north, as south-facing buildings brought good fortune (compasses were hence known as “south-pointers”).


	294 exodus of the Torghut … in stone. The Torghut were one of the subgroups belonging to the Four Oirat, a confederation of western Mongol tribes. After the collapse of the alliance, the Torghut moved west in 1618, settling in the lower Volga region and eventually forming the Kalmyk Khanate. Facing increasing harassment from the Russian Empire, around 170,000 Kalmyks/Torghut set out in 1771 to return to their ancestral home in Dzungaria (in northwest China) and restore the Dzungar Khanate, which had been conquered by the Chinese in 1759 following a genocidal campaign against its inhabitants. Only 70,000 survived the trek and were resettled by the Qing authorities in different areas and compelled to abandon their nomadic lifestyle in favor of agriculture. As described by the missionary Pierre Amiot in sources included in the Mémoires, a “History of the Transmigration of the Torghut” was inscribed in four languages on a stone monument at the behest of the Qianlong Emperor (vol. 2 [Paris, 1777], pp. 401–27).


	295 Qianlongs. The Qianlong Emperor (r. 1735–96) was the Chinese sovereign at the time of Herder’s writing; he presided over a long period of prosperity and imperial expansion, while enjoying a personal reputation as a man of culture (he is said to have written over 40,000 poems).


	295 If ancient Egypt … mutual descent. The French orientalist Joseph de Guignes (1721–1800) argued that China had been colonized by the Egyptians in his Mémoire dans lequel on prouve queles Chinois sont une colonie des Égyptiens (Paris, 1759).


	298 Shakya or Fo. By the end of the eighteenth century, European scholars had begun to systematize centuries of erroneous assumptions about Buddhist culture in Asia. Because the Buddha has different names in different countries, usually transliterations or translations of his Indian name or one of his epithets (Gautama, Śākyamuni / Shakyamuni or “sage of the Shakya clan”), and because of different artistic conventions for representing him, observers concluded that these “pagans” worshipped a variety of idols. In Herder’s time, it was generally recognized that the many European approximations of local names like Xaca, Shekia, Sommona Codom, etc. in fact referred to the same figure. Fo is the Chinese word for Buddha; the character had undergone a phonetic shift and been pronounced budh during the Tang Dynasty.


	299 dairi … kubo. “Dairi” (literally “palace”) is one of the metonyms by which the Japanese during the Edo period (1603–1868 CE) respectfully referred to the emperor. Since 1185, the emperor’s temporal power had been usurped by the shogun, but he remained the high priest of Shinto. The title kubô, an abbreviation of kuge no kata (“people of the noble houses”), originally applied to the emperor and his court, but was appropriated by the shogun and used almost exclusively in contemporary European sources to describe him. European observers’ understanding of the relationship between “dairi” and “kubo” was clearly informed by the medieval struggle for supremacy between the Holy Roman Emperor and pope (to whom the dairi, as a “spiritual master,” was usually compared).


	299 talapoins. Buddhist monks of Pegu; extended by Europeans to those of Siam, Burma, and other Buddhist countries.


	300 descendants of a monkey. Pha Trelgen Changchup Sempa, the mythical simian ancestor of the Tibetan people.


	302 doctrine of the Brahmins. Herder’s remarks on India are indebted in particular to Raynal’s Histoire philosophique et politique des établissements et du commerce des Européens dans les deux Indes, vol. 1 (Amsterdam, 1770), book 1, and the chapter on “Religion, Government, and Custom.” The work was translated into English by J. Justamond as A Philosophical and Political History of the Settlements and Trade of the Europeans in the East and West Indies (Dublin, 1776).


	303 Herodotus … north of the gold trade. Herodotus describes India in Histories 3.97–105, where he reports how certain Indians are tasked with collecting the gold-dust displaced by giant ants burrowing in the desert: “Other Indians dwell near the town of Caspatyrus and the Pactyic country [Afghanistan], north of the rest of India … it is they who are sent for the gold” (3.102, trans. A. D. Godley [Cambridge, MA, 1920]).


	303 Hyphasis. The Beas River in northern India.


	303 Samanaeans and Garmanes. Both names are renderings of “Sramana,” which denotes one of several ascetic religious movements rejecting Brahmin authority. The “Samanaeans” are mentioned by Porphyry in On the Abstinence from Animal Food, 4.17, and the “Garmanes” by Strabo in Geography, 15.1.59–60.


	303 Puri, Bombay. The city of Puri in eastern India, which Herder, following his French sources, calls “Jagrenat,” is home to the twelfth-century Jagannath Temple, an important Hindu pilgrimage site and enough of an object of fascination to European observers to warrant an entry in the Encyclopédie. Niebuhr describes the Elephanta Caves, a complex of ancient temples hewn into the rock of Elephanta Island in Mumbai harbor (Travels through Arabia and other Countries in the East, vol. 2 [Edinburgh, 1792], pp. 391ff.).


	304 Ziegenbalg’s missionary reports. Bartholomäus Ziegenbalg (1682–1719), Lutheran clergyman who established a mission in the Danish colony of Tranquebar (Tharangambad) in what is now the state of Tamil Nadu in southern India. His history of the Tranquebar Mission is cited in the footnote to the previous paragraph.


	307 Selinginsk. A settlement in Buryatia, Siberia, lying between Lake Baikal and Mongolia, and thus on the trade route between Russia and China.


	307 De Guignes, Bayer, Gatterer … Bailly, Paw, Delisle, and the rest. Joseph de Guignes (1721–1800), French sinologist, author of various works on Chinese and Central Asian history, including Histoire generale des Huns, des Mongoles, des Turcs et des autres Tartares occidentaux (Paris, 1757) and an edition of the Shujing, which Herder will quote in the next paragraph. Gottlieb Siegfried Bayer (1694–1738), German orientalist and author of Historia regni Graecorum Bactriani (Saint Petersburg, 1738). Johann Christoph Gatterer (1727–99), German historian, author of several universal histories, including Kurzer Begriff der Weltgeschichte in ihrem ganzen Umfange (Göttingen, 1785–87). Jean Sylvain Bailly (1736–93), French astronomer and revolutionary, author of Lettres sur l’origine des sciences et sur celle des peuples de l’asie [Letter on the Origin of the Sciences and on that of the Peoples of Asia] (Paris, 1777) and Traité de l’astronomie indienne et orientale (Paris, 1787); Bailly argued that the Chinese, Indian, and Egyptian arts and sciences were descended from the lost civilization of Atlantis. Cornelius de Pauw (1739–99), Dutch geographer and diplomat, author of Recherches philosophiques sur les Égyptiens et les Chinois (Amsterdam, 1773), in which he rejects de Guignes’s thesis of Egyptian influence on Chinese civilization. Jean-Baptiste-Claude Delisle de Sales (1741–1816), French philosopher and author of Histoire philosophique du monde primitive (Paris, 1779).


	307 temple of Protogaea. An allusion to Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz’s Protogaea, a work of geology and natural history that seeks to explain the formation of the earth, posthumously published in 1749.


	308 Emperor Yao … Hsi and Ho. According to the Shujing [Book of Documents], the legendary Chinese emperor Yao commissioned the Hsi and Ho brothers to organize the calendar. Herder cites Joseph de Guignes’s edition of the Shujing, Le Chou-King, un des livres sacrés des Chinois [The Shujing, One of the Sacred Texts of the Chinese] (Paris, 1770).


	309 the famous tale of the dragon. An allusion to Joseph-François Lafitau’s Moeurs des sauvages Amériquains (Paris, 1724), p. 100.


	309 Rose … snake. An allusion to Aesop’s fable “Zeus and the Snake” (Perry 221; Chambry 122).


	310 China … gold mines. In 1703 CE, the Kangxi Emperor of the Qing dynasty banned gold mining, out of fear that the precious metal might finance a rebellion in a time of political unrest.






Book 12


	314 Hebrew narrative … Calah. See Genesis 10:10–12.


	315 in Aristotle’s words, a Peloponnesus. Presumably an allusion to Politics 3, 1276a. There, Aristotle does not make a direct comparison between Babylon and Peloponnesus, but his point is that both places are too large to be considered a polis.


	316 The colossal statue of Belus … Mount Behistun … the Egyptians. According to Herodotus, the Temple of Belus, the patron god of Babylon, contained a gold statue twelve cubits in height. Diodorus Siculus describes the ornately carved bricks of the palaces built by the legendary Babylonian queen Semiramis. On Mount Behistun, in what is now western Iran, Darius the Great had a relief and a multilingual cuneiform text, recounting his battles, inscribed into the rock; it was falsely attributed to Semiramis by the Greek historian Ctesias of Cnidus.


	318 an account of the former … sent to Aristotle. According to Simplicius of Cilicia, in a sixth-century commentary on Aristotle’s On the Heavens, Callisthenes, the philosopher’s great-nephew and member of Alexander’s expedition, sent back to Greece a register of astronomical observations from Babylon. The anecdote is mentioned in Goguet, De l’origine des loix, des arts, et des sciences, vol. 1 (Paris, 1758), p. 215.


	319 Arbaces. A legendary satrap of Media who conspired against Sardanapalus, an equally legendary king of Assyria.


	319 Deioces. First shah of an independent Median kingdom in the seventh century BCE.


	319 Cyrus … Herodotus or Xenophon. The accounts Herder has in mind include 2 Chronicles 36:22–3 and Ezra 1; Herodotus, Histories 1; and, as he goes on to mention, the fictional biography Cyropaedia of Xenophon, a student of Socrates.


	320 His son … retreat from the desert. According to Herodotus, Histories 3.26, Cambyses II rashly invaded Ethiopia without securing sufficient provisions for his army, which soon faced the prospect of starvation. After hearing reports that his troops were resorting to cannibalism, Cambyses turned back. Herder’s characterization of Cambyses as a madman is derived from Herodotus.


	321 Xerxes … sacrificial lambs. When Xerxes reviewed his army before crossing the Hellespont, he wept at the thought of the bloodshed about to take place (Herodotus, Histories 7.45–46).


	321 Xerxes … Sardis. At Sardis, Xerxes fell in love with the wife of his brother, Masistes, satrap of Bactria. When she refused his advances, he arranged for her daughter to be married to his son Darius, so that he could continue to be close to her, but then promptly became enamored of the daughter, Artaynte: his own niece and daughter-in-law. (Herodotus, Histories 9.108).


	322 Simoom. A dry Arabian wind that induces heat-stroke; its name literally means “poison wind.”


	322 seven spirits. The Amshaspands or Amesha Spenta, divine beings that are attributes of Ahura Mazda (Ohrmazd).


	323 Darius overthrew the magi. Darius came to power after the throne had been usurped by a magus (identified as Smerdis in Herodotus and Gaumāta in the Behistun Inscription). This magus was posing as a son of Cyrus, who had already been secretly murdered by order of his brother Cambyses. Darius killed the impostor and other magi, thereby clearing his own path to kingship. Herder follows his Greek sources by assuming that the magi were a priestly caste or tribe (with counterparts in other ancient societies—compare his remarks in book 11, chapter IV) that predated the introduction of Zoroastrianism.


	323 Strabo’s day … still standing. Strabo, Geography 15.3.15.


	325 Manetho the Egyptian. An Egyptian priest of the third century BCE, the putative author of the Aegyptiaca or History of Egypt.


	325 The third generation … Egypt. The reference is to Jacob, the grandson of Abraham, and his twelve sons, especially Joseph, whose “singular fortune” it was to become the Pharaoh’s vizier.


	325 this black land. Egypt was referred to by the hieroglyph km.t, meaning “black”: it was the “black land” owing to the rich soil of the Nile delta.


	325 bade the nation … future constitution. Genesis 33.


	326 Vom Geist der ebräischen Poesie [note a]. The reference is to one of Herder’s own works, published in two volumes between 1782 and 1783. It is subtitled “A Guide for Conoisseurs of the Same and of the Most Ancient History of the Human Spirit.” The passage in question can be found in SWS 12, pp. 135–36.


	326 the third king … disjointed realm. Solomon was the last king of the United Monarchy of Israel and Judah, after which it split into two independent kingdoms.


	326 two of its kings. The reigns of David and Solomon; or, in other words, since the reign of Saul, the first king, was brief, almost the entire duration of the United Monarchy.


	328 prophetic vision of four monarchies. Daniel 2:29–40.


	328 Joshua’s sun … world began. Joshua’s commanding the sun to stand still in battle with the Amorites (Joshua 10:13) was frequently cited in debates over the Copernican theory of a heliocentric universe; see for example Galileo’s Letter to the Grand Duchess Christina (1615). James Ussher (1581–1656), relying on scriptural evidence, famously calculated the time and date on which the world began: around 6 p.m. on October 22, 4004 BCE.


	328 Newton. In his posthumously published The Chronology of Ancient Kingdoms Amended (London, 1728); see also his Observations on Daniel and The Apocalypse of St. John (first published London, 1733).


	329 chamber-servants … Holy Roman world. In the Middle Ages, Jews were placed by various charters under the direct protection or jurisdiction of the Holy Roman Emperor as servi camerae nostrae or servi camerae regis, that is, as servants or vassals of the Imperial Chamber. The German phrase kaiserliche Kammerknechten accordingly became synonymous with Jews; a Kammerknecht is more generally a lowly servant in a household (hence translated here as “chamber-servant”).


	330 foreign workers … Solomon’s Temple. See 2 Chronicles 2–4; Solomon requests workers and artisans from the king of Tyre.


	330 history has recorded … the river Belus. The story is related by Pliny in Natural History 36.65: merchants used lumps of niter, taken from the hold of a ship moored nearby, to support their cauldrons while making a meal. The fire acting on the niter in combination with the sand of the seashore produced molten glass.


	331 Semiramis … Phoenician … her fleet. Diodorus Siculus, Historical Library 2.1.


	331 circumnavigated Africa more than once. See Herodotus, Histories 4.42.


	331 Tartessos. A port city on the south coast of the Iberian Peninsula; little is known of the Tartessians, but, with their rich deposits of copper, tin, gold, and silver, which became the basis of legends about a land of fabulous wealth, they were important trading partners of the Phoenicians from the eighth century BCE. The Phoenicians exported wine to Iberia; given the city’s proximity to the northern coast of Africa, it must indeed have been, as Herder writes, a center for trade between three continents.


	331 We first encounter … Red Sea. Herodotus describes the Phoenicians as originating from the “Erythraean Sea”; although this name means “red sea,” it is not necessarily coterminous with the body of water we now call the Red Sea, and in this context, it probably refers to the Persian Gulf (Histories, 1.1). Herder seems to be associating the Phoenicians with the Ichthyophagi, or fish-eaters, mentioned by Herodotus in 3.19 as living in Ethiopia.


	331 Punic faith … proverbial stigma. In the oratory of the Roman Republic, fides punica became a byword for the treachery of Carthage.


	332 Solomon’s Temple … columns … marvels. The two bronze pillars, known as Boaz and Jachin, stood either side of the entrance to Solomon’s Temple.


	333 suffetes. A suffete was a magistrate granted control over a Phoenician city-state. Following the overthrow of its monarchy in the fifth century BCE, Carthage was ruled by a number of aristocratic councils presided over by two suffetes, who served in a similar capacity to Roman consuls.


	334 according to Strabo. See Geography 17.3.


	334 Fair Sicily … Xerxes. Carthage and Greek colonists fought a series of conflicts for control of Sicily between around 600–265 BCE. Carthage sent a large force to Sicily in 480 BCE (the First Sicilian War), which happened to coincide with Persia’s invasion of Greece. This gave rise to the suspicion that Xerxes I had entered into a secret alliance with King Hamilcar I of Carthage, though modern historians dispute this. (The Hamilcar and Hannibal of the Mago dynasty are not to be confused with the later, more famous members of the Barcid family who share their names.)


	334 Selinus … Saguntum in Spain. Selinus (Selinunte), Himera, and Agrigentum (Akragas) were all Greek colonies in Sicily and sacked by Carthaginian forces during Hannibal Mago’s campaigns against the Sicilian Greeks (409–405 BCE). Saguntum, near modern-day Valencia, was besieged by the celebrated Hannibal Barca in 219 BCE, triggering the Second Punic War.


	335 Aristotle … political aspect. See Politics 2, 1273a.


	335 Hamilcar, Hasdrubal, and Hannibal. Hamilcar Barca (c. 275–228 BCE) was a Carthaginian statesman and commander of the Carthaginian forces during the First Punic War; his sons Hannibal (245–207 BCE) and the younger Hasdrubal (245–207 BCE) were also generals, serving during the Second Punic War. As Herder intimates, both Hannibal and his father were treated with suspicion by certain factions within the Carthaginian elite (Hasdrubal was killed in battle and his body desecrated by the Romans). Hamilcar was blamed for the Mercenary War (240–238 BCE), an uprising of mercenary armies in the employ of Carthage, which ended with the loss of Sardinia, a valuable colony, to Rome. After the Second Punic War, Hannibal became a suffete and reformed Carthaginian politics, which alienated him from the corrupt nobility. According to Livy, his enemies denounced him to the Romans, who demanded his surrender; he went into voluntary exile, first in Tyre and then at the court of Antiochus III, the ruler of the Seleucid Empire.


	335 jealousy of the Hannos. Hanno the Great was a wealthy aristocrat who, during both the First and Second Punic Wars, led the antiwar faction and therefore was a longstanding political rival of the hawkish Barca family (Hamilcar and Hannibal). It was his refusal to pay hired soldiers that led to the Mercenary War; after failing to put down the rebellion, he was replaced by Hamilcar. He was later blamed for preventing reinforcements from being sent to Hannibal after his victory at the Battle of Cannae, which prevented Carthage from pressing home its military advantage.


