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Introduction 

Hans Adler and Wulf Koepke 

Herder, the Famous Nobody 
HE PRESENT VOLUME TRIES TO CONVEY a comprehensive picture of the 
life and works of Johann Gottfried Herder. The nineteen authors of the 

following seventeen articles provide an overview of the diverse aspects of 
Herder’s contributions to eighteenth-century culture and beyond. It is no 
coincidence that this volume is the first collaborative attempt ever to compile 
a Companion to Herder’s works. Today it is possible and timely to do justice 
to Herder’s work and ideas as an achievement in their own right, to view his 
work as an independent historical-philosophical approach to almost all im-
portant problems of the Enlightenment and beyond. Today, we can read this 
author in a different, more open way and, indeed, he “speaks” to us in a way 
that lets us discover a partner in discourse bridging more than two centuries. 
This Companion is, furthermore, the result of a collaborative effort because 
the diversity of Herder’s work defies a single-authored approach. The only 
attempt to provide a presentation of the “whole” Herder was that of Rudolf 
Haym in his Herder nach seinem Leben und seinen Werken.1 Emil Adler’s 
Herder und die deutsche Aufklärung2 and Robert T. Clark’s Herder: His Life 
and Thought3 have merits of their own but do not match Haym’s monumen-
tal work. One of the hallmarks of Haym’s still dominating, all-encompassing 
biography is the impressive figure of four complete reprints of the two 
volumes with their more than 1500 pages in the original edition. Haym’s 
work constitutes, however, a liability as well as a legacy, because his book 
determined posterity’s reception of Herder in a decisive but unfortunately 
misleading way. He depicted Herder as a thinker of the second order, one 
who, already at the age of twenty-one, had lost contact with the avant-garde 
of the early 1770s, Kant above all. Herder as the pre-critical Kantian, the 
“poetic” philosopher, as Kant claimed in a malicious review of the first two 
volumes of Herder’s opus maximum, Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der 
Menschheit (Ideas on the Philosophy of the History of Humankind, 1784–
91),4 Herder as a discursive chimera, merging poetry and philosophy in — as 
Kant saw it — an illegitimate way. Haym also reinforced the notion that 
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while the young Herder had a decisive impact on the Sturm und Drang 
generation, his later works, especially those written after the French Revo-
lution, showed a retrograde mind whose jealousy of Goethe and Schiller 
blinded him to their merits and made him irrelevant to the cultural develop-
ment of Germany. 

During the first decades of the twentieth century the dominant trend of 
scholarship favored wholesale notions and generalizations, often allied with a 
political agenda that did not do justice to Herder’s ideas and texts. The most 
salient example is the misuse and abuse of Herder’s concepts of Nation and 
Volk to justify all forms of aggressive nationalism. Today, research is much 
more open and better prepared to focus on the independent quality of 
Herder’s work instead of condemning it on the shaky ground of unques-
tioned epistemological standards. Herder’s difficult position resulted in his 
being present but not known, exercising a considerable influence without 
being named, one of the famous unknowns in the history of ideas. 

Most recent research, however, has dramatically shifted the perspective 
on Herder and allows for a new and fresh view on this exciting and chal-
lenging author. Having been muffled for almost two centuries, abused by 
one-eyed as well as highly ideological misappropriations, and, time and 
again, distorted in a viciously reductionist way by biased readings from a 
certain ideological point of view, it has taken a considerable effort to clear 
the path to Herder’s work. Further, a more precise reading of Herder’s texts 
reveals that Herder’s allegedly obscure terminology is indeed clear and con-
sistent, and that his ideas are surprisingly relevant, once decoded in an ap-
propriate manner. Herder is now on his way to being rediscovered, not only 
in the Western world, but also in non-Western languages and cultures, par-
ticularly in Japan. The attempt to do justice to Herder in order to unveil the 
wealth of his ideas and his own paradigmatic way of thought — from lin-
guistics to theology, comparative literature to cultural studies, aesthetics to 
political science and history — is a synergetic endeavor. This volume tries to 
contribute to and encourage these efforts so that Herder’s work may become 
an integral part of teaching and understanding in today’s humanities. 

