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... atop a single plank on the wide,
open seda ....” - Johann Gotifried
Herder’s Concept of Poetry as a Medium
of Cultural Identity and the Problem

- of a Hermeneutic Anthropology:

FRANZ-JOSEF DEITERS

L

The modernization process which has shaped European socie-
ties since early modern times can be described, along the lines
of what system theorist Niklas Luhmann contends, as a process
of conversion in terms of social forms of organization with a
functional form replacing a stratificatory one (cf. Luhmann), and
in doing so effecting a profound symbolic decentralization. The
corporative order with its religious legitimization, an order in
which all of us have our God-given place, is replaced by a society
of mobilized individuals who are expected to actively promote
integration by forming a collective identity. One of the most
prominent, successful and influential models for self-description
brought forth by European societies has been the Nation, and
in 18%-century Germany in any case, kiterature was the medium
which did the most to transport this model-(cf. Schréder; Giesen;
Berding). One could say that in the process of creating a sphere
of its own (cf. Schmidt) and adopting a mode of permanent self-
ascertainment, literature laid claim to this task and appropriated
it completely. When Joharin Gottfried Herder introduces the term.

1 . This paper was originally given-at the First German-American Frontiers of the

Humanities Symposism “Identities — Four Dialogues,” jointly hosted by the Ameri-
can Philosophical Society and the Alexander von Humbeldt Foundation, held at the
American Philosophical Society in Philadelphia, October 7-10, 2004.
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ofa “Natibna-l-Litteratur” [national literature] (Herder, Simmtli-
che Werke 11, 18; see Koch, 89-116) into the German language,

this.can be seen as an attempt (not unlike Lessing’s earlier attempt

to establish a national theatre) to come to terms with the conse-
quences of the turn towards functional differentiation and the
accompanying emancipation of the individual, the strategy being
to formulate a concepr of collective identity. In this sense one can
concur with John H. Zammito when he claims:

As a “patriot,” Herder was vitally concerned with the crea-
tion of a German national culture. The backwardness his
generation felt in relation to Western Europe represented a
burning motivation for his work (Zammito, 155).
Yet, Herder’s concept of a national literature would remain
totally underdetermined if one were to foreground aspects of
19%-century intellectual history, in particular political Romanti-
cism, and reduce it to an inclusionary concept used to describe a
society caught up in a process of modernization which extended
to Germany’s fragmented territories. One indication that Herder’s
concept of a national literature cannot be functionalized in this
way can be derived from the fact that his Volkslieder anthologies,
unlike those put together by the German romantics (cf. Arnim,
Brentano), were by no means designed to establish an exclu-
sive German cultural and literary tradition, but rather to bring
together poetic products of diverse, not even exclusively Euro-
pean origin.* Here German texts are found alongside English and
Spanish ones, and lore from Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, Green-
land and Iceland is represented as well as that of Italy and France.
Even the Gaelic tradition finds its way into Herder’s collections
{see HW III). As I see it, Herder’s concept serves as a differential
category formulated in opposition to the concepts generated by
universalistic rationalism and the Classicist aesthetics which is

2 Several scholars have shown that Herder’s concept -of 2 national culture and a
national literature has no chauvinistic implications (see Adler; Herrmann; Dann)
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based on it, this being an aesthetics which'is incapabl_e of accom-
modating cultural difference. Thus Herder’s concept is to be _read .
primarily as one looking for ways of conceiving cultu;al differ-
ence synchronically as well as diachronically. For this reason,
modern anthropology understandably celebrgtes Herder as one
of the most important founders of the discipline. 'As t}_w.e eminent
anthropologist Eberhard Berg claims, it was pnma_nly Herder
who paved the way for the study of foreign cultures in thfz sense
of modern ethnology, since, as Berg argues, he developed, in con-
nection with his philosophy of history, a concept of culture whu:l;
included ‘primitive’ as well as ‘civilized’ peo_ples and th-e core ©
his approach was so innovative that he can still be preva;le'd upon
to serve as a guide for the discipline in theory and practice {see
Berg, 85, 94; Poltermann; Heinz).

IL.