	335 Gelo, Timoleon, Scipio. Gelo (d. 478 BCE) was the tyrant of Gela and later Syracuse in Sicily; he defeated the Carthaginian invaders at the Battle of Himera (480 BCE). Timoleon (c. 411–337 BCE), a Corinthian general and statesman, liberated Syracuse from Hicetas, a Carthaginian client, and established a new constitution. Publius Cornelius Scipio (236–183 BCE) was the general who defeated Hannibal at the Battle of Zama, thereby sealing Rome’s victory in the Second Punic War.


	335 heroism … buried alive … fatherland. According to legend, Carthage and the Greek city of Cyrene settled a longstanding border dispute by a road race: a pair of Greek champions set out for Carthage from Cyrene, with two Carthaginian brothers, the Philaeni, heading in the opposite direction. When the teams encountered each other in the desert, the Carthaginians had covered more ground. Accused of cheating by the Greeks, they allowed themselves to be buried alive in exchange for the recognition of that very spot as the Carthaginian frontier.


	336 Did the Egyptians … aboriginal nation. An allusion to the Göttingen historian Christoph Meiners, who in the third chapter of his Versuch über die Religionsgeschichte der ältesten Völker [Essay on the Religious History of the Most Ancient Peoples] (Göttingen, 1775) had argued that the Egyptians were indeed an Originalnation, possibly “the first and only” such nation (p. 44), and certainly not, as Herder is about to suggest, descended from the Ethiopians or any other people.


	337 Account of Diodorus … origin. In Library of History 3.3. “[Historians] say also that the Egyptians are colonists sent out by the Ethiopians, Osiris having been the leader of the colony” (Diodorus of Sicily, trans. C. H. Oldfather, vol. 2 [London, 1947], p. 93).


	337 Egyptian architecture … was indispensable. While Herder shares in many respects his century’s low estimation of ancient Egyptian art and architecture, he attempts to explain it here as a product of the physical, social, and cultural conditions prevailing in Egypt. Goguet, for example, complains that the Egyptians were ignorant of arches and employed large slabs of stone for roofs, making columns necessary to support their weight (De l’origine des loix, des arts, et des sciences; et de leurs progrès chez les anciens peuples, vol. 3 (Paris, 1758), book 2, chapter 2). Herder suggests that this alleged deficiency is accounted for by the troglodytic prehistory of the Egyptians and the excavation of tombs in the Valley of Kings.


	339 Mexicans … hieroglyphs? The anecdote is taken from Goguet, De l’origine des loix, des arts, et des sciences, vol. 1, book 2, chapter 6. The Aztec ruler Moctezuma received intelligence of the Spanish expedition from runners carrying reports painted on cloth.


	341 Living forces of human beings. “Living” not in the sense of “vital,” as in the “vital force” (Lebenskraft) that Herder discusses in book 7 with reference to embryogenesis. The phrase used here, lebendige Menschenkräfte (literally: “living human forces”), is a play on vis viva (in German: “lebendige Kraft”), a term introduced by Leibniz and the subject of much controversy in eighteenth-century mechanics; see, for example, Kant’s first work, Gedanken zur wahren Schätzung der lebendigen Kräfte [Thoughts on the True Estimation of Living Forces] (Königsberg, 1746). Vis viva describes a body’s ability to produce effects in virtue of its motion: the active force residing within the cricket bat, say, that causes the ball to fly toward the boundary. The vis viva is conserved both locally in particular cases of impact and globally in the world as a whole: the vis viva a body transfers to another body through impact must be equal to the measurement of vis viva it loses during that impact. The theory represents, then, an early attempt to formulate the principle of the conservation of energy. By this metaphor, Herder means to suggest that history is a dynamic process in which human beings act, collide, and set one another in motion.


	341 Turkish atrocities. At this point “F.” appended the following footnote to Churchill’s translation: “The mind of every reader will add a note to this period”—presumably a reference to the French invasion and occupation of Ottoman Egypt (1798–1801).


	343 Skunk and the sloth … elephant. In German, the contrast between the moral inferiority of the North American Stinktier (“stinking animal”) and Faultier (“lazy animal”), on the one hand, and, on the other, the wise and noble elephant is perhaps more immediately obvious.


	343 Convenience. Here in the sense of agreement, congruity, fitness, etc.


	346 King Solomon … Queen of Sheba. 2 Chronicles 7:5; 1 Kings 10.






Book 13


	347 Diodorus of Sicily … Pompey Trogue. Diodorus (90–30 BCE) drew on multiple sources to write his Bibliotheca historica, a work of universal history that recounted events from the Trojan War to Caesar’s Gallic War. Gnaeus Pompeius Trogus (fl. 1st century BCE) was the author of the forty-four-volume Historiae Philippicae et totius mundi origines et terrae situs [Philippic Histories and the Origin of the Whole World and the Places of the Earth] which, while taking for its principal theme the Macedonian Empire founded by Philip II, also treated the history of anterior and central Asia.


	347 Threefold Greece. I.e., the Greek mainland and islands, the Greek settlements in Asia Minor, and Magna Graecia (the Greek colonies in southern Italy and Sicily).


	347 Industry of German scholars in particular. Herder is here thinking of Winckelmann, of course, but also various representatives of the so-called Göttingen School of History whom he has already cited earlier in the Ideas: Christian Gottlob Heyne, Johann Christoph Gatterer, and Christoph Meiners.


	348 Read the descriptions … luxury and finery. Cf. Georg Forster’s description of the local practice of powdering the hair: “St. Jerom [sic] … very seriously reprehends a similar custom in the Roman ladies.… Thus, by an admirable similarity of follies, the modes of the former inhabitants of Europe are in full force among the modern antipodes; and our insipid beaux, whose only pride is the invention of a new fashion, are forced to share that slender honour with the uncivilized natives of an isle in the South Seas” (A Voyage Round the World in His Britannic Majesty’s Sloop Resolution, vol. 1 [London, 1777], p. 463).


	349 Pelasgians. The origin and meaning of the name “Pelasgian” are uncertain. The Greeks themselves hypothesized that pelasgos was derived from pelargos (stork), suggesting that this prehistoric tribe, like their avian namesakes, were migrants.


	353 Mobed. A Zoroastrian cleric.


	356 Necessary to the beautiful and pleasing. A paraphrase of the first sentence of Winckelmann’s Geschichte der Kunst des Alterthums (Dresden, 1764): “The arts which are dependent on drawing have, like all inventions, commenced with the necessary; the next object of research was beauty; and finally the superfluous followed: these are the three principal stages in art” (History of Ancient Art, vol. 1 [Boston, 1880], p. 133).


	357 Pausanias, Pliny. Herder has in mind Pausanias’s Description of Greece and Pliny’s Natural History 34–35.


	357 herma. An ancient Greek sculpture composed of a head (often that of Hermes), placed on the top of a quadrangular pillar.


	357 Ancient Daedalists. Followers and imitators of the mythical craftsman and artist Daedalus, who was believed by the ancient Greeks to be responsible for the creation of various cult objects. Pausanias, for example, mentions that the image of Athena in the city of Cleonae was the work of Scyllis and Dipoenus, thought by some to be “pupils of Daedalus” (Description of Greece, 2.15.1). Heyne, in the essay cited in footnote a, remarks, “According to the custom of attributing everything to the master who first won fame in a given genre, Daedalus is credited with the invention of the adze, plane, level, drill, mortar, as well as the mast and sail, etc.; likewise his pupil Talos with the potter’s wheel, lathe, saw, circle, etc.” (Heyne, p. 212).


	357 Phidias … Jupiter. Strabo reports in connection with the colossal ivory statue erected in the Temple of Zeus at Olympia (c. 432 BCE) that, when his nephew Panaenus asked him “after what model he was going to make the likeness of Zeus, he replied that he was going to make it after the likeness set forth by Homer in these words: ‘Cronion spake, and nodded assent with his dark brows, and then the ambrosial locks flowed streaming from the lord’s immortal head, and he caused great Olympus to quake’ ” (Geography 8.354; the reference is to Iliad 1.528).


	359 Hence the early craftsmanship of Vulcan … Perseus. The reference is to two intricately detailed shields in Greek literature: the shield of Achilles forged by Hephaestus (Iliad 18.478–608) and the shield of Heracles (described in a poem of that name attributed to Hesiod).


	359 the chest of Cypselus. A chest made of cedar, decorated with elaborately carved figures, in which the future tyrant of Corinth was hidden as an infant (Pausanias, Description of Greece 5.17.5–19.10).


	360 Odeon, Prytaneum, Pnyx. In ancient Greece, an odeon was a roofed structure for the performance of music and poetry; the Odeon of Athens was built by Pericles in 435 BCE. The Prytaneum was the religious and political center of a Greek community, in which the sacred fire was kept alight. The Pnyx is a hill in Athens, where, on a platform carved into its side, Athenians gathered for their political assemblies.


	360 Winckelmann … golden age of art. In Geschichte der Kunst des Alterthums, chapter 4.


	362 Parrhasius. Parrhasius of Ephesus, a contemporary of Socrates, was regarded as one of the greatest artists of Greece. Pliny’s text reads, “In his allegorical picture of the People of Athens, he has displayed singular ingenuity in the treatment of his subject; for in representing it, he had to depict it as at once fickle, choleric, unjust, and versatile; while, again, he had equally to show its attributes of implacability and clemency, compassionateness and pride, loftiness and humility, fierceness and timidity—and all these at once” (Natural History, trans. John Bostock and H. T. Riley, vol. 6 [London, 1855], p. 253).


	363 amphictyonic council. An amphictyony was an alliance between Greek settlements in the archaic period. The role of the amphictyonies in elevating the Greeks to greatness and promoting a sense of nationhood is discussed by Goguet in De l’origine des loix, des arts, et des sciences, vol. 2 (Paris, 1758), book 1, chapter 4, §1. Like Herder, he compares such leagues to modern European assemblies (the “states-general” of the United Provinces): “Europe has models of the same associations. Germany, Holland, and the Swiss Confederation form republics composed of many states” (p. 28). The proposal to create an international organization to promote peace in Europe by reviving the Amphictyonic Council was first put forward by Saint-Pierre in his Project de paix perpétuelle (Utrecht, 1713) and later echoed by Kant.


	366 Solon … fragments … remain to us. Solon’s poetry survives in forty-three fragments.


	371 Xenophon and Plato … midwife. See Plato’s Theaetetus 150b–c.


	371 court of Dionysius. Plato spent time as an advisor at the court of Dionysius the Younger, tyrant of Syracuse, at the behest of the ruler’s uncle, who hoped, vainly as it turned out, that his nephew might thereby be transformed into a philosopher king. An account of these events from Plato’s point of view is contained in the spurious Seventh Letter.


	373 the institutions of the Ptolemies. The Musaeum and Library of Alexandria, established by Ptolemy I and expanded by his successors, all of whom took the name Ptolemy.


	374 Homer’s Amazonia … Margites. This list of Homeric works is, of course, apocryphal. The epic Amazonia, of which five lines survive, is also known as Aeithiopis and begins immediately after the events of the Iliad with the arrival of the Amazon warrior Penthesileia. The Thebaid, parts of which are extant, deals with the struggle for control of Thebes between Eteocles and Polynices, the sons of Oedipus. The Iresione is an ode in which, during the Feast of Apollo, young men from the lower orders offer praise to their employers. The Margites is a largely lost mock epic attributed to Homer by Aristotle (Poetics 13.92). A poem entitled Heptapectos Aix is said to have been written at least in part in iambic verse, as were the Iresione and Margites.


	377 That the Athenians … brutal of wars. The Ionian Revolt (499–493 BCE), the uprising of the Greek cities in Asia Minor conquered by Cyrus the Great in 547 BCE, marks the beginning of the Greco-Persian Wars. As Herder describes, following Herodotus, in 499 BCE the Ionians asked Sparta for military aid, but were refused by their king Cleomenes I. The newly democratic Athens came instead to their assistance, sending twenty triremes to Miletus.


	377 The sea was Greece’s friend … Delphic Oracle. After the Battle of Thermopylae failed to halt the Persian invasion, the Athenians consulted the Oracle and were told that the city would be saved by a “wooden wall.” Interpreting this utterance as an oblique reference to warships, the Athenian commander Themistocles lured the Persians into a naval battle at Salamis (480 BCE). The larger Persian fleet struggled to maneuver in the narrow strait, and its lighter ships were unsettled by the sea breeze that the Greeks expected to blow up from the Saronic Gulf.


	377 the two-part conflict with Sparta. The Peloponnesian War is usually divided into two distinct phases, the Archidamian and Decelean or Ionian Wars.


	379 the Seleucids. The Seleucid Empire (312 BCE–63 BCE), founded by Seleucus I Nicator after the division of Alexander’s Macedonian Empire. Its first capital was the new city of Seleucia on the Tigris, its population consisting of forcibly resettled Babylonians. The capital was moved to Antioch in 240 BCE.


	380 Aetolian League … Achaean League. The Aetolian League was a confederation of cities in central Greece, founded during the fourth century BCE and opposed to Macedonian expansionism. The Achaean League, a similar confederation in the northwestern Peloponnese, was originally formed in the fifth century BCE and reestablished in 280 BCE. Like the Aetolians, it contested Macedonian influence in mainland Greece and to that end entered into an alliance with the Roman Republic. Both leagues eventually turned against Rome, as its involvement in Greek affairs intensified, but Aetolia was sidelined after the Roman-Seleucid War (192–188 BCE), and Achaean forces were obliterated at the Battle of Corinth (140 BCE).


	380 Philopoemen … Aratus of Sicyon. Both Philopoemen (253–183 BCE) and Aratus (271–213 BCE) were appointed strategos or military commander of the Achaean League. Aratus won major victories against Macedon and Philopoemen against Sparta, leading to the League’s expansion and effectively ending the status of Macedon and Sparta as major Greek powers.


	380 Mummius in Corinth … Aemilius Paullus in Macedon. All three men were military commanders of the Roman Republic: Lucius Mummius at the Battle of Corinth (140 BCE), in the aftermath of which the city was destroyed, Corinthian men put to the sword, and women and children sold into slavery; Lucius Cornelius Sulla Felix at the Siege of Athens (86 BCE), which resulted in the sacking of the city; and Lucius Aemilius Paullus at the Battle of Pydna (168 BCE), after which large numbers of Macedonians were deported and enslaved.


	380 temples … search in vain. The travel accounts that Herder cites here are: Jacob Spon, Voyage d’Italie (Lyon, 1678); Richard Chandler, Travels in Asia Minor (Oxford, 1775) and Travels in Greece (Oxford, 1776); Johann Hermann von Riedesel, Bemerkung auf einer Reise in die Levante [Remarks on a Voyage to the Levant] (Leipzig, 1774). The “Stuart” is presumably the swill-bellied Scottish journalist Gilbert Stuart (1742–86), a critic of William Robertson and Lord Monboddo; Herder owned the German translation of Stuart’s Historical Dissertation on the Antiquity of the English Constitution (Edinburgh, 1768). In the Bibliotheca Herderiana (Weimar, 1804), a catalogue of the contents of Herder’s personal library, it is listed as bound together with two other books, though no author is given for either of these: Geist und Geschichte des Ritterwesens [The Spirit and History of Chivalry] (Gotha, 1786), in fact the work of Karl Philipp Conz, and Größe und Verfall des Osmanischen Reiches [Grandeur and Decay of the Ottoman Empire] (Nuremberg, 1783). Stuart did not write a history of the Ottoman Empire, but it would be reasonable to assume, from the context, that this is the title Herder has in mind here: which he mistakenly attributes to the Scot.


	381 Zaleucus, Charondas, Diocles. Zaleucus was lawgiver of Locri (modern Calabria) and, according to some sources, a Pythagorean; Charondas, lawgiver of Catania and possibly also a Pythagorean; Diocles, lawgiver of Syracuse. The same legend was associated with all three: that they killed themselves after entering the agora wearing a sword, a violation of their own legislation, which made carrying weapons in places of public assembly a capital offence.


	381 Parthenope … Sicily’s Ceres. Parthenope was one of the Sirens, who killed herself after failing to seduce Odysseus. She later became the patron goddess of Neapolis (Naples), which, according to tradition, was established on the spot where her body washed ashore (hence why the Parthenopean Republic, the Neapolitan puppet regime created in 1799 by the occupying French army, was so named). Enna, in the center of Sicily, was renowned for the cult of Demeter and consequently the site of the most ancient sanctuary of Ceres, her Roman equivalent. Flowers supposedly bloomed throughout the year on Enna’s plains.


	382 where Darius led the captive Eretrians. In 490 BCE, the Persians captured Eretria on the island of Euboea, deporting the population to a village near the Persian city of Susa.


	382 islands of Calypso or Alcinous. In Homer’s Odyssey, the nymph Calypso keeps Odysseus captive on the island of Ogygia for seven years; Alcinous, king of the Phaiacians on the island of Scheria, later proves a more benevolent host to the wandering hero.


	384 Aristotle was preserved … St John Chrysostom … from them. According to Strabo, Aristotle’s library was taken to Scepsis, a city in Asia Minor, and placed in a hole in the ground to hide his books from the Attalid dynasty, who were looking to furnish their Library of Pergamum (Geography 13.1.54). The apocryphal story about the Church Father St John Chrysostom sleeping with the works of Aristophanes under his pillow, and modeling his style after them, dates back to the Renaissance.


	384 Herschel. William Herschel (1738–1822), German-born British astronomer who mapped the Milky Way, classifying and cataloguing different “nebulous strata,” in “On the Construction of the Heavens,” Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of London, 75 (1785), 213–66. This work was continued in “Catalogue of One Thousand New Nebulae and Clusters of Stars,” Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of London, 76 (1786), 457–99 and “Catalogue of a Second Thousand New Nebulae and Clusters of Stars,” Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of London, 79 (1789), 212–55.