Herder the Perennial Forerunner  
vs. Herder the Innovator 

Johann Gottfried Herder was born into very modest circumstances. Born in 
1744 in the small town of Mohrungen in East Prussia (today Morąg, 
Poland) as the third of five children of a poor Protestant family, Herder re-
ceived a stipend to study theology at the university of Königsberg, a stipend 
that he had to supplement by tutoring. During his student years from 1762 
to 1764, his main interest was the lectures of the young philosopher 
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Immanuel Kant. He was an outstanding student of Kant; at the same time 
he became a friend of Kant’s friend Johann Georg Hamann, a deeply reli-
gious critic of rationalist Enlightenment. 

After graduating in theology, Herder accepted an offer from the Dom-
schule in Riga, where he became a successful teacher and preacher. The port 
city of Riga was then part of the Russian empire. With his three collections 
of fragments under the title Über die neuere deutsche Literatur (On Recent 
German Literature, 1766–1767), Herder became well known in Germany as 
a literary critic. 

In 1769, Herder left Riga abruptly, and went on a sea voyage to France, 
first to Nantes and then to Paris. His Journal meiner Reise im Jahr 1769 
(Journal of My Voyage in the Year 1769) was first published posthumously 
in 1846. Herder continued to make his name with the Kritische Wälder 
(Critical Forests, 1769) and his prize-essay, the Abhandlung über die 
Ursprung der Sprache (Treatise on the Origin of Language, written 1770, 
published 1772). During a stay in Strasbourg in 1770 for the cure of an eye 
ailment, Herder met the young student Johann Wolfgang Goethe, the 
beginning of a lifelong relationship. In 1771 Herder was appointed preacher 
and church administrator in the small principality of Schaumburg-Lippe. 
Foremost among the works Herder produced during his five years there 
were the controversial Bible commentary Älteste Urkunde des Menschen-
geschlechts (The Oldest Document of the Human Race, 1774/1776) and the 
polemic treatise Auch eine Philosophie der Geschichte zur Bildung der Mensch-
heit (Another Philosophy of History for the Education of Humankind, 
1774). In 1773, Herder married Caroline Flachsland from Darmstadt. They 
had eight children, born between 1774 and 1790. Caroline became Herder’s 
foremost confidante and collaborator. 

In 1776, with the help of Goethe, Herder was appointed as court 
preacher and general superintendent for the duchy of Sachsen-Weimar, 
where he lived for the rest of his life. As leader of the church and the school 
system of the duchy, Herder made many efforts to reform both institutions. 
He was active and successful as a preacher, although the secularized court 
society did not share his religious views. In Weimar, Herder entered an 
extraordinary personal, intellectual, and artistic constellation, where he 
communicated intensely with the leading figures of German cultural life at 
that time: Johann Wolfgang Goethe, Friedrich Schiller, Christoph Martin 
Wieland, Karl Ludwig von Knebel, Johann August von Einsiedel, Prince 
August von Gotha, not to talk about the duke’s mother Anna Amalia and 
the duchess Luise. Herder entertained contact with leading representatives 
of the rising bourgeois culture all over the Holy Roman Empire of the 
German Nation. 

In spite of heavy and time-consuming duties as a church and school ad-
ministrator, Herder continued his literary production in various fields, such 
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as philosophy of history, bible studies, literary criticism, aesthetics, and prac-
tical theology. Among his major publications of the earlier Weimar years are 
Vom Erkennen und Empfinden der menschlichen Seele (On the Cognition and 
Sensation of the Human Soul, 1778), Plastik (Sculpture, 1778), Briefe, das 
Studium der Theologie betreffend (Letters Concerning the Study of Theology, 
1780/81), Vom Geist der Ebräischen Poesie (On the Spirit of Hebrew Poetry, 
1782/83), Gott. Einige Gespräche (God, Some Conversations, 1787) and his 
most important work, the aforementioned Ideen zur Philosophie der Ge-
schichte der Menschheit. One should also not forget Herder’s seminal collec-
tion of folk songs, entitled simply Volkslieder (1778/79). Herder reedited 
shorter essays and translations of poetry from various languages in six col-
lections called Zerstreute Blätter (1785–97). 

A journey to Italy in 1788/89 proved to be rather a disappointment. 
The French Revolution of 1789 affected Weimar in various ways. Herder 
initially had high hopes that the revolution would have beneficial conse-
quences for Germany, which caused tensions in the Weimar society. As a 
response to the events, Herder published his collections Briefe zu Beförde-
rung der Humanität (Letters for the Advancement of Humanity, 1793–
1797). He regarded the growing friendship between Goethe and Schiller 
and their non-political, “classical” ideal of literature, as presented in their 
journal Die Horen (1795–97), with growing skepticism. 