Just how formative this aspect is for He;der’s tl_lought is already
signalized by the polemical gesture with v.vh}ch he confrcclar}lats
Enlightenment philosophy, in Pamcular_. as it is represented by
Voltaire, in his so called Bickeburg phllos?phy -of history. lHe
ironically attributes to it an “allgemeine Volk“erlzebf voll_ to eri
anter Unterjochung, Aussaugung und.Aufklarung [univl:;sa

love of all peoples full of tolerant sub]t_lganon, blood-suc 1n§,
and enlightenment]® (HW IV, 19). And in .the same p':-;issage_ e
makes reference to the “Betruge unsrer Zeit” [our age’s deceit],
by which he claims that we attribute featurc?s to other cj,_ulturef
“pach unsern europiischen Begriffen (und vnﬂlemht Ggfuhlsn)-

[in our European terms (and perhaps emotloils)] which “wir
uns qus unserm Zustande an [ihnen) trdumen” [we dream 1;:Lp
on account of our own condition] (_15). I_n other W.ords, W gt
he chides Enlightenment thinkers for is th_el'r propensity towards .
projection. In Uber die neuere deutsche Literatur [On modern

3 All translations by E-J. D. if not otherwise indicated.
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German literature] he is i in hi
‘ particularly harsh in his repeated criti-
cism of French philosophy, which dominated his atgefj o

D}e Franzosen, zu stolz auf ihren Nationalgeschmack
nidhern demselben alles, statt sich dem Geschmack eine;
andern Zeit zu bequemen. Homer muf als Besiegter nach
Frankre_ich kommen, sich nach ihrer Mode kleiden, um ihr
Auge.mc_ht zu drgern: sich seinen ehrwiirdigen Ba;rt und
alte einfaltige Tracht abnehmen lassen: franzésische éitten
soll er an sich nehmen, und wo seine baurische Hoheit noch

hervorblickt i i
A ickt, da verlacht man ihn, als einen Barbare (HW

Herder’s acerbic criticism aims at a form of appropriating foreign
: cuh.:ures \‘:vh.ich in terms of post-colonial studies might be called
an 1_n?per1al1stic operation which ‘translates’ the foreign into the
familiar. This is the gesture Herder has in mind when he criticizes
the ‘C_)ssian’ translation done by the Viennese Jesuit Denis, writin
tha; it d_id, to be sure, show signs of “viel Fleiff und Gesc:,hmack§
[much industry and taste], but that “[tJrotz alles Fleifes und
Geschmacks und Schwunges und Stirke der deutschen Uberset-
zung’j was “unser Ossian gewif nicht der wahre Ossian mehr”
[despite the industry and taste and verve and vigorness of the
Ger_rnan translation, Ossian was certainly no longer the authentic
QSS}&H] (HW I, 447). In articulating his objections to Denis he
justifies them on reasons analogous to those he cites when he

upbraids the French for their appropriation of Homer:

Mein‘c? G,rii‘nde gegen den deutschen Ossian sind nicht blof8
[...] Eigensinn gegen den deutschen Hexameter iiberhaupt:

The French, too proud of their national taste, appropriate everything to their tast

rather thar to accommodate the taste of other rimes. Homer must come o Fr:jnsc:

:j E:: who has been defeated and cloche. hirlnsq.lf as their fashion dictates so as not
n eyesore, must let them remove his dignified beard and old, simnple costume.

He is o adopt F.l'el] Inanners d wheneve 1§ COUnry d | th!.ESS S}.IOWS he S
Ch 5 ATL T h
Iﬁe QI
rldlCU-lCd asa Ba[barl&n.

[...] aber freilich- [...] der Klopstocksche Hexameter bei
Ossian? freilich auch hinc ille Jacrima! Hirte der Herr D.
die eigentliche Manier Ossians nur etwas auch mit dem
innern Ohre iiberlegt — Ossian so kurz, stark, minnlich,
abgebrochen in Bildern und Empfindungen - Klopstocks
Manier, so ausmalend, so vortrefflich, Empfindungen ganz
ausstromen, und wie sic Wellen schlagen, sich legen und
wiederkommen, auch die Worte, die Sprachfiigungen ergie-
Ren zu lassen — welch ein Unterschied? und was ist nun ein
Ossian in Klopstocks Hexameter? in Klopstocks Manier?