	384 Scythians. Herodotus describes the Scythian way of life in book 4 of the Histories.


	384 Aeschylus … Homer’s table. In the Deipnosophistae, by Athenaeus of Naucratis, Aeschylus is said to have “declared that his tragedies were large cuts taken from Homer’s mighty dinners” (trans. Charles Burton Gulick [Cambridge, MA, 1927–41], book 8, 347e).


	385 Bolingbroke. Henry St John, 1st Viscount Bolingbroke (1678–1751), English statesman and philosopher; Herder is presumably thinking of his tirade On the Spirit of Patriotism (1736), first published in London in 1749.






Book 14


	388 Ausones. Or Aurunci, an Italic tribe inhabiting southern Italy from around 1000 BCE.


	389 confederation of twelve tribes. The Etruscan League was a loose confederation of twelve cities existing between 600 and 500 BCE.


	389 auguries … political establishment. The scriptures of the Etruscan religion, which the Romans called Etrusca Disciplina, apparently described the rules of divination from animal entrails, the interpretation of lightning strikes, and rituals associated with the founding of cities and shrines, draining fields, framing laws, measuring space, dividing time, etc.


	389 fragments of their art … kingdom of the dead. I.e., because most surviving examples of Etruscan art (sarcophagi, grave goods, wall-paintings) are funerary in character.


	390 more detailed history of their downfall. I.e., books 11–20 of Livy’s History of Rome, which cover the period between 293 and 218 BCE, now lost.


	391 Tarquin the Proud … Lars Porsena. When Tarquin the Proud, the last king of Rome (r. 535–509 BCE), was deposed, he sought safe haven in Etruria. Lars Porsena, ruler of the Etruscan city of Clusium, subsequently lent his assistance to Tarquin and attacked Rome. According to Livy, Lars Porsena was so moved by Roman bravery in defense of the city that he elected to sue for peace rather than press home his advantage.


	392 banks of the Arno. As the Arno flows through Florence, Herder is presumably thinking here of the Renaissance.


	392 temple of Janus and Fides … Terminalia. Livy, History of Rome I.18–19 and 21; also Plutarch, Life of Numa 16. Numa Pompilius (r. 715–673 BCE) was the second king of Rome, after Romulus, credited with establishing a number of religious and political institutions as a means of curbing Roman aggression. These included the cults of Janus (war and peace), Fides (faith), and Terminus, which was supposed to instill respect for others and their property. In the Terminalia, owners of adjacent properties made offerings to the god.


	392 Tullius Hostilius. Third king of Rome (r. 673–642 BCE), most closely associated with the destruction of Alba Longa, the principal city of Latium, where, according to tradition, Romulus and Remus were born.


	393 Horatius Cocles … Tarquin. Publius Horatius Cocles, an officer in the army of the ancient Roman Republic who defended the Pons Sublicius, a bridge spanning the Tiber, against the army of Lars Porsena. Lucius Junius Brutus led the revolt that ended the Roman monarchy and ushered in the Republic; he ordered the execution of his two sons, who were involved in a conspiracy to restore Tarquinius Lucius Superbus (Tarquin the Proud) to the throne. Gaius Mucius Scaevola, a Roman youth and would-be assassin of Lars Porsena who, when captured, proved his courage by plunging his right hand into a fire. Tullia Minor, wife of Tarquinius Lucius Superbus and daughter of Servius Tullius; she is said to have ordered her father’s assassination to put her husband on the throne. The Tarquin mentioned here is probably Tarquinius Sextus, the son of Tullia and Tarquinius Lucius Superbus, whose rape of his cousin’s wife, the virtuous Lucretia, was the occasion for Brutus’s revolt.


	393 Romulus … Servius. Herder lists the six kings who preceded Tarquin Superbus, last king of Rome. Those not already mentioned are Ancus Marius (r. 642–617 BCE), Lucius Tarquinius Priscus (r. 616–579 BCE), and Servius Tullis (r. 575–535 BCE), who was born to a slave of the royal household.


	393 Rhea Silvia … Mucius Scaevola. Rhea Silvia was the mother of Romulus and Remus. Romulus famously ordered the abduction of women from the neighboring Sabine tribe, as wives were in short supply in Rome. After his death, Romulus supposedly became Quirinus: an important early Roman deity associated with war and the state. Publius Valerius Poplicola was one of the patricians who led the overthrow of the Roman monarchy.


	394 Romulus counted … venerated as a deity. These details are taken from Livy’s History of Rome; see 1.7–16. The fasces are said by Herder to vary because the king, as the executive magistrate, was accompanied by twelve lictors, whereas in the Republic the dictator was entitled to twenty-four, the consul to twelve, the proconsul eleven, the praetor six, and so on.


	394 Bitter conflicts … have power. An allusion to the Conflict of the Orders (500–287 BCE), a struggle in which the plebeians sought political equality with the patricians. Over time they won concessions, including the creation of the office of plebeian tribune, the distribution of conquered territories among the commoners, and eventually the appointment of plebeian senators and the rise of a new patricio-plebeian aristocracy.


	396 Lucius Siccius Dentatus. From Pliny, Natural History 7.29 (adapted from the translation by John Bostock and H. T. Riley, vol. 2 [London, 1855], pp. 170–71). Siccius (d. around 450 BCE) was a primus pilus (senior centurion) and later a plebeian tribune. The various crowns mentioned here are among the decorations awarded to Roman soldiers: the mural crown was made of gold and given to the first soldier to climb the wall of a besieged city or fortress and raise the standard of the attacking army; the gold naval crown was given to the first man to board an enemy ship during a naval engagement; the civic crown, made of oak leaves, was reserved for Romans who saved the lives of a fellow citizen by killing the enemy who threatened him; the grass crown, which conferred the highest honor, was presented to a general or high-ranking officer whose actions saved a legion or army.


	387 Marius and Sulla. Gaius Marius (157–86 BCE), who served as consul an unprecedented seven times, was also responsible for reforming the Roman army by, among other things, relaxing entry requirements and allowing even landless citizens to enlist. Plutarch claims that Marius’s parents were poor laborers. Lucius Cornelius Sulla, general, consul, and subsequently dictator, fought two civil wars (88–82 BCE) against Marius and Marius the Younger for control of the Republic. Sulla was from a patrician family that had fallen on hard times.


	397 gentile names. The nomen gentilicium was a hereditary name indicating the gens (family or clan) to which a Roman citizen belonged, appearing after the praenomen and before the cognomen.


	397 Scipio … Troy. See Iliad 6.448–49. When Scipio was asked by the historian Polybius why he was weeping as Carthage burned, he replied, “ ‘Because I am reflecting on the fickleness of Fortune. Some day, perhaps, the time will come when a similar fate shall overtake Rome.’ And he cited these lines from the poet, Homer: ‘The day will come when sacred Ilium shall perish, with Priam and his people’ ” (Diodorus Siculus, Library of History, trans. F. R. Walton [Cambridge, MA, 1967], 32.24. The quoted line is from the Iliad 6.448–49.


	398 Polybius. Cf. Polybius, Histories 6.56.


	398 Generals … the gods. Both Sulla and Pompey attributed their victories to the special favors of Venus, as did Julius Caesar, who also claimed the goddess as an ancestress.


	398 Fetials. Priests who advised the senate on foreign affairs and made formal proclamations of peace and of war.


	400 Archimedes … circles. Archimedes was killed during the Roman conquest of Syracuse in 212 BCE; working on a solution to a problem of geometry, he ignored orders to meet general Marcus Claudius and was put to the sword (Plutarch, Life of Marcellus, chapter 19). According to tradition, but not to Plutarch, his last words were: “Noli turbare circulos meos!” (do not touch my circles).


	401 Mamertines. Italian mercenaries who controlled the city of Messina in Sicily; Rome’s support of them against Carthage sparked the First Punic War.


	401 Scipio … Carthage be destroyed. The announcement was in fact made by the consul Lucius Marcius Censorinus (Appian, The Punic Wars, 12.81).


	402 Every letter … Masinissa. Pliny notes that the Roman senate donated Carthage’s libraries to the “petty kings of Africa” (Natural History 18.5). Masinissa, king of Numidia, was an ally of Rome; his attack on Carthage, provoking a response from his neighbor, precipitated the Third Punic War. Other Roman sources, including Sallust, mention libri Punici in the possession of Numidian kings after the destruction of Carthage.


	402 last king of Macedon … turner and scribe. The Kingdom of Macedon was dissolved after the defeat of King Perseus (r. 179–168 BCE) at the Battle of Pydna. The son mentioned here was called Alexander.


	403 Pompey … loot he carried. Pompey’s unprecedented third triumph (in 61 BCE), awarded for his victories in Asia, is described in Plutarch, Life of Pompey 45, and Pliny, Natural History 37.6.


	403 Crassus … Jerusalem alone. The treasure was taken from the Temple of Jerusalem in 54 BCE; Josephus, Jewish Antiquities 14.7.1.


	403 Julius Caesar … Cleopatra. The Library of Alexandria was partially destroyed in the Siege of Alexandria in 48 BCE. Mark Antony’s gift of the two hundred thousand volumes contained in the Library of Pergamum, which was intended to make good this loss, is mentioned in Plutarch, Life of Antony, 58.5.


	403 Turdetani … Baetis. The Turdetani were an ancient Iberian people settled in what became the Roman province of Hispania Baetica and is now Andalusia. Baetis was the Roman name for the river that flows through Seville. See Strabo, Geography 3.2.


	403 Brave Numantia. Numantia was a Celtiberian settlement in north-central Spain, giving its name to the Numatine War, an uprising of Celtiberian tribes against Rome that lasted from 154 to 133 BCE. With Roman forces experiencing a number of setbacks, two generals, Quintus Pompeius and his successor, Gaius Hostilius Mancinus, each negotiated peace treaties, neither of which was ratified by the senate. Both were put on trial for acting dishonorably and without authorization. The senate sent a naked Mancinus as prisoner to the Numantines (who refused to take him); Pompeius escaped punishment. In 134 BCE, Scipio Aemilianus was sent to end the war with an army sixty thousand strong; he built a ring of seven fortresses around Numantia itself before laying siege to the city; the young men who sympathized with Numantia were from the nearby city of Lutia and were betrayed by their elders. With the population weakened by hunger and disease, Numantia eventually surrendered and was duly sacked. These events are described in Appian, Roman History 6.76–98. Earlier in the conflict (151 BCE), Lucius Licinius Lucullus, a proconsul, had gone rogue and attacked a number of cities in Hispania Citerior, committing atrocities in search of gold and silver; he meddled in the Lusitanian War, then overseen by praetor Servius Sulpicius Galba, who was, according to Appian, just as greedy and ruthless as Lucullus (Appian 6.51–60). The anecdote about Tiberius Gracchus destroying three hundred cities in Celtiberia is from Strabo, who refers to a lost passage in Polybius, where this claim is made. Strabo concludes that the figure is inflated and quotes the objection of Posidonius, to the effect that Polybius must have counted every tower as a city (Geography 3.4.13).


	404 Viriatus and Sertorius. Viriatus was leader of the Lusitanian resistance to Roman encroachment in western Hispania; in 139 BCE, he was murdered in his sleep by assassins in the pay of Rome. Quintus Sertorius, Roman general who became commander of Lusitanian forces in a civil war against Sulla (80–72 BCE), seeking to establish an autonomous republic in Hispania; he too was assassinated.


	404 Homer … netherworld. Strabo suggests that Homer identified Tartessos in southwestern Spain, and thus at the edge of the known world, with Tartarus (Geography 3.2.12).


	404 Of Gaul … conqueror himself. I.e., Julius Caesar’s Commentarii de Bello Gallico [The Gallic War].


	405 Servius … wealthiest. Servius Tullius carried out the first census of Rome, whereby the city’s male population was divided into classes according to status, wealth, and age. This determined, among other things, the weight of an individual citizen’s vote: although commoners had a greater say in civil affairs under Servius, the votes of the nobility counted more.


	405 The plebs … Mons Sacer … multiply. The reference is once again to the Conflict of the Orders; see the notes to book 14, chapter I.


	406 Triumvirates. Three-man special commissions appointed for particular administrative tasks (e.g., distributing land or establishing colonies) were a constitutional feature of the Republic. But the so-called First Triumvirate (60–53 BCE), an informal alliance between Julius Caesar, Pompey, and Crassus, and the Second Triumvirate (43–33 BCE), consisting of Octavian, Mark Antony, and Lepidus, were, as Herder suggests, symptoms of the decline of republican government.


	407 even a consul … Roman citizen. In 40 BCE, Lucius Cornelius Balbus, born in Hispania of Punic origin and a friend of Pompey and Caesar, became the first naturalized Roman citizen to attain a consulship.


	407 Senate … ingratiating Greeks … god. When King Prusias I of Bithynia was granted an interview by the Roman senate, he prostrated himself and addressed them as “Savior Gods” (Polybius, Histories 30.18).


	407 pater patriae … Clodius. The honorific title “father of the fatherland” was bestowed by the Roman senate; it was awarded to Cicero during his consulate in 63 BCE. Publius Clodius Pulcher, a senator, was implicated in a scandal after having been found disguised as a woman in Caesar’s house, apparently intending to seduce Caesar’s wife Pompeia during the rites of Bona Dea, from which men were excluded. Facing a trial on trumped-up charges of incest, Clodius was eventually acquitted, damning testimony from Cicero notwithstanding. After having been elected plebeian tribune, Clodius forced Cicero into exile in Greece before confiscating and destroying his property. In a speech before the senate in 56 BCE, De haruspicium responso, Cicero railed against Clodius, claiming that, if the Republic should be destroyed, the author of its downfall ought at least to be a “real man” (20.42).


	407 Catiline. Lucius Sergius Catilina was a senator who, after being beaten in the consular elections, conspired with other members of the nobility to overthrow Cicero’s consulship; the plot was exposed, and Catiline was forced to flee Rome.


	408 Cato felt no shame. Cf. Plutarch: “I regard his treatment of his slaves like beasts of burden, using them to the uttermost, and then, when they were old, driving them off and selling them, as the mark of a very mean nature, which recognizes no tie between man and man but that of necessity” (Life of Cato the Elder 5.1).


	408 slave war … Spartacus. The Third Servile War (73–71 BCE).


	410 Pompey and Caesar … Battle of Actium. Herder makes reference here to Caesar’s Civil War (49–45 BCE); the Battle of Mutina (43 BCE), between forces commanded by Octavian and Mark Antony, leading to the establishment of the Second Triumvirate; the Triumvirate’s persecution of its enemies in the senate (which included Cicero); its revenge against Cassius and Brutus, the principal conspirators in the assassination of Julius Caesar, in the Battle of Philippi (42 BCE), and the campaign against Sextus Pompey, who organized resistance to its rule in the Sicilian Revolt (44–36 BCE); then, after the dissolution of the Triumvirate, the Battle of Actium (31 BCE), in which Octavian won a decisive victory over Mark Antony and the Republic effectively came to an end.


	411 Junius Brutus … unfortunate sons. Junius Brutus and Poplicola led the revolt against the monarchy and established the Roman Republic; on Mucius Scaevola, see above, note to p. 393; Coriolanus, a legendary patrician and general who, banished after alienating the plebs, takes his revenge by laying siege to Rome; Veturia, the mother of Coriolanus, and Valeria, the sister of Poplicola, were among the party of women who convinced him to break off his siege; 306 members of the Fabia family were ambushed and killed at the Battle of Cremara (477 BCE) between Rome and Veii; Cincinnatus, who twice served as dictator to protect the Republic from its internal enemies, was recognized as the embodiment of Roman civic virtue; Camillus was celebrated as the second founder of Rome for defeating the Gauls under Brennus; Decius sacrificed his life for a Roman victory in the Latin War, as did his namesake son in the Battle of Sentinum; Fabricius refused a bribe from Pyrrhos, King of Epirus, and as consul railed against corruption and luxury; Regulus, captured during the First Punic War, was released on bond so that he could communicate Carthage’s demands for peace to the senate, then, having urged his compatriots to reject the terms, willingly returned to his captors to face certain death; Marcellus and Fabius Cunctator were the most effective generals during the Second Punic War; Scipio Africanus defeated Hannibal at the Battle of Zama; Scipio Aemilianus was responsible for the destruction of Carthage in the Third Punic War; Cato the Elder denounced the Hellenization of culture and demanded a return to traditional Roman virtues, while his grandson Cato the Younger achieved fame for his moral integrity and opposition to Julius Caesar; Cornelia was the respected mother of the Gracchi brothers, whose attempts at popular reforms ended in their assassination. On Marius and Sulla, see above, note to p. 387. Marcus Brutus, Caesar’s assassin, claimed descent from Junius Brutus. Agrippa, having helped Octavian win the Battle of Actium, embarked on a campaign of public works that led to the construction of some of Rome’s most notable buildings. Drusus began the conquest of Germania, which his son, Germanicus, continued.


	411 Titus … Aurelian. These emperors, with the exception of the last two mentioned here, have traditionally been seen, ever since Machiavelli (Discourses on Livy, 1.10), as the wisest and most talented rulers of the principate, contributing to a century of unusually stable government that lasted from 79 to 180 CE, a period interrupted by the authoritarian reign of Domitian (81–96 CE) and ended by the accession of Commodus. The phrase “good Antonines” refers to Antoninus Pius and his sons, Lucius Verus and Marcus Aurelius. Herder’s characterization of Titus as the “delight of mankind” is borrowed from Suetonius, Lives of the Caesars (Titus 1). The last two emperors named by Herder restored order after periods of anarchy: Severus (r. 193–211 CE) after the civil war that followed the death of Commodus, and Aurelian (r. 270–275 CE) after the prolonged crisis of the third century, when the Empire nearly collapsed.