In his last years before his death in 1803 Herder was increasingly iso-
lated in Weimar. He was dissatisfied with the cultural developments, particu-
larly the upcoming of German Romanticism, the impact of Kant’s critical 
philosophy, and the idealism of Johann Gottlieb Fichte. Herder’s polemics 
against the Kantian philosophy in his Metakritik (1799) and Kalligone (1800) 
were not well received at the time, but are finding more receptive readers 
today. Herder’s writings on the New Testament and religion are usually 
called Christliche Schriften (Christian Writings, 1794–98). In his last years 
Herder published the periodical Adrastea (1801–4), to assess the cultural 
and political heritage of the eighteenth century. Herder died on December 
18, 1803. He was buried in “his” church in Weimar on December 21. 

It is not easy to trace and appropriately assess the achievements of this 
extremely active and influential thinker of the German eighteenth century. 
In the tenth book of Dichtung und Wahrheit, Goethe provided a blueprint 
for the assessment of Herder as critic, but not creator, motivating others, but 
not being their leader: “. . . he [Herder] was more inclined to test and 
stimulate than to lead and direct.”5 Forerunners in the history of ideas share 
the unfortunate fate of serving as an intellectual spark for later developments 
that go far beyond the initiator’s original intention and then being forgotten 
or fading into obscurity. In this sense, forerunners are never fully aware of 
their own achievements, catalysts not fully conscious of the consequences of 
their thoughts and actions. Indeed, Herder was the forerunner of the 
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German version of protest against a narrow understanding of Enlighten-
ment. Not only did he share the assumption of many of his contemporaries 
that the human being has to be conceived of as a complex entity consisting 
of mind and body, with a clear and challenging anti-Cartesian emphasis on 
the body and the senses, but Herder also thought that the surreptitious 
reduction of the human being to the faculties of intellect and reason — a 
mobile (and nimble) head without a body, a cephalopod — was fundamen-
tally wrong. But Herder did not promote the idea that human thinking and 
action is irrational. He was neither a mystic nor an irrationalist. His essential 
message on this point was to always be conscious of the fact that the “crown 
of creation” is firmly rooted in its animal past. This idea came close to 
evolutionary thinking, although Herder was no Darwinist avant la lettre, nor 
was he a psychoanalyst before Freud. But by conceiving of the human being 
as an animal rationale, he initiated the German Sturm und Drang move-
ment. With his emphasis on the Promethean character of the human being 
— the “genius” — on the one hand, and his transformation of history from 
a mere description of the past into a system and an argument, on the other, 
and, finally, with his discovery of the “simple folk” as the origin of poetry, 
fiction, and culture in general, Herder belonged to the avant-garde of 
eighteenth-century thinking. He is typically remembered in his role as a 
mentor to others, above all Goethe. The frequently used formula “Herder 
and . . .” (Herder and Hamann, Herder and Kant, Herder and Goethe) has 
been overused with the effect that his own originality has been minimized. 

Herder was also the largely unacknowledged forerunner of German 
Romanticism, although he did not share the religious views of most Ro-
mantics or their glorification of the Middle Ages. Herder did not share 
Goethe’s and Schiller’s ideas of German (or “Weimar”) Classicism because 
he deemed the idea of installing a realm of “pure” art and literature as elitist, 
esoteric, and ignorant about the role of the people (Volk). Herder expected a 
renewal of a truly national literature to come from “below,” from the folk, 
the common people, and not from “above.” His philosophical emphasis on 
history as a system and constant historical change as a pragmatic argument in 
its own right, on extra-rational cognitive forces, and on language as a form 
of cognition determined by time, region, and climate made him attractive for 
the early German Romanticists, and they acted as so many did after them: 
they erased his name or even criticized him harshly after taking their share of 
ideas and knowledge from him. 

No serious history of historiography can ignore Herder’s contributions 
to the fields of the philosophy of history (for which he developed a non-
teleological concept), to memory, and to the discourse of history. Moreover, 
no history of the concepts of the people or folk, of the nation, of cosmo-
politanism — which differs from the primarily economic phenomenon of 
globalization — and humanity can do without reference to Herder. Herder 
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