(447f).°

Such a culturally imperialistic translation, which pays tribute to
the poetic conventions of the target language and the taste of the
rime, schooled by Klopstock, is described by Herder in his Briefen
zu Beforderung der Humanitit [Letters towards the Advance-
ment of Humanity] as an attitude which transforms everything
«durch Artefacta und chemische Operationen in Eins” [through
artefacta and chemical operations into One] (HW VII, 654) and
from which as such one could gain no insights concerning the
culture which the ‘Ossiahic’ epics originated in. As Herder writes
in the Biickeburg philosophy of history, the consequence of lev-
eling the alterity of the foreign is that the European “Philosoph
alsdenn am meisten Tier [sei], wenn er am zuverlissigsten Gott
sein wollte” [philosopher is most like an animal when he wishes
to be like God] (HW IV, 81). The Enlightenment philosophers’
notion that one could gain an understanding of foreign cultures
from an Archimedian position and judge over them while adopt-

5 My objections to the German Ossian do not merely derive from resistance against
German hexameters as such: [...] but zeally [...], rendering Ossian in Klopstockian
hexameters? It is truly also hinc ille lacrima! Had Mr. D. only used the mind’s ear
to think 2 bit about what Ossian’s style is actually like —so short, strong, masculine,
broken off in images 2nd sensations - Klopstock’s manrer so amplifying, so exqui-
site, letting sensations gush out — and how they make waves, settle down and rerurn
- and lerting the words, the arrangernents of words flow — what a difference! And
what now is an Ossian i Klopstock’s hexameters? in Klopstock’s style?
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m1g an auctorial stance, which is to say the desire to be “God,”

is seen by Herder as the blind spot in their way of thinking. In ~

contradiction of their ambitious claim, it keeps them ensnared,
he says, like an “animal,” in the perspectivity of their own stand-

point. For Herder’s diagnosis, formulated in the Biickeburg phi- -

losophy of history, holds for 18*-century universalistic thought
. as well. He writes, “Man bildet nichts aus, als wozu Zeit, Klima,
. Bediirfnis, Welt, Schicksal, AnlaR gibt” [One does not develop
anything but that for which time, climate, need, world, fortune
gives occasion] (35). Taking all this into consideration, it would be
completely wrong to designate Herder as an anti-Enlightenment
thinker. On the contrary, he judges the standpoint of his own
culture, as it is formulated in Enlightenment thought, according
to its own defining principle, namely the principle of reflection.
When Herder relativizes his own culture by criticizing the aucto-
rial gesture, all he does is to rigorously perpetuate Enlightenment
philosophy and exceed its principles, as Jirgen Brummack has
shown in particular in some highly differentiated analyses. For
when, as Brummack points out, Herder “die groffen Namen der
westeuropdischen Aufklirung in seiner Polemik [...] zu Reihen
zusammenstellt und etwa mit einem ‘etc.’ oder anders zu einem
Kollektiv des Ublichen, der grassierenden Meinungen vereint”
[lists the names of major Western European Enlightenment think-
ers in his polemic and groups them together by adding an ‘etc.’
or unites them in some other way under the collective banner
of prevailing, if not to say rampant notions of the day], there
is no doubt that “historisch wichtige Unterschiede eingeebnet,
und [...] Abhingigkeiten, in denen Herder selbst steht, verdeckt
[werden]” [historically significant differences are leveled and
relationships of dependency on the part of Herder are concealed]
(Brummack, 284; see Gaier; Bollacher). Yet beyond the rhetori-
cal strategy of asserting his own position by means of polemical
distancing, a substantial difference between Herder’s ideas and
those expressed in Montesquieu’s theory of climate zones (see
Montesquieu! or Rousseau’s phantasma of the I’homme naturel’
(see Rousseau), for example, can be identified which proved to be

. ' L )
of crucial importance for the formulation of Herder’s own pos:

"tion. This difference primarily involves the method of inguiry, the

emergence of which I will concentrate on in the followi;lg while |
refraining from detailed contextualization.

II.

Herder expresses his demand for relativi:.:atiqn of one’s own atti-
tude in the image of the ship voyage: “Sie wissen das Ai?enteu;r
meiner Schiffahrt,” he writes in the Auszug aus einem Bn.eﬁu;ac -
sel siber Ossian [Abstract from a correspondence on Ossian]?,

ie k& ie si le Wil ir Ichen, etwas
aber nie kénnen Sie sich die Wiirkung einer so 5 €
langen Schiffahrt so denken, wie man sie fiihlt. Auf Einmal

6  Here Herder is alluding to the introductory passage of t'l]l:,e ](?mgzﬁ.;;zez;esr ;l“fi:::hz;
1 H chiff, da
by 1769 [Journal of my travels in 1769]: [...]. was gibt ein , das zv