	412 Brutus … Sardis and Philippi. According to Plutarch, Brutus was visited by an apparition at his camp near Sardis and warned of his fate at the Battle of Philippi (Life of Brutus 36).


	413 daughters of Scipio … Paulina. The second daughter of Scipio Africanus, Cornelia, was the mother of the Gracchi and of Sempronia; Sempronia was herself married to Scipio Aemilianus; Porcia, the daughter of Cato the Younger and wife of Brutus, famously committed suicide after the Battle of Philippi by swallowing hot coals. Terentia worked tirelessly to effect Cicero’s return after he had been forced into exile by Clodius (see above, note to p. 407). On Veturia, see above, note to p. 411. When Seneca was ordered to commit suicide by Nero, his wife Paulina also attempted to kill herself but was prevented from doing so by the emperor’s soldiers.


	413 170 wives. This case of mass poisoning supposedly happened in 331 BCE; see Livy, History of Rome 8.18.


	413 Livia … Claudia Octavia. Livia Drusilla, wife of Augustus, was rumored to have cleared the way for the succession of her son Tiberius by having potential rivals Lucius and Gaius Caesar, Marcellus, Agrippa Postumus, and even Augustus himself murdered. Antonia Minor was married to Drusus, son of Livia, and imprisoned her own daughter, who starved to death, for the latter’s part in a plot to assassinate Tiberius and replace him with the Praetorian prefect Sejanus. Antonia was later forced into suicide for criticizing the conduct of her grandson, Gaius (better known as Caligula). Munatia Plancina and her husband, the governor of Syria, were formally accused of murdering Germanicus, the nephew of Tiberius; she was acquitted but later committed suicide. Agrippina the Elder, as the faithful wife of Germanicus, denounced Plancina as a murderess. Messalina, who enjoyed a reputation for sexual impropriety, was executed for conspiring to overthrow her husband, Claudius. Rome erupted in protest when Nero divorced and then banished the popular Claudia Octavia; in response, Nero had her killed.


	413 Their language … Aeolian dialect … tongues of Italy. This is a view associated with the grammarian Philonexus of Alexandria, active in the first century BCE, and the author of the treatise On the Dialect of the Romans.


	413 pontifical annals. The Annales maximi, a chronicle of public events kept by the pontifex maximus from 400 BCE until the 130s BCE; already Livy expresses regret over the loss of these records (History of Rome 6.1), which served as an important source for early Roman historians. Of the figures appearing in the long list that follows, the first three, whose works either survive in fragmentary form or can be partially reconstructed from quotations by later authors, begin their accounts with the settlement of Latium by refugees from Troy, a legend that would become the basis of Virgil’s Aeneid. Both Ennius (c. 239–169 BCE) and Gnaeus Naevius (c. 270–c. 201 BCE) wrote influential epic poems (Annales and Bellum Punicum, respectively); Quintus Fabius Pictor (c. 254–201 BCE) wrote one of the first prose histories of Rome, though he did so in Greek, around 215–210 BCE. Lucius Cincius Alimentus (fl. c. 200 BCE) likewise wrote an annals in Greek; Cato the Elder wrote a history of Roman cities entitled Origines (c. 168 BCE); a Libo, probably the Lucius Scribonius Libo who served as tribune of the plebs in 149 BCE, is mentioned by Cicero as having written a Roman history; Aulus Postumius Albinus, consul in 151 BCE, wrote a history of Rome in Greek; Lucius Calpurnius Piso Frugi, consul in 133 BCE, author of an Annales written sometime after 120 BCE; Lucius Cassius Hemina wrote an Annales around the middle of the second century BCE; Quintus Fabius Maximus Servilianus, consul in 169 BCE, author of an Annales; Gaius Fannius, author of an Annales and distinguished by Cicero from the Gaius Fannius who served as consul in 122 BCE; Gaius Sempronius Tuditanus, consul in 129 BCE, author of a history of Rome; Lucius Coelius Antipater (c. 180–120 BCE), author of Bellum Punicum, the first monograph on a particular episode in Roman history (as opposed to a mere chronicle of events since Rome’s founding); Sempronius Asellio (c. 158–91 BCE), who in his work, known either as Res gestae or Historiae, concentrated on contemporary history rather than accounts of the legendary past; Gnaeus Gellius, author of a massive Annales in the latter half of the second century BCE; Gaius Lucinius Macer (d. 66 BCE), author of a history of Rome in sixteen books. The next group of statesmen were all supposed to have written autobiographies: De vita sua, by Marcus Aemilius Scaurus, consul in 115 BCE, was likely the first such work to have been composed in Latin. Publius Rutilius Rufus, consul in 105 BCE, Stoic, and veteran of the Numantine and Jugurthine Wars; Quintus Lutatius Catalus, consul in 102 BCE, wrote a history of his own consulship, De consulatu et de rebus gestis suis; Sulla finished his memoirs in 78 BCE; Agrippina the Elder did not write a memoir, but her daughter, Agrippina the Younger, wrote an account of her mother’s life; the autobiographies of Augustus (allegedly spanning thirteen books), Agrippa, Tiberius, Claudius, and Trajan are attested in various Roman sources. Quintus Hortensius Hortalus (114–50 BCE), orator and lawyer, author of an Annales and other writings; Titus Pomponius Atticus (110–32 BCE), wealthy patron of letters, wrote a book on his friend Cicero’s consulship; Lucius Cornelius Sisenna (c. 120–67 BC) wrote a history covering the years c. 90 to 78 BCE; Lutatius, an author about whom nothing is known except that he wrote a work entitled Communis historia; Quintus Aelius Tubero, jurist and author of an Annales in the 30s BCE; Lucius Lucceius, orator and friend of Cicero, author of a history of the Social and Civil Wars; Lucius Cornelius Balbus, the foreign-born consul mentioned in chapter IV of book 14, composed Ephemeris, a diary of the chief events in his own and Caesar’s life; Marcus Junius Brutus wrote several works of history and was a celebrated orator; Marcus Tullius Tiro (d. 4 BCE), a former slave of Cicero, who wrote a biography of his master; Marcus Valerius Messalla Corvinus (64 BCE–8 CE), general who wrote memoirs of the civil wars after the death of Caesar; Aulus Cremutius Cordus (d. 25 CE), who was charged with treason after his favorable portrait of Cassius in a history covering the Civil Wars and the reign of Augustus; Gnaeus Domitius Corbulo (c. 7–67 CE), brother-in-law of Caligula and governor of Asia, wrote an account of his experiences in the Roman-Parthian War; Marcus Cluvius Rufus (c. 2 BCE–70 CE), consul, governor of Hispania, and historian, whose work was cited by Tacitus, Suetonius, and others.


	415 Saliaric hymns … Atellan Farces. The Salii were the twelve “leaping priests” of Mars who in March processed through Rome, dancing and singing the Carmen Saliare (thirty-five fragments of which are extant). Almost the only remaining written records of the Etruscan language are inscriptions, mainly funerary. The Fescennine Verses were bawdy improvised dialogues sung at local harvest festivals and marriage ceremonies, thought by some to have originated in Fescennia in Etruria. The Atellan Farce was a popular form of masked improvised comedy (Atella was a town in Campania).


	416 The dramatic muse … slave. Rome’s first dramatist was a Greek slave, Livius Andronicus (c. 284–c. 205 BCE). Terence (c. 195/185–c. 159? BCE), too, was born a slave, and many Roman actors were also slaves.


	416 the 130 plays … didactic poems. Around 20 plays of the 130 that Plautus (c. 254–184 BCE) is thought to have written are extant. Suetonius (Life of Terence 5.1) notes that, according to at least one report, Terence died in a shipwreck returning from Greece with 108 plays adapted from Menander. Ennius (c. 239–c. 169 BCE), often considered the founding father of Roman literature, wrote, in addition to his epic Annales, fragments of which survive, a panegyric celebrating Scipio Africanus and the didactic poems Epicharmus and Euhemerus.


	416 to use Caesar’s expression. Suetonius, Life of Terence 5.1.


	416 Thanks be to Cicero … Persius. The reference is to various works left incomplete at the time of their author’s death and posthumously published by friends or patrons. In his Chronicon (c. 380 CE), St Jerome claims that Cicero edited Lucretius’s poem De rerum natura. The manuscript of the Aeneid was supposed to have been destroyed, in accordance with Virgil’s wishes, until Augustus intervened. The satires of Persius (34–63 CE) were published by his teacher, the Stoic philosopher Cornutus.


	416 Varro. Marcus Terentius Varro (116–27 BCE), prolific scholar, only one of whose works has survived (Three Books on Agriculture).


	417 The Etruscan king. Rome’s fifth king, Tarquinius Priscus, supposedly came from Etruria. As Herder says, he was indeed credited with building a stone wall around the city, the Cloaca Maxima, Rome’s great sewer, and the Circus Maximus. The first aqueducts, however, were not constructed until much later: the Aqua Appia in 312 BCE and the Aqua Annio Vetus (begun in 272 BCE).


	418 Curio’s wooden amphitheater. In 53 BCE, the praetor Gaius Scribonius Curio built two semicircular theaters back to back, which could be rotated to form a single larger arena.


	418 Pliny the Elder. Cf. Natural History 14.1.


	418 Excudent alii … superbos. From the Aeneid 6.847–53: “Others, I do not doubt it, will beat bronze into figures that breathe more softly. Others will draw living likenesses out of marble. Others will plead cases better or describe with their rod the courses of the stars across the sky and predict their risings. Your task, Roman, and do not forget it, will be to govern the peoples of the world in your empire. These will be your arts—and to impose a settled pattern upon peace, to pardon the defeated and war down the proud” (The Aeneid, trans. David West [Harmondsworth, 1990]), p. 159).


	419 Plutarch … course of history. See Plutarch’s essay On the Fortune of the Romans. Polybius famously ascribed Rome’s success to Tyche or luck. The modern writers Herder is thinking of would include Machiavelli, Montesquieu, and Rousseau, who all emphasized Rome’s martial constitution.


	419 these three deities. I.e., Virtus, Fortuna, and Prudentia.


	419 The geese that saved the Capitol. During the siege of Rome in 390 BCE, a detachment of Gauls attempted a nighttime raid on the Capitoline; the cackling of geese alerted the garrison commander, Marcus Manlius, and he was able to repel the attack. See Livy, History of Rome 5.47.


	420 Hannibal … advice to Antiochus. Hannibal counseled Antiochus III, ruler of the Seleucid Empire, to invade Italy rather than Roman-controlled Greece on the grounds that wars endured at home are harder to bear than those fought on foreign territory (Appian, Syrian Wars 2.7).


	420 Rome … living thing … ocean. Presumably a reference to Daniel’s vision of four beasts rising from the sea. These were traditionally interpreted, especially in universal histories, as representing four successive empires, with the last, which “shall devour the whole earth” (Daniel 7:23), identified with Rome.


	422 Scythia … Twelve Tables. The Twelve Tables were the basis of Roman law, drafted in 450–449 BCE after a commission had been sent to study the legislation of Athens and of other Greek states.






Book 15


	431 aurochs … now extinct. The last member of Bos primigenius, the ancestor of modern domestic cattle, died in 1627.


	433 Tyndarids. The mythical twins Castor and Pollux, patrons of Greek and Roman sailors, by whom they were said to appear as St Elmo’s Fire.


	436 unreason of state. Herder coins the term Staatsunvernunft; a pun on Staatsvernunft (reason of state, raison d’état).


	436 In mathematical physics. The laws formulated in this chapter, and the terminology used to describe them, are borrowed from the Swiss polymath Johann Heinrich Lambert’s Anlage zur Architectonic, oder Theorie des Ersten und des Einfachen in der philosophischen und mathematischen Erkenntniß [Foundation of Architectonics, or Theory of the Simple and Primary Elements in Philosophical and Mathematical Knowledge], 2 vols. (Riga, 1771), esp. chapter 12.


	444 History … hundred trumpets. Herder has Flöten (flutes); but as Clio was often depicted holding a trumpet, consistent with the role of herald, the image is here rendered more freely.


	444 perfect year of Plato. Plato describes a cycle in which the sun, moon, and planets have completed their appointed courses and returned to the same positions relative to one another (Plato, Timaeus 39d).


	447 Qin Shi Huang. Founder of the Qin dynasty and first emperor of a unified China (r. 220–210 BCE); according to tradition, he ordered the burning of books and the execution of scholars.


	447 Catalaunian Plains. At the Battle of the Catalaunian Plains (451 CE), Roman and Visigothic forces halted the expansion of Attila’s Hunnic Empire into Gaul. See book 18, chapter II below.


	452 O virtue … empty name. Brutus is said by Cassius Dio to have quoted this fragment of a Greek tragedy just before his death: “Te colui, virtus, ut rem: at tu nomen inane es” (Roman History 47.49.1–2).


	452 Tully. I.e., Marcus Tullius Cicero.






Part Four


	455 Tantae molis … condere gentes. An adaptation of Virgil’s famous line from Aeneid 1.33: “Tantae molis erat, Romanam condere gentem” (So great a task it was to found the Germanic peoples).






Book 16


	457 Muztagh … Haemus. Herder’s claim that an almost-continuous mountain system forms the southern and eastern frontier of Europe is simple enough, though somewhat obscured by several of the antiquated names he invokes. In the late eighteenth century, central Asia had been little explored by Europeans, and geographers relied on uncertain travel accounts. Greater clarity, and a more systematic differentiation of the various ranges, would come only with greater imperial control in the region. “Muztagh” referred to the Pamir Mountains or (especially for the British) the neighboring Karakoram; both ranges contain individual peaks or subranges called, in modern nomenclature, “Muztagh” (which means “ice mountain”). The Kitzig-Tag, usually translated by Herder’s contemporaries as “little mountain,” disappear from geographical treatises after the first decades of the nineteenth century. Usually mentioned together with the Uluk-Tag (“big mountain”), this range is sometimes described as beginning in an area south of the river Syr and running east as far as the Yenisei; sometimes as a northern extension of the “Belur-Tag” or Tian Shan. Perhaps it is identical with the Tian Shan as a whole: and thus midway between the Pamir and Altai. The Taurus Mountains lie along the southern Anatolian coast; “Haemus” is the ancient Greek name for the Balkans.


	457 gaze like Rinaldo … mirror of truth. In Cantos 15–16 of Torquato Tasso’s epic poem Jerusalem Delivered (Ferrara, 1581), set during the First Crusade, Rinaldo, a great Christian knight, is abducted by Armida, a Saracen sorceress, and imprisoned on her enchanted island where he becomes infatuated with her and forgets about the siege of Jerusalem. Two of Rinaldo’s companions come to his rescue, forcing him to look into a mirror and remember who he is. The story became the basis of numerous operas by Monteverdi, Handel, Gluck, Haydn, and others.


	457 commonwealth of Europe. Compare, e.g., Edmund Burke: “The writers on public law have often called this aggregate of nations a Commonwealth. They had reason. It is virtually one great state having the same basis of general law; with some diversity of provincial customs and local establishments. The nations of Europe have had the very same Christian religion, agreeing in the fundamental parts, varying a little in the ceremonies and in the subordinate doctrines. The whole of the polity and economy of every country in Europe has been derived from the same sources. It was drawn from the old Germanic or Gothic custumary; from the feudal institutions which must be considered as an emanation from that custumary; and the whole has been improved and digested into system and discipline by the Roman law” (Letters on a Regicide Peace [1796], in Works of the Right Honourable Edmund Burke, vol. 5 [London, 1855], p. 214.


	458 Our word silver … Basque. That the Basque zilhar was the etymon of the Gothic silubr, Old Norse silfr, Old English silofr, and therefore of the modern German Silber and English silver, is still considered likely. The loanword presumably traveled in this direction, from south to north, because, as Herder notes, Iberia was the oldest center of silver mining in Europe.


	459 Roncevaux Pass … Roland was slain. The Battle of Roncevaux Pass took place in 778 on the modern border between France and Spain. Charlemagne had invaded al-Andalus earlier that year, providing military aid to Arab governors loyal to the Abbasid Caliphate and against the usurping Abd al-Rahman, Emir of Córdoba. Charlemagne was stopped at Zaragoza and withdrew through Basque territories, razing the capital Pamplona. In retaliation, Basque forces ambushed, and destroyed, the Frankish rearguard as Charlemagne’s army crossed the Pyrenees through the narrow Roncevaux Pass. Among those killed was Hrōþiland or Roland, governor of the Breton March, who in death became a model of the chivalric ideal, thanks to La Chanson de Roland [The Song of Roland] (c. 1040–1115) and other works of medieval and Renaissance literature.


	459 Macpherson … Larramendi. James Macpherson (1736–96), a Scottish writer who in the 1760s published several epic poems, supposedly translated from Gaelic and by an ancient bard called Ossian. He became a literary sensation throughout Europe, and, although some critics suspected from the very beginning that the works were forgeries, Herder never doubted their authenticity and often, as he subsequently does here, celebrated Ossian as the Homer of the north. Manuel de Larramendi (1690–1766), priest and philologist, the leading champion of Basque language and culture during the Enlightenment.


	459 Archbishop Turpin. Turpin, or properly Tilpin, the archbishop of Rheims, was supposedly the author of the Historia de vita Caroli magni et Rolandi, a forged chronicle of legendary material about Charlemagne’s campaign in Spain.


	460 Brennus. Brennus, chieftain of the Senones, a Gallic tribe from north-central France; in the Battle of the Allia (387 BCE), he led an army against Rome.


	460 Pelletier … Whitaker [note c]. The French and British works cited by Herder here are: Dom Louis Le Pelletier, Dictionnaire de la langue bretonne (Paris, 1752); Paul Pezron, Antiquité de la nation et de la langue des Celtes, autrement appellez Gaulois [Antiquity of the Nation and Language of the Celts, Otherwise Known as Gauls] (Paris, 1703); Dom Jacques Martin’s La religion des Gaulois, tiréedes plus pures sources de l’antiquité [The Religion of the Gauls, Drawn from the Purest Sources of Antiquity] (Paris, 1727), Éclaircissements historiques sur les origins celtiques et gauloises [Historical Elucidation of the Origins of the Celts and Gauls] (Paris, 1744), and Histoire des Gaules et des conquêtes des Gaulois (Paris, 1752); Jean Picard, De prisca Celtopaedia libri V (Paris, 1556); Daines Barrington, Antiquities and Scenery of the North of England (London, 1780); Robert Henry, The History of Great Britain (Edinburgh, 1771); Rowland Jones, The Origin of Languages and Nations Defined and Fixed (London, 1764); James Macpherson, An Introduction to the History of Great Britain and Ireland (London, 1772); William Maitland, The History and Antiquities of Scotland (London, 1757); Humphrey Llwyd, The History of Cambria, now called Wales (London, 1584); John Owen, A Complete and Impartial History of the Ancient Britons (London, 1743); William Shaw, A Galic and English Dictionary (London, 1780); Charles Vallancy, Collectanea de rebus Hibernicis (Dublin, 1786); John Whitaker, The Genuine History of the Britons (London, 1772).


	461 Ossian. See above, note on Macpherson, p. 459.


	462 Blair [note d]. Hugh Blair (1718–1800), author of A Critical Dissertation of the Poems of Ossian, Son of Fingal (London, 1763).


	462 Cymry … mountaineers. “Cymry,” the self-designation of the Welsh people, means roughly “fellow countryman” and, until the sixteenth century, was likewise used to refer to the land inhabited by the Cymry (Cyrmru in modern Welsh). I have added “Cambrians,” a Latinized derivative of “Cymry,” to underscore Herder’s point, as a series of mountain ranges in Wales also bears the name “Cambrian.”


	462 Cimbrian peninsula. Jutland.


	463 The laws regulating the royal court and its officers. The reference is to the Laws of Hywel Dda, the codification of Welsh law undertaken by Hywel the Good, King of Deheubarth (r. 942–48). The first part concerns the rights and duties of the king and officers of the court.


	463 It still survives … well and good [note f]. The sources cited are William Borlase, Observations on the Antiquities of the County of Cornwall (Oxford, 1754); Jean-Baptiste Bullet, Mémoires sur la langue celtique (Besançon, 1754–60); Grégoire de Rostrenen, Dictionnaire françois-celtique (Rennes, 1732); various writings by Jacques Le Brigant: Petit glossaire ou manuel historique pour faciliter l’intelligence de quelques termes de la coutume de Bretagne [Little Glossary or Historical Manual to Aid the Undertanding of Several Terms from Breton Custom] (Brest, 1774); Élémens de la langue des Celtes-Gomérites ou Bretons (Strasbourg, 1779); Mémoire sur la langue des François (Paris, 1787). The first complete translation of the Bible into Welsh was done by William Morgan in 1588 and, by making Welsh a liturgical language, played an important role in its preservation.


	463 Percel’s … des romans [note g]. Gordon de Percel was the pseudonym of the Abbé Nicolas Lenglet du Fresnoy, whose cited work De l’usage des romans was published in Amsterdam in 1734. The Bibliothèque universelle des romans, a periodical providing summaries of and extracts from a wide range of literary fiction, appeared in Paris between 1775 and 1789. Charles Dufresne Du Cange edited the Histoire de Saint Louys écrite par le sire de Joinville (Paris, 1668).


	464 Zyrians … Konda Ostyaks. The modern names for these Finno-Ugric peoples are Komi (Zyrians), Mansi (Voguls), Udmurts (Votyaks), Mari (Cheremis), the Mokshas and Erzyas (Mordvins), and Khanty (Konda Ostyaks). “Permian” is now a collective name referring to any people speaking the Permic languages of the Uralic language family, including the Udmurts and Komi.


	464 Permia … Jumala. Bjarmaland, a territory mentioned in Norse sagas, was located at the mouth of the Northern Dvina River, near modern Archangelsk, Russia. Jumala was a sky-god worshipped by local tribes; a shrine containing his idol was built on the banks of the river.


	465 Apostolic kingdom. In other words, the Hungarians became cultivated and Christianized, symbolized here by Pope Sylvester II conferring the title of “Apostolic Majesty” on Stephen I, the first Christian king of Hungary, around 1000 CE. The title was revived in 1758 and borne by the Habsburg kings of Hungary, who were, of course, also Holy Roman Emperors—something of an irony, given the grief the Magyars had caused their medieval predecessors. From its inception until its dismemberment under the Treaty of Trianon in 1920, the Kingdom of Hungary was, as Herder remarks, a multiethnic state.


	465 Who lent them assistance [note a]. The relevant works by the cited authors are: Christoph Hartknoch, Selectae dissertationes historicae de variis rebus Prussicis [Selected Historical Treatises on Miscellaneous Prussian Topics] (n.p., 1679) and Alt- und neues Preußen [Old and New Prussia] (Frankfurt, 1686); Matthias Praetorius’s incomplete manuscript Preußische Schaubühne [Exhibition of Prussia], parts of which were published in Johann Michael Lilienthal, Erläutertes Preußen, oder Anmerkungen aus der Kirchen-, Zivil- und Gelehrten-Historie [Prussia Elucidated, or Notes on Ecclesiastical, Civil, and Scholarly History] (Königsberg, 1724–26); Gottlieb Siegfried Bayer, De Varagis [On the Varangians] (Saint Petersburg, 1729); Johann Gottfried Arndt, Liefländische Chronik [Livonian Chronicle] (Halle, 1747); August Wilhelm Hupel, Topographische Nachrichten von Liv- und Estland [Topographical Account of Livonia and Estonia] (Riga, 1774–82).


	467 Emperor’s bodyguards. The numerus Batavorum or Germani corporis custodes was an elite unit, recruited principally from the Batavi and neighboring tribes of Germania Inferior, which served as the personal bodyguard of the emperor from Augustus to Galba.


	467 Ariovist, Marbod, and Hermann. Ariovistus, a Suebian chieftain, invaded and settled Gaul in 61 BCE; in 59 BCE he was recognized by the senate as a “friend of the Roman people,” but a year later, his treatment of the Gallic Aedui tribe, also Roman allies, led to Julius Caesar declaring war against, and defeating, the Suebi. Maroboduus, king of the Marcomanni, had lived in Rome as a young man and been granted Roman citizenship by Augustus; to escape Roman expansionism, he resettled his people in Bohemia, concluding a treaty with Tiberius in 6 CE. The Cheruscan leader Arminius, better known as Hermann, was also a Roman citizen and a distinguished commander of auxiliary troops during the Illyrian Revolt; while supposedly aiding governor Publius Quinctilius Varus in the conquest of Germania, he plotted a rebellion of his own, famously ambushing, and destroying, three Roman legions in the Battle of the Teutoburg Forest in 9 CE. Herder’s use of the Germanized versions of these names has been retained here.


	467 Germans or Alemanni. Herder is alluding here to the meanings of these tribal names. The Latin word germanus means “brother,” while, at least according to the third-century Greek historian Asinius Quadratus, Alemanni may be translated as “all men” or “men united.”


	467 Möser’s account of them [note a]. The reference in the footnote is to Justus Möser (1720–94), a jurist, administrator, and historian best known for the works that Herder cites: the Osnabrückische Geschichte (Osnabrück, 1768), a history of his home city, and the four volumes of Patriotische Phantasien (Berlin, 1775–86), a collection of short essays on miscellaneous themes. An excerpt from the preface of Osnabrückische Geschichte was included in Von deutscher Art und Kunst [On German Character and Art], the anthology, published by Herder in 1773, that served as the manifesto of the Sturm und Drang movement in German literature.


	468 Suebi and Vandals. In the case of the Vandals, at least, this etymology is by no means fanciful.


	469 Teut or Tuisto … Wodan. Herder makes the point that little is known of Germanic religion or mythology from indigenous sources. The deities listed here are in fact first recorded by Tacitus: Tuisto was an “earth-born” god who, with his son, Mannus, was celebrated as the progenitor of the Germans (Germania 2); later he mentions the Suebi cult of Hertha (Nerthus) or Mother Earth (Germania 40). Wodan (Odin) is obliquely referred to in chapter 9, where he is identified with Mercury and described as the chief object of worship among the Suebi.


	470 Suhm. Peter Frederik Suhm (1728–98), Danish historian; Herder owned a translation of his History of Denmark, Norway, and Holstein (1776), as well as his editions of two Icelandic sagas, the Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks (Copenhagen, 1785) and Víga-Glúms Saga (Copenhagen, 1786). The forerunners of Suhm, mentioned in note b, are: Saemundr Sigfússon (1056–1133), to whom authorship of the Poetic Edda was traditionally attributed; Snorri Sturluson (1179–1241), author of the Prose Edda; Peder Hansen Resen (1625–88) translated the Poetic und Prose Eddas into Latin; Ole Worm (1588–1654), natural historian and antiquary, who published the first study of runic inscriptions; Thormodr Torfason (1636–1719), Historiographer Royal of the Kingdom of Denmark-Norway and author of Historia rerum Norvegicarum (Copenhagen, 1711); Stephanus Hansen Stephanius (1599–1650), another Historiographer Royal who published an edition of the medieval historical text Gesta Danorum; Thomas Bartholin (1659–90), author of Antiqvitatum Danicarum (1689); Johann Georg Keyßler (1693–1743), author of Neueste Reisen durch Deutschland, Böhmen, Ungarn, die Schweiz, Italien und Lothringen [Travels through Germany, Bohemia, Hungary, Switzerland, Italy and Lorraine] (Hanover, 1740–41); Johan Ihre (1707–80), pioneering comparative linguist and author of a Swedish etymological dictionary (1769); Johan Göransson (1712–69), antiquarian and author of Bautil (1750), a description of Swedish runestones; Grímur Jónsson Thorkelín (1752–1829), Professor of Antiquities at the University of Copenhagen, whose editions of Vafþrúðnismál (Copenhagen, 1779), the third poem of the Saemundr Edda, and the Eyrbyggja Saga (Copenhagen, 1787) Herder owned; Johann Erichson (1700–1779), author of Bibliotheca Runica (Greifswald, 1766); the Arnamagnaean Collection refers to the Icelandic manuscripts bequeathed by the antiquarian Árni Magnússon (1663–1730) to the University of Copenhagen; Johannes Peder Anchersen (1700–1765), author of numerous works on Scandinavian antiquities, including Vallis Herthae deae et origines Daniae [Valley of the Goddess Herta and the Origin of Denmark] (Copenhagen, 1747); Christian Ulrich Detlev von Eggers (1758–1813), author of Physikalische und statistische Beschreibung von Island [Physical and Statistical Description of Iceland] (Copenhagen, 1786).


	472 Excellent and valuable … history of the Slavs. Johann Leonhard Frisch, Historia linguae Slavonicae (Berlin, 1727–30); Johann Siegmund Valentin Popovič, Versuch einer Vereinigung der Mundarten von Teutschland [Attempt at a Unification of the Dialects of Germany] (Vienna, 1780); Gerhard Friedrich Müller, Sammlung russischer Gedichte [A Collection of Russian Poems] (Saint Petersburg, 1732–66); Johann Christoph von Jordan, De originibus Slavonicis (Vienna, 1745); Johann Gotthilf Stritter, Memoriae populorum olim ad Danubium, etc. [Records of the Peoples Formerly Living on the Danube, etc.] (Saint Petersburg, 1771–79); Philipp Wilhelm Gercken, Versuch der ältesten Geschichte der Slawen [Essay on the Most Ancient History of the Slavs] (Leipzig, 1772); Johann Karl Wilhelm Möhsen, Geschichte der Wissenschaften in der Mark Brandenburg [History of the Sciences in the Margraviate of Brandenburg] (Berlin, 1781); Karl Gottlob Anton, Erste Linien eines Versuches über den Ursprung, die Sitten, Gebräuche, Meinungen, usw. der alten Slawen [Outlines of an Essay on the Origin, Manners, Customs, Opinions, etc. of the Ancient Slavs] (Leipzig, 1783–89); Gelasius Dobner, Monumenta historica Bohemica nusquam antehac edita [Bohemian Historical Records hitherto Unpublished] (Prague, 1764–86); Friedrich Wilhelm Taube, Beschreibung des Königreichs Slavonien und des Herzogtums Syrmien [Description of the Kingdom of Slavonia and the Duchy of Syrmia] (Leipzig, 1777); Giovanni Fortis, Viaggio in Dalmazia [Travels in Dalmatia] (Venice, 1774); Franz Joseph Sulzer, Geschichte des transalpinen Daciens [History of Transalpine Dacia] (Vienna, 1781–82); Giovanni Rossignoli, Notizie per servire alla storia natural della Dalmazia [Report on the Natural History of Dalmatia] (Treviso, 1780); Joseph Dobrowski, Abhandlung über den Ursprung des Namens “Tschech” [Treatise on the Origin of the Name “Czech”] (Prague, 1782); Adauct Voigt, Über den Geist der böhmischen Gesetze [On the Spirit of the Bohemian Laws] (Dresden, 1788); Franz Martin Pelzel, Kurzgefaßte Geschichte der Böhmen [Abbreviated History of Bohemia] (Prague, 1782).


	473 Ammianus. Ammianus Marcellinus, Roman historian of the fourth century CE, whose work Res gestae chronicled the history of Rome from the accession of Nerva in 98 to the death of Valens at the Battle of Adrianople in 378.


	475 Perhaps like Tristram Shandy. Not a direct quotation from The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy; but certainly the sort of thing that Sterne’s hero might have said while relating the various mishaps that allegedly blighted his existence. These include: his mother distractedly asking his father, during the act of procreation, whether he had remembered to wind the clock, resulting in a flash of paternal annoyance at the moment of conception and a humoral imbalance in the young child; his nose being mutilated by the midwife’s forceps; the inauspicious name with which he was burdened; and his accidental circumcision by a window sash.


	478 The emblem … sword in seeing. An adaptation of the eighth stanza of Goethe’s poetic fragment Die Geheimisse [The Mysteries], written in 1784 and first published in 1789. In the poem, a wanderer, Markus, encounters, and is subsequently admitted into, a secret knightly order that bears more than a passing resemblance to the Rosicrucians (in the next stanza the “emblem” is described as a “cross entwined with roses”). The twelve brothers, led by an elderly sage called Humanus, are meant to represent different religions or philosophies from different periods of history: an allegorical image of what Herder, throughout the Ideas, terms “humanity.”






Book 17


	482 lying in wickedness. 1 John 5:19.


	483 Almsgiving … treasure in heaven. Matthew 6:19–21, 19:21–22.


	484 Christianity had a creed. The Apostles’ Creed, an early statement of Christian belief, which begins: “I believe in God, the Father almighty, creator of heaven and earth. I believe in Jesus Christ, God’s only Son, our Lord, who was conceived by the Holy Spirit.”


	485 ὁμοούσιος and ὁμοιούσιος. One of the issues decided at the Council of Nicaea convened by Constantine in 325, and adopted in the resulting Nicene Creed, was that Father and Son were homoousios (of one substance) rather than merely homoiousios (of a similar substance).


	486 Pisciculi christiani. The “little Christian fishes”: as Jesus of Nazareth was early identified with the symbol of a fish (piscis), so his followers were pisciculi.


	487 Paraclete. The Holy Spirit as intercessor or comforter.


	488 Nazarenes and Ebionites … penurious lot. The name of the Ebionites, who, like the Nazarenes were an early Jewish-Christian sect, means the “poor ones.” Each sect was traditionally associated with its own apocryphal gospel, the Gospel of the Nazarenes and the Gospel of the Ebionites, which survive only in a few scattered citations in the writings of the Church Fathers.


	488 Sabians or Christians of Saint John. The Mandaeans, called Sabians in the Koran and Christians of Saint John by Carmelite missionaries, a still-extant ethnoreligious group in southern Mesopotamia that practices a form of Gnosticism. Their most important text is the Ginzā Rbā [The Great Treasury], translated into Latin as the Codex Nazaraeus by the Swedish orientalist Matthias Norberg in 1815–16. The Walchs mentioned in Herder’s footnote are Johann Georg Walch and his son Christian Wilhelm Franz Walch. Walch père was the author of Compendium antiquitatum ecclesiasticarum (Leipzig, 1733); Walch fils published Entwurf einer vollständigen Historie der Ketzereien, Spaltungen, und Religionsstreitigkeiten [Outline of a Complete History of Heresies, Schisms, and Religious Controversies] (Leipzig, 1762–66).


	489 History of the human understanding [note b]. The cited scholars and their most important relevant works are Louis de Beausobre, Histoire critique de Manichée et du Manichéisme [Critical History of Mani and Manichaeism] (Amsterdam, 1734–39); Johann Lorenz Mosheim, Comentarii de rebus Christianorum ante Constantinum Magnum [Commentaries on Christian Affairs before Constantine the Great] (Helmstedt, 1753); Johann Jakob Brucker, Historia critica philosophiae (Leipzig, 1742–44); Paul Ernst Jablonski, Institutiones historiae christianae (Frankfurt an der Oder, 1766); Johann Salomo Semler, Vollständiger Auszug aus der Kirchengeschichte der Christen [A Complete Extract of the Church History of the Christians] (Halle, 1762).


	490 King Abgar. Abgar V (d. 40 CE), King of Osroene in Upper Mesopotamia and according to tradition an early convert to Christianity. Later kings of his dynasty founded the School of Edessa in the second century, an important center for the study of theology in the Syriac-speaking world.


	491 A Nestorian pope. The first Bishop of Seleucia-Ctesiphon, Papa bar Aggai, was later recognized as Catholicos of the Church of the East in 315. After the Nestorian Schism (431), the Catholicoi began to use the additional title of Patriarch.


	491 Prester John. A fabulously wealthy Christian patriarch and king, who, according to medieval tradition, ruled over a lost Nestorian realm, first imagined to be somewhere in Asia beyond the Islamic caliphates and subsequently in Ethiopia. The scholar Joseph Justus Scaliger (1540–1609) suggested that the name was properly Preste Jehan (rather than derived from Presbyter Johannes), a Persian phrase meaning priest or apostle of the world.


	491 The academy in Baghdad. The so-called House of Wisdom, an intellectual center and library established during the Islamic Golden Age; destroyed by the Mongols in 1258.


	492 Christian monument in China … Daqin. The Nestorian Stele, a monument erected in 781, subsequently buried, then discovered in 1620 near the city of Xi’an. The engraved text documents the early history of Christian communities in China and bears the title “Memorial of the Propagation in China of the Luminous Religion from Daqin.” Daqin is the Chinese word for “Rome.”


	492 Mesrop … Moses of Chorene. Mesrop Mashtots (362–440 CE), Armenian missionary and translator, inventor of the Armenian alphabet. Moses of Chorene (c. 410–490s CE), author of The History of Armenia, the first universal history of the Armenian people, from their legendary origins down to the fifth century.


	496 Christians of Saint Thomas. An ethnoreligious community of Syriac Christians on the Malabar Coast of India, who trace their origins to the evangelistic activity of Thomas the Apostle in the first century.


	496 Greek city … “Christian” was first used. I.e., Antioch; see Acts 11:26.


	498 Thanks be to all the men … Irenaeus. The figures mentioned in the main body of the text are guilty (in Herder’s view) of promoting intolerance and persecution within the Church. The first three were all patriarchs of Alexandria: Athanasius (c. 298–373), best known as the chief defender of Trinitarianism against Arianism; Cyril (c. 376–444), who sought to destroy Nestorianism; Theophilus (d. 412), who ordered the destruction of pagan temples; Emperor Constantine (c. 272–337), who presided over several early Church councils and sought to enforce orthodoxy; and Irenaeus (c. 130–c. 202), bishop of Lugdunum (Lyon), who persecuted Gnosticism. Against these Herder cites in his footnote various writers of critical histories of Christianity and historically minded theologians. Georg Calixtus (1586–1656), professor of theology at the University of Helmstedt, who strove to overcome modern confessional differences on the basis of an alleged consensus among the Church Fathers of the first five centuries of Christendom; Jean Daillé (1594–1670), Huguenot theologian, author of numerous apologetic and historical works, including Traité de l’employ des saints Pères [A Treatise Concerning the Right Use of the Fathers] (Geneva, 1631) and De la créance des Pères sur le fait des images [On the Creed of the Fathers Respecting Images] (Geneva, 1641); Louis Ellies Dupin (1657–1719), who published, in sixty-one volumes, the Nouvelle bibliothèque des auteurs ecclésiastiques (Paris, 1686–1715); Jean Le Clerc (1657–1736), Genevan theologian, was author of Unpartheyische Lebens-Beschreibung einiger Kirchen-Väter und Ketzer [Impartial Account of the Lives of Several Church Fathers and Heretics] (Halle, 1721); Johann Salomo Semler (1725–91), theologian and ecclesiastical historian, author of Abhandlung von freier Untersuchung des Kanons [A Treatise on the Free Examination of the Canon] (Halle, 1771–75); Ludwig Timotheus Spittler (1752–1810), professor of history at the University of Göttingen; the work to which Herder alludes is presumably Grundriß der Geschichte der christlichen Kirche [Outline of the History of the Christian Church] (Göttingen, 1782).


	499 Church Fathers … gold with the dross. Earlier in the eighteenth century a controversy had erupted over the “morality” of the Church Fathers in light of their conflation of divine and natural law. The French jurist Jean Barbeyrac (1674–1744) fired the first shot in the preface to his translation of Pufendorf’s De jure naturae et gentium [Le droit de la nature et des gens] (Amsterdam, 1706). After Rémy Ceillier responded to Barbeyrac in his Apologie de la morale des Pères de l’Église [Apology for the Morality of the Church Fathers] (Paris, 1718), the latter subsequently published Traité de la morale des Pères de l’Église [Treatise on the Morality of the Church Fathers] (Amsterdam, 1728). Similarly, the jurist and philosopher Christian Thomasius (1655–1728) insisted on a strict distinction between morality and law, e.g., in his Institutiones iurisprudentiae divinae [Institutes of Divine Jurisprudence] (Leipzig, 1688). On Semler and Le Clerc, see note a above. Christian Friedrich Rösler (1736–1821), professor of history at the University of Tübingen; the reference is to his collection Bibliothek der Kirchenväter [Library of the Church Fathers], 10 vols. (Leipzig, 1776–86).


	499 labarum. The military standard of Constantine, topped by the Chi Ro, and thus itself a symbol of the pernicious conflation of church and state.


	500 Geschichte der Veränderungen … French writer [note c]. Though originally written in French, the author of Histoire des révolutions arrivées dans le gouvernement, les lois et l’esprit humain après la conversion de Constantin jusqu’à la chute de l’empire d’Occident (The Hague, 1783) was in fact the Italian jurist and historian Carlo Antonio Pilati (1733–1802).


	501 John of the Golden Mouth. John Chrysostom (c. 347–407), Archbishop of Constantinople and Church Father, celebrated for his eloquence.


	501 under the gaze of Victory. Julius Caesar placed a statue and altar of the goddess of victory in the Senate House, before which senators swore to observe the laws. The statue was removed by Constantius, restored by Julian, and again removed by Gratian. Theodosius put before the senate the question whether “the worship of Jupiter or that of Christ should be religion of the Romans” (Gibbon, The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire (London, 1776–89), chapter 28).


	501 one purple-born slave … household. Constantine VII Porphyrogennetos (“the purple-born”) (905–59), Byzantine emperor. His epithet refers to the Purple Room of the imperial palace, decorated with porphyry, where legitimate children of reigning emperors were usually born. Though his mother was not married to the emperor Leo at the time of his birth, Constantine, a subsequently legitimized heir, had in fact been born “in the purple”: his sobriquet thus underlined his claim to the throne. Constantine wrote, or commissioned, the work that Herder cites in the footnote, De cerimoniis aulae Byzantinae, which prescribes the various ceremonies associated with the imperial household, including ritual processions to and from certain churches in Constantinople and the palace. Because Herder views these arrangements as oppressive, Constantine is a “slave.”


	506 If, as Pliny says. Pliny the Younger, Letters 96.


	507 a new Christian mythology. An allusion to Gibbon, who speaks of the “sublime and simple theology of the primitive Christians” being gradually “degraded by the introduction of a popular mythology, which tended to restore the reign of polytheism” (Decline and Fall, chapter 28).


	508 the legend of the episcopacy of Saint Peter. I.e., the doctrine that the bishop of Rome has primacy over other bishops.


	507 several apostolic … preeminence. These developments are treated at greater length in Gibbon, Decline and Fall, chapter 15.


	509 Tertullian on satisfaction … free will. Tertullian of Carthage (c. 155–c. 240), often credited with inaugurating a specifically Western theological tradition, argued that the penitent sinner must not only exhibit contrition but also, like the offending party in a civil dispute, offer “satisfaction” to the wronged (in this case God). When apostates who had fallen away from Christianity during the persecutions of Emperor Decius (250 CE) sought to return to the fold, Cyprian (c. 200–258), bishop of Carthage, demanded that they first undertake public penance. Augustine of Hippo argued, in On Grace and Free Will (c. 426), that, while human beings have freedom of will, salvation comes from grace alone.


	510 learned and pious Pelagius … too severe. Pelagius (c. 354–after 418), a British or Irish theologian who spent time in Rome, Carthage, and Jerusalem, denied original sin and insisted on freedom of the will: human beings could choose to avoid sin and obey God’s commandments. Augustine, criticized by Pelagius for smuggling Manichaeism into Christianity, attacked the Pelagian heresy in De peccatorum meritis et remissione [On Merit and the Forgiveness of Sin] (412) and De spiritu et littera [On the Spirit and the Letter] (414), reaffirming original sin and the necessity of Christ’s grace for salvation. Jerome also responded to Pelagius, contending that no human was without sin, in Dialogi contra Pelagianos [Dialogues against the Pelagians] (415) and elsewhere: in Jerome’s preface to the First Book of Jeremiah, he described Pelagius as “Scotorum pultibus praegravatus” (grown fat with the porridge of the Gaels).


	510 ancient church music … men’s minds. Cf. Gibbon: “the Gregorian chant has preserved the vocal and instrumental music of the theatre, and the rough voices of the Barbarians attempted to imitate the melody of the Roman school. Experience had shown him [Gregory the Great] the efficacy of these solemn and pompous rites to soothe the distress, to confirm the faith, to mitigate the fierceness, and to dispel the dark enthusiasm of the vulgar” (Decline and Fall, chapter 45).






Book 18


	511 Rufinus and Stilicho. Flavius Rufinus (c. 335–95) was the guardian of Arcadius, the Eastern Roman Emperor, while Flavius Stilicho (c. 359–408) fulfilled the same office on behalf of Honorius, the Western Roman Emperor: they were accordingly bitter rivals. When Alaric’s Visigoths invaded Thrace in 395, Stilicho commanded the Roman army sent to repel them; but was ordered by the Eastern Roman Emperor Arcadius, apparently on the advice of Rufinus, the power behind the throne, to withdraw his forces.


	512 Alaric besieged Rome … sacked. Alaric besieged Rome in 408 and again in 409, demanding not only a ransom but territories to settle his people. When Honorius refused to come to terms, the city was sacked in 410.


	512 Athaulf … first settled Visigothic kingdom. Athaulf succeeded his brother-in-law Alaric in 411; he took possession of Narbonne and Toulouse in 413.


	512 Euric … corpus juris. The Codex Euricianus, completed sometime before 480 CE, was compiled from the customary laws of the Visigoths. The Breviarium Alaricianum, promulgated in 506 CE, applied not to the Visigoths themselves, who were bound by Euric’s law, but to the Hispano-Roman and Gallo-Roman populations under their rule. It represents an important source for Roman law and jurisprudence, including the first five books of the Theodosian Code. The work by the Dutch jurist Schultingh (1659–1734), cited in the accompanying footnote, was originally published in Leiden in 1718; the edition of the Theodosian Code prepared by Gothofredus (Jacques Godefroy, 1587–1652) was published posthumously in 1665 and reprinted in six volumes in Leipzig in 1736–45. The Prolegomena appears in the first volume.


	513 Liuvigild … Reccared. Liuvigild (r. 568–86) was Visigothic King of Hispania and Septimania. His son Reccared (r. 586–601) renounced Arianism in 587.


	514 swarming Arabs … Spain. The Umayyad conquest of Hispania began in 711.


	515 The Spanish commentators … exhausted [note f]. The Siete Partidas is a code of law drafted during the reign of Alfonso X of Castile (r. 1252–84); the Leyes de Toro (1505) are a collection of eighty-three laws passed by the Cortes of Toro during the reign of Ferdinand and Isabella. The Autos y acuerdos del Consejo Real, the acts and resolutions of the Royal Council, formed the basis of jurisprudence.


	516 Genseric … span of ten days looted Rome. Genseric crossed into Africa at the head of some eighty thousand of his people in 428. He captured Carthage in 439 and sacked Rome in 455. He reigned until 477.


	516 Gelimer. Gelimer, crowned King of the Vandals in 530, surrendered to Emperor Justinian’s Roman forces in 534 and was exiled to an estate in Galatia.


	517 only in the name of a single Spanish province … live on. I.e., Andalusia.


	518 Attila … overtaken by death. Attila launched his attack on the Western Roman Empire in 450; he was forced to retreat after the Battle of the Catalaunian Plains (451), during which the Visigothic king Theodoric fell. He invaded Italy in 452 and died in 453.


	518 Attila is the same king Etzel. Etzel is a figure in the Nibelungenlied, a Middle High German epic poem based on oral traditions; he is married to Kriemhild, whose revenge against her brother Gunther, King of Burgundy and responsible for the death of her first husband, Siegfried, results also in the destruction of Etzel’s empire.


	518 Odoacer … King of Italy. Odoacer reigned from 476 to 493.


	519 Theodoric … Dietrich von Bern. Like Attila, Theodoric the Great enjoyed a long afterlife in medieval German literature (including the Nibelungenlied), where, as Dietrich von Bern, he did battle against dwarfs, dragons, giants, and other mythological heroes.


	519 Bishop of Rome … Arianism. Pope John I was dispatched to Constantinople, as the head of a diplomatic mission, to persuade the emperor Justin to moderate or overturn a decree, issued in 523, against Arianism. Theodoric was able to persuade John to intervene in behalf of a community officially regarded as heretics by threatening reprisals against his own orthodox subjects. Though warmly received, John failed to have the policy reversed and was imprisoned on his return to Italy; he died shortly afterward.


	519 Cassiodorus, Boethius, Symmachus. Flavius Magnus Aurelius Cassiodorus Senator (c. 485–c. 585), public official, scholar, and monastic founder who worked to preserve classical and sacred literature; Anicius Manlius Severinus Boethius (c. 477–524), Roman statesman best known for The Consolation of Philosophy, composed while imprisoned on charges of treason; Quintus Aurelius Memmius Symmachus (d. 526), Roman senator and the father-in-law of Boethius, author of a seven-volume history of Rome.


	520 Kingdom of the Ostrogoths came to an end. The events described in this paragraph span the years 526 (the death of Theodoric the Great) to 552 (when Totila was slain at the Battle of Taginaei).


	520 Alboin. The migration of the Lombards under Alboin began in 568; Alboin assumed the title of dominus Italiae a year later; he was murdered in 572.


	521 Rule of thirty-six dukes … Lombardic-German constitution in Italy. The assassination of Cleph, Alboin’s successor, in 574 was followed by a ten-year interregnum during which the Lombard dukes enjoyed autonomy in their respective territories. The established Roman-Italic aristocracy, and its attendant political and administrative structures, was destroyed and replaced by Lombard families and institutions.


	521 Stephen II … Emperor of the Romans. In 751, the Lombard king Aistulf conquered the Exarchate of Ravenna, a rump Byzantine lordship within the Italian peninsula, and planned to capture the Duchy of Rome. Against the Lombards, Stephen II enlisted the aid of Pepin the Younger, consecrating him as King of the Franks in 754. In return, in 756, Pepin defeated Aistulf, gifting to the pope the lands around Ravenna, the former Duchy of Rome, and the Pentapolis in the Marche (the five cities of Rimini, Pesaro, Fano, Senigallia, and Ancona): these territories would become the Papal States until the emergence of the modern Kingdom of Italy in 1860/71. Charlemagne overthrew the Kingdom of the Lombards in 774 and was crowned Imperator Romanorum in 800.


	522 In many parts of Italy … Code of Justinian later took precedence. The Libri feudorum, a twelfth-century collection of texts on feudal law originating in Lombardy, was, as Herder observes, integrated into civil law, thereby becoming part of the legal heritage of Europe. The first written compilation of Lombard law was the Edict of Rothari, promulgated in 643. The emperor mentioned by Herder as insisting on the paramountcy of Justinian’s law is Frederick Barbarossa (r. 1152–90), who sought to reassert imperial authority in northern Italy.


	523 Queen Theodelinda. According to Giannone in Storia civile del regno di Napoli (Naples, 1723), Theodelinda (c. 570–628), as the daughter of Duke Garibald I of the Bavarians, had been brought up in Nicene Christianity and was not herself converted by Gregory the Great, as Herder claims; she was, however, “much beloved by St. Gregory the Great” and responsible for converting her second husband, King Agilulf, from Arianism: “and the Zeal of Agilulfus for this Religion prevail’d so far, that, by the Advice of Theodolinda, he repair’d many Monasteries, and rebuilt many Churches” (History of the Kingdom of Naples, trans. James Ogilvie, vol. 1 [London, 1729], book 4, chapter 3, p. 201).


	524 Clotilde … ancestral kingdom. According to the apocryphal tale told by Gregory of Tours. See Gibbon, Decline and Fall, chapter 38.


	525 Geneva … influence on Europe. I.e., through Calvin and Rousseau.


	527 Charles wore Frankish dress. As reported by his biographer, Einhard, in the Vita Karoli Magni.


	529 holy and blessed Carolus … Golden Bull. The Golden Bull of 1356, a decree issued by Emperor Charles IV stipulating the procedures by which the King of the Romans was to be elected. Neither it nor many of the other documents known as Golden Bulls mention Charlemagne. Herder is thinking of the Schwabenspiegel [Mirror of the Saxons], a legal code written c. 1275, in which Charlemagne is repeatedly referred to in this way.


	529 came to terms with the emperor in Constantinople. In 811, Charlemagne and Michael I signed a treaty that recognized Charlemagne as western emperor in exchange for him dropping any claims to the throne or territory of the Byzantine Empire.


	530 A mere 88 years … within a century of his death. The last legitimate Carolingian emperor was Charlemagne’s great-grandson, Charles the Fat (r. 881–87), deposed as King of East Francia by his nephew, Arnulf of Carinthia, the illegitimate son of Carloman of Bavaria. Arnulf was later crowned as Roman Emperor (r. 896–99). Charlemagne had died in 814.


	530 a canal … a trifling purpose. In 793, Charlemagne ordered the construction of a canal intended to link tributaries of the Rhine and Danube rivers—though, at least according to the Royal Frankish Annals, it was never operational. The Rhine-Main-Danube Canal finally opened some 1,200 years later, in 1992.


	530 your son Louis. Based on the uncharitable interpretation of a single remark of his biographer, Thegan, Louis the Pious (r. 813–40) was often held to have been responsible for the loss of the heroic lays that his father had collected—and thus of a native Germanic literary tradition.


	530 Alcuin … Angilbert … Einhard. These figures belong to the so-called “Carolingian Renaissance”: Alcuin of York (c. 735–804), theologian, grammarian, logician, and Master of the Palace School; Angilbert (c. 760–814), diplomat and poet, accordingly nicknamed “Homer” at court; Einhard (c. 775–840), scholar and courtier, best known for his Vita Karoli Magni [Life of Charlemagne] (c. 817–33).


	530 Perhaps you will appear again in the year 1800. Not long after Herder’s writing, the territories of East and West Francia were reunited by Napoleon, who formally dissolved the Holy Roman Empire in 1806.


	530 Hengist and Horsa. Legendary brothers (their names meaning “stallion” and “horse” respectively) who led the Angles, Saxons, and Jutes in their invasion of Britain in the fifth century. While Horsa fell in battle, Hengist would go on to conquer Kent and become its first Jutish king.


	531 first Saxon kingdom … tribute money. Æthelberht was married to Bertha, daughter of Charibert, the Merovingian King of Paris. It is unclear whether Æthelberht converted to Christianity under her influence or in consequence of the mission sent by Gregory the Great in 596. That mission was led by Augustine, a Benedictine monk who would become the first Archbishop of Canterbury; on the way to Kent, he and his forty companions, daunted by the task before them and wishing to return to Rome, were urged onward by the pope. Ine, king of Wessex (r. 689–726), was a patron of the Church and established a number of religious institutions. Herder’s remark about “tribute money,” while explained in the next sentence, is also an ironic allusion to the story in Matthew 17:24–27, where Peter is told he will find a coin in a fish’s mouth to pay the temple tax.


	531 For Christianity here … invaders. In other words, the Christianization of Saxon England is noteworthy because it was accomplished by the emerging temporal power of the Catholic Church rather than having spread under the Roman Empire.


	529 Northmen. Herder uses the term Normänner to refer both to the inhabitants of Norway (or Scandinavia more generally) and their descendants who settled Normandy; for clarity it is translated either as “Northmen” or “Normans,” depending on context.


	532 Though still a child … Leo IV. Alfred was made a consul by Leo IV in 853, rather than, as tradition has it, anointed as king (which would have been odd, since, as Herder notes, he had an elder brother—in fact three living elder brothers at the time of his journey to Rome). Alfred succeeded to the throne in 871; the Danes invaded that same year.


	532 raven banner. The battle standard of the Danes; supposedly their fortune in battle could be divined by the disposition of the emblazoned raven’s wings as the flag fluttered in the wind.


	533 Æthelstan, Edgar, and Edmund Ironside. Æthelstan, grandson of Alfred, King of the Anglo-Saxons (r. 924–27) and, after conquering the Viking Kingdom of York, King of the English (r. 927–39); Edgar the Peaceful (r. 959–75); Edmund Ironside (r. 1016) resisted the invading Danes under Cnut; Cnut subsequently reigned as King of England from 1016 to 1035; his successors were Harold Harefoot (r. 1035–40) and Harthnacnut (r. 1040–42). Edward the Confessor reclaimed the throne for the House of Wessex (r. 1042–66).


	533 Rurik … Rogvolod. Semilegendary chieftain of the Rus’, a Varangian (Viking) tribe. He established himself in Novgorod in 862 and founded the Rurik dynasty, which ruled the Kievan Rus’ and its successor states, including the Grand Duchy of Moscow and the Tsardom of Russia, until the seventeenth century. Askold and Dir were two members of Rurik’s clan who are said to have settled in Kiev, then an outpost of the Khazar empire, and become its rulers. They were usurped by the Varangian prince Oleg of Novgorod (r. 879–912), who made Kiev his capital. Rogvolod, who arrived from Scandinavia, was the first recorded Prince of Polotsk (r. 945–78), a state that by the thirteenth century had been integrated into the Grand Duchy of Lithuania.


	533 Naddod. Naddod’s accidental discovery of Iceland (early in the ninth century) after being blown off course en route to the Faeroes is described in the Landnámabók, a medieval Icelandic manuscript.


	534 Olaf … Sitric … Ivar. According to Gerald of Wales in Topographica Hibernica (c. 1188), the Viking settlements of Dublin, Waterford, and Limerick were each founded by one of these three brothers. The names Olaf, Sitric, and Ivar are frequent among Norse-Gael rulers in Ireland.


	534 Rollo … first duke of Normandy. Rollo settled in Normandy in 911; he took the baptismal name Robert after his godfather, Robert I of France.


	534 Tancred. Tancred of Hauteville (1075–1112), an Italo-Norman leader of the First Crusade who later became Prince of Galilee and regent of the Principality of Antioch.


	535 Pope Hildebrand. Gregory VII (r. 1073–85), whose clashes with William the Conqueror over the primacy of papal authority over secular rulers was an echo of his more famous dispute with Emperor Henry IV on the same issue.


	536 the school at Salerno … Monte Cassino. The Schola Medica Salernitana became, shortly after its foundation in the ninth century, the most important center of medical knowledge in western Europe. That knowledge was at first derived in part from Arabic medical treatises, collected in the library of Monte Cassino, as well as Arabic medical practice in the nearby Emirate of Sicily.


	536 Both kingdoms … once flourishing land. Since the death of Frederick II, the separate kingdoms of Naples and Sicily had been fought over and ruled by Spanish, French, and Austrian dynasties. At the time of Herder’s writing, both kingdoms were governed by a viceroy on behalf of the Bourbon kings of Spain.


	537 king of Jutland. Harald Klak, a deposed Danish king, was baptized in 826 while exiled at the court of Louis the Pious.


	537 Ketil the Pagan. When Inge the Elder, a Christian, retook the throne of Sweden from the usurping pagan Blot-Sweyn sometime in the 1080s, Ketil, a kinsman of the latter, so feared forcible conversion to Christianity that, according to legend, he took the actions that Herder describes here, thereby earning his epithet.


	538 Saint Ansgar. A Benedictine monk (801–65), the “Apostle of the North,” charged by Louis the Pious to undertake the Christianization of Denmark, Sweden, and Norway. Though he met with success—attributed by hagiographers to his abilities as a preacher and the holiness of his life—the region lapsed into paganism after his death. He also founded the abbey of Corvey mentioned later in this chapter.


	539 Northmen … Trier … Moravia. Between 881 and 882, Vikings plundered the Rhineland cities of Cologne, Bonn, Xanten, Trier, and Aachen. As Herder mentions in book 16, chapter II, in 899 Arnulf, King of East Francia and Roman Emperor, who had already fought two wars against the Slavic state of Great Moravia, enlisted the help of the Magyars. Though Arnulf died that same year, Moravia could not withstand the shock of the invasion and had collapsed by 907.


	539 Louis … Germany fell. Louis the German, first King of East Francia (r. 843–76). The figure identified as a “Count of Provence” (although he was actually a king; Provence would become a county only later) is Louis the Blind (r. 887–928), who, having deposed and replaced Berengar I as King of Italy in 900, was then crowned Roman Emperor in 901. Five years later, he was captured by Berengar, blinded, and stripped of his imperial and Italian titles. Berengar would go on to become Roman Emperor himself in 915. The two Italian princes mentioned by Herder are Guy I and Lambert I, a father and son who were Dukes of Spoleto and Kings of Italy; they ruled as Roman Emperor from 891–894 and 892–898 (for a time as corulers).


	539 first two kings … Conrad and Henry. Conrad I, Duke of Franconia and King of East Francia (r. 911–18), the first ruler of that realm not to be descended from the Carolingian dynasty. He was succeeded by the Duke of Saxony, Henry the Fowler (r. 918–36), who, as the first non-Frankish king, is considered to be the founder of the medieval German state.


	539 Otto … Adelaide … way to Rome. On the death of his father, Henry the Fowler, in 936 Otto was crowned King of Germany. When Berengar II became King of Italy in 950, he sought to legitimize his rule by trying to force Adelaide, respectively the daughter, daughter-in-law, and widow of the three previous kings, to wed his son. When she refused, Berengar had her imprisoned. Adelaide then sent a message to Otto, seeking his protection and offering herself to him in marriage. Otto marched into Italy, where he met little resistance, and was himself crowned King of Italy in 951, but transferred the title back to Berengar in exchange for his fealty. That proved unwise, as Berengar would later attempt to reassert his independence from Otto, prompting a second German invasion in 961; Berengar was deposed once more, and Otto, as King of Germany and Italy, was crowned Holy Roman Emperor (r. 962–73).


	540 Sic vos non vobis. Thus you labor, but not for yourselves. According to tradition, this phrase was written four times by Virgil on the walls of Maecenas’s villa, and deliberately left unfinished, as a sly challenge to a poet, Bathyllus, who had claimed as his own verses in fact written by Virgil. When Bathyllus faltered and Virgil completed the lines, the true authorship of the disputed work was proven.


	541 the two Fredericks. The Holy Roman Emperors Frederick I, better known as Frederick Barbarossa (r. 1155–90), and his grandson Frederick II (r. 1220–45), under whom the Empire would attain its greatest territorial extent.


	544 Yaik and the Yenisei. The Yaik, now known as the Ural River, rises in the mountains of the same name and discharges into the Caspian Sea. The Yenisei, the source of which lies in Mongolia, flows through Siberia and empties into the Arctic Ocean.






Book 19


	547 St Peter … rock of his faith … entrusted to him. Matthew 16:18.


	547 Gottlieb Jakob Planck [note a]. Planck (1751–1833), theologian and ecclesiastical historian; the work to which Herder refers is Geschichte der Entstehung, der Veränderungen und der Bildung des protestantischen Lehrbegriffs [History of the Origin, Changes, and Development of Protestant Doctrinal System] (Leipzig, 1781–1800).


	548 Victor … Asia Minor. Christians in Asia Minor celebrated Easter on Nisan 14, the day before Jewish Passover, regardless of what day of the week it fell on, as the Crucifixion had occurred on the Friday before Passover. Though a number of synods condemned this divergent practice, it was nevertheless tolerated prior to the accession of Pope Victor I (r. 189–99), who took a hard line and attempted to excommunicate the communities in question.


	548 the first schism between Jewish and gentile Christians. Apostles 15:5–29.


	549 The liberties … unheard of. By conferring the imperial crown on Charlemagne, the pope claimed the right to appoint, and thus also his superiority over, the Emperor of the Romans. The subordination of the temporal monarch can be seen in the act of public penance undertaken by Charlemagne’s son Louis the Pious in 822 before Paschal I and, most famously, by Henry IV at Canossa in 1077 before Gregory VII.


	550 Winfrid or Saint Boniface. Saint Boniface (c. 675–754), born Winfrid, was a leader of the Anglo-Saxon mission to Germania.


	550 the Pseudo-Isidorian Decretals. These ninth-century forgeries, purporting to be a collection of papal letters and decrees, were designed to free the Church from interference by the Carolingian state and to expand the legal jurisdiction of the pope.


	550 universal bishop. Although Pope Gregory I (r. 590–604) had denounced as prideful the pretensions of John, Patriarch of Constantinople, to the title of “universal bishop” (i.e., primacy within the Church), the title was claimed by his successors. In 607, Boniface II obtained a decree from Emperor Phocas to the effect that the See of Rome had supremacy over all other churches.


	550 investiture of the ecclesiastical peers of the realm. The Investiture Controversy, which began as a struggle between Gregory VII and Henry IV in 1076, was a dispute, escalating into civil war, over whether the temporal sovereign had the right to appoint high church officials.


	551 Muhammad appeared … outskirts of Rome. Arab raiders, sailing from Sicily, attacked and looted outlying districts of Rome in 846.


	554 coat without seam … soldiers. John 19:23–24.


	555 Messen. The German word Messe means both “mass” (in the ecclesiastical sense) and “trade fair.”


	555 Pax Dei. The Peace of God, first proclaimed in 989 at the Council of Charroux, was intended to protect ecclesiastical property, agricultural resources, and unarmed clerics, thereby limiting the violence endemic to the western half of the former Carolingian Empire.


	555 Vehmic courts. A Westphalian tribunal system of the later Middle Ages, presided over by lay judges and often meeting in secret, with the power of life and death.


	556 Frederick II … Conradin. Frederick II was the ward of Innocent III (and tutored by Cencio Savelli, who would become Honorius III). In 1227, he was excommunicated by Gregory IX, whose successor, Innocent IV, plotted to depose both him and Conradin, King of Sicily (r. 1254–68).


	557 Boniface VIII. Boniface (r. 1294–1303) asserted papal supremacy in temporal as well as spiritual affairs, which provoked a bitter and lengthy quarrel with Philip IV of France. Boniface’s intransigence eventually resulted in his abduction and murder (and, according to Dante Alighieri, an eternity spent in the Eighth Circle of Hell).


	559 Vladimir. Vladimir the Great, Grand Prince of Kiev (r. 980–1015), who in 987 sent envoys to study Roman Catholicism, Eastern Orthodox Christianity, Judaism, and Islam, representatives of which had been urging him to embrace their respective faiths; he ultimately chose to embrace Orthodoxy.


	559 Charlemagne’s son … command. During a revolt by his sons, and with Pope Gregory IV conspiring against him, Louis the Pious was compelled in 833 to undertake public penance and resign his offices; then, when the tide turned against his usurping son Lothair, was restored in 834.


	559 Henry of Saxony … diadem. Henry the Fowler died in 936 before he could travel to Rome to be crowned Holy Roman Emperor.


	560 Henry II … Frederick II was excommunicated. Henry II, last Ottonian King of Germany (r. 1002–24), was crowned Holy Roman Emperor in 1013 by Benedict VIII. Pope Gregory IX excommunicated Frederick II in 1227 during the Sixth Crusade. The pretext was the emperor’s withdrawal from Acre, where an epidemic was raging, and the supposed breaking of his crusader vow; in reality, the move was a means of striking back at Frederick, who had been attempting to consolidate imperial power in Italy at the expense of the papacy. A later pope, Innocent IV, also conspired against Frederick, declaring him to be deposed at a council in Lyon in 1245 and backing instead Heinrich Raspe, Landgrave of Thuringia and then William II of Holland as anti-kings.


	560 estates of the realm. Throughout most of medieval Europe the body politic consisted of three estates or classes: the clergy, nobility, and commoners or townspeople.


	561 Kyrie eleison. “Lord, have mercy.”


	561 St Stephen … cross. The Kingdom of Hungary is Herder’s favorite example of an illegitimately established state, artificially created by papal fiat rather than the expression of the political will of the nation. Sylvester II sent Stephen a gold crown and, according to tradition, granted the kings of Hungary the title of Apostolic Majesty and Apostolic Legate in recognition of Stephen’s Christianizing efforts. Emperor Otto III gave Stephen a replica of the Holy Lance, which the latter employed as a symbol of kingly authority; the Hungarian royal scepter closely resembled a mace. As legate, Stephen possessed the right to have a cross carried before him.


	562 Johannes Müller … Switzerland [note b]. Johannes Müller (1752–1809), author of Die Geschichten der Schweizer [The Histories of the Swiss] (Bern, 1780). He had been friends with Herder since 1782, when he traveled to Weimar to visit his younger brother, Johann Georg, who at that time was studying under Herder. The Müllers edited the first edition of Herder’s collected works, which began to appear in 1805.


	563 Gerbert. Gerbert of Aurillac (946–1003), later the same Pope Sylvester II who confirmed Stephen in his Apostolic Majesty, here appears in a more positive light. He was a prolific scholar, particularly of mathematics, who is credited with introducing the decimal system of numerals into Europe.


	564 Breslau in 1784 … Anderson [note f]. The reference is to the anonymous Allgemeine Geschichte der Handlung und Schiffahrt (Breslau, 1754) and Adam Anderson’s An Historical and Chronological Deduction of the Origin of Commerce from the Earliest Accounts to the Present Time (London, 1764).


	566 restoring the sacred Black Stone to its place. The Black Stone, housed in the Kaaba in Mecca, was venerated in pagan times. According to tradition, a fire had damaged the Kaaba in 605 and, after repairs were completed, none of the local clans could agree who among them should have the honor of setting the Black Stone in place. They elected to wait for the next man to come through the gate and ask him to make the decision: that man turned out to be Muhammad, five years before his first revelation. He instructed the elders of each clan to hold the corners of a cloth, and on it carry the Black Stone inside the shrine, before Muhammad himself returned the Stone to its customary position.


	566 Koreishite. Muhammad was born into the Koreish or Quraysh tribe, which controlled Mecca and its Kaaba.


	566 the celebrated banquet of Ali. The so-called Feast of Dhul-Asheera in 617, at which Muhammad gathered members of his clan and enjoined them to embrace Islam. Only Ali, his cousin and future son-in-law, announced his support; this led, according to some accounts, Muhammad to recognize Ali as his successor.


	565 Sale’s introduction … Bréquigny [note b]. The reference is to George Sale’s “Preliminary Discourse” in his translation of The Koran, Commonly Called the Alcoran of Mohammed (London, 1734), which was itself translated into German in 1746; Jean Gagnier’s La vie de Mahomet (Amsterdam, 1732); and Louis-Georges-Oudard-Feudrix de Bréquigny, “Mémoire sur l’établissement de la religion et de l’empire de Mahomet,” in Mémoires de Littérature, 32 (1768), 404–31. Sale was also one of the contributors to the Universal History (London, 1747–68).


	567 Khalid, ‘Amr, Abu Ubaidah. Khalid ibn al-Walīd conquered the Arabian Peninsula in 632 and later led campaigns against Persia and Byzantium. ‘Amr ibn al-‘As led the Muslim conquest of Egypt in 640. Abu Ubaidah ibn al-Jarrah, supreme commander of the army under Caliph Umar.


	568 Caliph’s Reasoning. This story, related by Gibbon by way of the thirteenth-century bishop Abulpharagius (Gregory Bar Hebraeus) is apocryphal, not least because when the Muslims captured Alexandria in 642, the scholar John Philoponus (John the Grammarian) had been dead for seventy-two years and was therefore in no fit state to petition the caliph.


	568 Uthman … Umayyads. The most consequential act taken by Caliph Uthman (r. 644–55), one of the first six converts to Islam mentioned earlier, was to order scholars to prepare the standard version of the Koran. Ali’s short reign (656–61) also ended in assassination. His son, Hasan, ruled only for a few months before being compelled to abdicate by the governor of Syria, Mu’awiyah (r. 661–80). The Umayyad dynasty that he inaugurated lasted until 750.


	568 Al-Walid’s armies … Tariq and Musa. Under Caliph al-Walid (r. 705–15), military governors conquered Transoxiana (Central Asia), including the cities of Bukhara and Samarkand, and Sind (in modern Pakistan). In the west, the governor of Ifriqya, Musa bin Nusayr, and his lieutenant, Ṭāriq ibn Ziyād, conquered Tangier before invading the Visigothic Kingdom of Hispania in 711.


	568 Abbasid dynasty. The Abbasid Caliphate (750–1258) witnessed territorial decline and political fragmentation, but also the Islamic Golden Age, when the arts and sciences flourished, particularly during the reigns of al-Mansur (r. 754–75), Harun al-Rashid (r. 786–809), and al-Ma’mun (r. 813–33).


	569 Harun al-Rashid’s viceroy … aqueduct. The viceroy in question was Ibrahim I ibn al-Aghlab, who was appointed hereditary Emir of Ifriqiya (a territory incorporating modern Tunisia and the Libyan coast) in 800; his son, Ziyadat Allah I, the third emir, presided over the invasion of Sicily in 827. The Aghlabid capital of Kairouan was not, as Herder seems to suggest, identical with the ancient African city of Cyrene, which lay farther to the east. Although the Aghlabids did indeed briefly move their capital to Tunis, Herder may well be thinking, with his reference to an aqueduct, of a still-extant system of cisterns built outside Kairouan designed to provide water to the capital and fed by a thirty-six-mile irrigation channel.


	569 last caliph of Baghdad. Al-Mustansir, who would become the first Abbasid caliph of Cairo, was actually the uncle of the last caliph of Baghdad, who was killed after the Mongols sacked the city in 1258. Similarly, Al-Mutawakkil III, the last caliph, was actually the seventeenth; his reign came to an end in 1517, when he renounced the title and its outward symbols (the sword and mantle of Muhammad) to the Ottoman sultan.


	569 parts of it came under the rule of Christians. Not just Spain and Sicily, but also the various short-lived Crusader states established in the Holy Land and eastern Mediterranean.


	570 Al-Ma’mun … Khorasan. Tahir ibn Husayn commanded the armies that triumphed in the civil war between the rival Abbasid caliphs al-Amin and al-Ma’mun. He was rewarded with the hereditary governorship of Khorasan in Central Asia; the Tahirid dynasty of emirs ruled Khorasan from 821 to 873 and enjoyed great autonomy from the Abbasids. The river once known as “Gihon” and “Oxus” is the Amu Darya between Tajikistan and Afghanistan.


	571 schism between Umayyads and Alids. I.e., the schism between Sunni and Shia Muslims, represented in Herder’s time by the Ottoman sultan, to whom the title of caliph had been transferred, and the Persian shah.


	571 Old Man of the Mountain. Rashid ad-Din Sinan, a leader of the Nizari Ismailis, a Shia sect better known as the Order of Assassins, which maintained a network of fortresses in the mountains of Syria and Persia (the Nizari Ismaili “state”) between c. 1090 and 1256.


	573 Michaelis … Bibliothek [note b]. The reference is to a lengthy review of a translation of the Koran published by Friedrich Eberhard Boysen in 1773; the review appeared in the journal Orientalische und exegetische Bibliothek, 8 (1775), 30–98, edited by the Göttingen orientalist Johann David Michaelis.


	574 Ulfilas … Caedmon … Otfrid. Ulfilas (c. 311–83), author of the Gothic alphabet and translator of the Gothic Bible. Caedmon (fl. c. 657–84), first recorded English poet. Otfrid (c. 800–875), monk and author of the oldest surviving work of literature in the German vernacular.


	575 The fairy tale. Herder is thinking in particular of One Thousand and One Nights, which was compiled during the Islamic Golden Age and first published in Europe in a twelve-volume French translation by Antoine Galland (1704–17).


	575 A Persian merchant … Koran. According to tradition, recorded for example in Barthélemy d’Herbelot’s Bibliothèque Orientale, Nasser ben Hareth had brought back from his commercial voyages to Persia the tales and legends of that country: “The telling of these fables were more pleasing to the Arabs than when Muhammad related to them the stories of the Old Testament; they despised them, saying to him that those which Nasser recounted were much more beautiful. This preference brought down on Nasser the opprobrium of Muhammad and all his disciples” (Bibliothèque Orientale [Paris, 1697], p. 664).


	575 Peris and neris. In Persian mythology, a peri was a beautiful and benevolent spirit, usually likened by Europeans to a fairy. By “neri,” Herder appears to mean what contemporary orientalists described as a div ner. The divs were demons: “Among these Divs are those the Persians call Ner or Neré; that is to say, male; because they are the most terrible and the most evil of all” (Bibliothèque Orientale, p. 298).


	576 60 camels … dictionaries. The anecdote is quoted by John Richardson, A Dissertation on the Languages, Literature, and Manners of Eastern Nations (Oxford, 1778), p. 230, from Edward Pococke’s preface to his Latin translation of Carmen Tograi (Oxford, 1661).


	576 Reiske [note c]. Johann Jakob Reiske (1716–74), pioneer of Arabic and Byzantine philology; an autodidact, he lacked a university position, suspecting his tenured rivals of blocking his academic path, and depended on literary piecework until, late in life, he was given the rectorship of the city school.


	577 In Samarkand … determined. The Timurid sultan Ulegh Beg (1393–1449) built an observatory in Samarkand, where he accurately calculated the length of the sidereal year and the polymath Nasir al-Din al-Tusi oversaw the publication of the Ilkanic Tables.


	578 A giant lacking nothing but his eye. Cf. Bacon, Advancement of Learning (London, 1605), book 2, chapter 4: “Civil history, in general, may be divided into three particular kinds, viz., sacred, civil, and literary; the latter whereof being wanting, the history of the world appears like the statue of Polyphemus, without its eye; the part that best shows the life and spirit of the person.”






Book 20


	581 Carnuntum. A Roman fortress on the Danube, halfway between modern Vienna and Bratislava.


	581 Azov … Pontic Olbia. The city of Azov, which sits on the northeastern coast of the sea that bears it name, was built by the Venetians on the site of the ruined Greek colony Tanais. Tanais was also the Greek name for the River Don: in the Icelandic Ynglinga saga by Snorri Sturluson, Asgard is the principal city of Asaland, a country to the east of the Tanais, ruled by the warrior-chief Odin before he resettled in Scandinavia. For Friedrich Christoph Fischer, whom Herder frequently cites in Part Four, “Azov” descends from the Germanic Aesir tribe (supposedly identical with the Alans); but in reality, the name comes from the Turkic word Azak, meaning “lowlands” (Geschichte des teutschen Handels, vol. 1 [Hannover, 1785], p. 124). Pontic Olbia was another Greek colony, on the mouth of the Southern Bug, northwest of Crimea, in modern Ukraine, and just west of the Dnieper River. In Greek sources, “Borysthenes” usually refers to the Dnieper, but Fischer notes that Olbia was “called by the Greeks Borysthenes and in our northern sagas Alfheim” (p. 129).


	582 Venice … marshes. The following summary of the history of Venice spans the years from 421 (the traditional date of the city’s foundation) to roughly 1204 (the Sack of Constantinople during the Fourth Crusade).


	582 oldest extant republic. The Republic of Venice would finally be dissolved in 1797, just six years after Herder published Part Four of the Ideas, following defeat at the hands of Napoleon.


	584 the island of Corsica. Corsica was part of the Republic of Genoa from 1284 to 1755.


	584 Caffa. The Genoese established a colony in Caffa (now Feodosia) on the Crimean coast in 1266, after purchasing it from the Golden Horde.


	584 Chioggia. The Battle of Chioggia took place in 1380.


	584 Crusades … Lord’s body. In 1009, Caliph Al-Hakim ordered the destruction of the original Church of the Holy Sepulcher and Tomb of Christ; this would later become one of the pretexts for the First Crusade.


	588 Reiske … Cardonne [note b]. Of those works not already cited by Herder in this footnote, the reference is to Johann Jacob Reiske, Thograis sogenanntes Lammisches Gedicht [Al-Tughrai’s Poem, the So-Called Lamiyyat al-ʿajam] (Friedrichstadt, 1756); Edward Pococke, Historia compendiosa dynastiarum, authore Gregorio Abul-Pharajio (Oxford, 1663); and Simon Ockley, History of the Saracens (London, 1708/18), which Herder knew from its German translation: Geschichte der Saracenen (Leipzig, 1745).


	588 Amadís de Gaula. The prototypical chivalric romance, and Don Quixote’s favorite book. The earliest surviving edition, by Garci Rodriguez de Montalvo, was printed in 1508.


	590 Belial’s suit against Christ. In Jacobus Palladinus de Teramo’s Consolatio peccatorum, seu Processus Luciferi contra Jesum Christum, also known as Liber Belial [The Book of Belial] (1382), the eponymous demon accuses Jesus of meddling in the affairs of the world, which, he claims, is under the jurisdiction of Hell. Solomon presides over the trial and unsurprisingly finds in favor of Christ.


	590 Ogier the Dane … sons of Aymon. Characters in medieval chansons de gestes: Ogier the Dane is a legendary knight of Charlemagne, first appearing in the Chanson de Roland (c. 1060); Huon of Bordeaux is the eponymous protagonist of a thirteenth-century epic; and the four sons of Duke Aymon of Dordone—Renaud de Montauban and his brothers, Guichard, Allard, and Richardet, together with their magical horse Bayard—are the heroes of a fantastical tale, the oldest version of which dates from the late twelfth century.


	592 heroic and political drama … its five—or rather, seven—acts. I.e., the seven Crusades in the Holy Land.


	593 Tasso’s immortal poem. The work in question is Gerusalemme liberata [Jerusalem Delivered] (Parma and Ferrara, 1581), a highly idealized account of the First Crusade.


	594 Treaty … Sultan of Egypt. In 1229, Frederick II and Sultan Al-Kamil (the same figure who is mentioned later as gifting the emperor with a clock) negotiated a ten-year peace and agreed that the city of Jerusalem and other holy sites would be returned to the Kingdom of Jerusalem: a unique diplomatic achievement in the history of the Crusades.


	591 Saint Louis. Louis IX (r. 1226–70), the only king of France to be canonized, was noted for his religious and crusading zeal, burning Jewish books in Paris, and expanding the scope of the Inquisition in his dominions.


	595 Lion of Saint Mark. The symbol of Venice: a winged lion holding a Bible.


	598 Marco Polo … John of Plano Carpini. Besides Marco Polo, whose travels along the Silk Road from 1271 to 1295 are well known, Herder mentions the Flemish Franciscan William of Rubruck, who, having accompanied Louis IX on the Seventh Crusade, was sent by the French king in 1253 to missionize at the court of the Great Khan (and not just to satisfy the monarch’s curiosity). He was preceded by Giovanni da Pian del Carpine, who arrived before the Great Khan in 1246, bearing a letter from Pope Innocent IV. The expeditions sponsored by Louis and Innocent scarcely support Herder’s argument: one reason for the many diplomatic and evangelizing missions to the Mongols was the conviction that victory in the Crusades depended on the assistance of an eastern power: either the Mongol Empire or, if he could be found, the legendary Prester John.


	600 Numerous sects … Christ in poverty. Manichaeism, a syncretic religion blending elements of Zoroastrianism, Christianity, and Buddhism, emerged in Persia in the third century and flourished until the seventh, spreading quickly across the Roman Empire and central Asia. It was persecuted and then displaced by the rise of Islam, surviving until the fourteenth century in south China. During the Middle Ages, several dualist, neo-Gnostic movements appeared that were collectively branded “Manichaean” by the Church and persecuted as Christian heresies: Paulicianism, which arose in Armenia in the seventh century; Bogomilism, a sect founded by its namesake, a Bulgarian priest in the tenth century and diffused across the Balkans; and Catharism, which thrived in northern Italy and southern France between the twelfth and fourteenth centuries. What connects these groups, and other heresiarchs such as Henry of Lausanne, Peter de Buys, and Peter Waldo, all active in the twelfth century, is a commitment to the virtues of Primitive Christianity—a life of chastity and the absence of obscurantist rituals administered by a clerical class—that will find more permanent expression in early reformers such as Jan Hus and John Wycliffe and eventually Martin Luther, John Calvin, et al.


	600 with strict distinctions. The meaning of this qualifying phrase is somewhat obscure: possibly Herder is referring to the distinction in Cathar communities between the perfecti—the spiritual elite—and credentes or ordinary believers, who were not expected to practice asceticism to the same degree.


	600 they translated the New Testament into this language. Peter Waldo, the leader of the Waldensians, commissioned a translation of the New Testament into Franco-Provençal in the late 1170s, the first translation of the Bible into a vernacular language.


	601 queen’s confessor … Orléans. In 1022, thirteen heretics were executed on the orders of Robert II of France, including Stephen, the former confessor of Queen Constance.


	601 the Inquisition. The Inquisition was established in 1184 in Languedoc to suppress Catharism (and other heresies); the murder of a papal legate attached to the Inquisition led to the Albigensian Crusade (1209–29), a military campaign against the Cathar stronghold.


	601 Raymond VI of Toulouse. As Count of Toulouse, Raymond (1156–1222) tolerated his Cathar subjects, for which he was twice excommunicated, and organized resistance against the Albigensian Crusade.


	601 Simon de Montfort. As leader of the Crusade, the fifth Earl of Leicester (c. 1175–1218) was renowned for his brutality. In 1210, he ordered the burning of 140 heretics in the village of Minerve and the mutilation of the villagers of Bram (they had their eyes gouged out and their ears, noses, and lips cut off). In 1216, he captured Toulouse and confiscated the territories of Raymond VI while the latter was exiled in England.


	601 blood court. I.e., the Inquisition. In medieval Germany, “blood court” referred to the highest penal authority, the power to pass a death sentence.


	603 William of Ockham … Louis of Bavaria. William of Ockham (c. 1287–1347), English Franciscan and philosopher, who, because of the attacks of Pope John XXII on the Rule of Saint Francis, was obliged to take refuge in the court of the Holy Roman Emperor, Louis IV of Bavaria (r. 1328–47), who was himself at odds with John XXII. William wrote various treatises rejecting papal claims to supremacy in temporal affairs and setting out the proper powers of pope and emperor. Earlier in the fourteenth century, Philip IV of France (1285–1314) had been embroiled in a similar conflict with Boniface VIII.


	603 Gerbert of Aurillac … Ramon Llull. Gerbert of Aurillac (c. 946–1003), better known as Pope Sylvester II, built his own reputation as a mathematician on his study of Arabic texts in Spain; he reintroduced the abacus to western Europe; Albertus Magnus (c. 1200–1280), German theologian and natural philosopher whose influential commentaries on Aristotle were themselves indebted to Avicenna and Averroes; Arnaldus de Villa Nova (c. 1240–1311), Spanish physician who translated a number of medical works from Arabic; Roger Bacon (c. 1219–c. 1292), English philosopher and friar, whose writings are informed by Aristotle and Arab scholars; Ramon Llull (c. 1232–c. 1315), Catalan philosopher and logician who read extensively in Latin and Arabic literature.


	604 Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite. The otherwise unknown author of a corpus of fifth-century theological works that, translated into Latin from the Greek, would exert a profound influence on the development of western mysticism.


	606 kalokagathia. The harmony of beauty and virtue.


	609 Salvino. Salvino degli Armati (d. 1317), a Florentine artisan who in the seventeenth century was mistakenly credited with the invention of eyeglasses (which were invented in the late thirteenth century).


	603 Roger Bacon. Bacon (c. 1219/20–c. 1292) has come to be seen, and celebrated, as a precursor of the modern scientific method for his experimental work in optics; his Opus Majus (1267) is a synthetic work treating various branches of natural science. He was the first European to describe the formula for gunpowder.


	610 Guido Arezzo. An eleventh-century Benedictine monk and author of Micrologus (1025/26), in which he introduced the five-line staff as a system of musical notation.


	610 gave rise to a third estate. An oblique reference to the French Revolution, in which the Third Estate (commoners) had asserted themselves against the First and Second Estates (clergy and nobility respectively). In his 1789 manifesto Qu’est-ce que le Tiers-État? Emmanuel-Joseph Sieyès had famously described the Third Estate as the only economically and socially productive class (and therefore equivalent to the “nation”).
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