JIr:Izi;unel un[cIl Meer schwebt, nicht fiir weite Sphire zu denken! Alles gibt hier dgm

Gedanken Flisgel und Bewegung und weiten Luftkreis! ]?as flatternde Segel, las
immer wankende Schiff, der rauschende Wellenstrom, die flisgende Wolke, der W;:_te
unendhiche Luftkreis! Auf der Erde ist man an einen toren Punkt ange.hefte\l:;hun in
den engen Kreis einer Situation eingeschlossen. {] Nun trete man Einma ner;:z;
oder vielmehr oline Biicker, Schriften, Beschiftigung Il.mcilw Hgmggerée tGeEenzc aft

i icht! Wo ist das feste Land,
d herausgeworfen — welch ¢ine andre Aussicht!
':i\;e; ieclnm:::;l feste stand? und die kleine Kanzel und der-Lehnstuhl znd daji 'Kathing;
i ich brii ‘ ie wird dirs sein, wenn du aus dieser

f ich mich briistete? [...] O Seele, wie wu-z.i ; wen: i

E(;Z:umsza Der enge, feste, eingeschriinkte Mittelpunks ist ve:schwunden_, iu ﬁ:F
terst in den Liiften, oder schwimmst auf einem Meere — die Welt verschwl;n et fu
- ist unter dir verschwunden! ~ Welch neue Denkart!” [what immense sp. efels_l 1034
thought does a ship open up, hovering, s it does, betiween hea:fffz;l az;ld seia]:;g S:;-le
I i i d a wide aerial expanse! The tlapp "

thoughts are given wings and motion an ; .
the 1c{.cg)nstam:ly rocking ship, the roaring waves, the ﬂymég lclz]::di, dle';zl'i? 3-?:31?::2
i ; insi
! the earth one is anchored to a dead spot; an  locked up insi _

zlfrzle?)r; a sitnation. [...] Now for once one leaves the ciccle, oz rather is thro.vafn out
of it without books, writings, occupation and homogenous society ~ what a dlue;enl:

view now! Wheze is the solid land on which Istood s squarely? And the smal hes
and the elbow chair and the lectern which I preened myself c>_n? [] O Soul, Ew
will you feel when you pass out of this world? The narrow, solid, h{nzted centerf as
vanished, you flutter in the air, or swirm on an ocean - the wo_rld disappears be ofre
you — ha:s disappeared below you! — What 2 new way of thinking!l (HW IX.2, 14f).



i
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8  Koschorke agrees with Niklas Luhmann in his assessment of the mod
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aus Geschiften, Tumult und Rangespossen der biirgerlichen
Welt, aus dem Lehnstuhl des Gelehrtén und vom weichen
Sopha der Gesellschaften auf Einmal weggeworfen, ohne
Zerstreuungen, Biichersile, gelehrten und ungelehrten Zei.

tungen, tiber Finem Brette, auf offnem allweiten Meere, in

. einem kleinen Staat von Menschen, die strengere Gesetze
haben, als die Republik Lykurgus, mitten im Schauspiel
einer ganz andern, lebenden und webenden Natur, zwi-
schen Abgrund und Himmel schwebend, tiglich mit den-
-selben endlosen Elementen umgeben [...] - glauben Sie, da
lassen sich Skalden und Barden anders lesen, als neben dem
Katheder des Professors (HW II, 4561).7

Herder. names elbow chair, sofa and lectern as loci for reading
texts from foreign cultures and contrasts them with his own read-
ing experiences “iiber Einem Brette, auf offnem allweiten Meere”
[atop a single plank on the wide, open sea). This passage indicates
that the argument which he brings forth is essentially mediologi-
cal int the sense used by Albrecht Koschorke.$ The 18%-century
poetry of the European Enlightenment is fundamentally mediared
by the written word. Hence, the reception of poetry from other
cultures also involves a mortification of the body. Herder views
this mode of reception, which reduces reading to a purely intel-

lectual activity, as the origin of rationalistic thought, or what he

7. You know about the adventure of my ship voyage bur you will never be able to

imagine what the effect of such a long ship voyage is, of how one feels. To be all
of 2 sudden removed from the affairs, rumult and scramble for status in civil life,
removed from the elbow chair of the scholar and the soft sofas of the societies, with
ne distractions, no libraries, no scholarly or unscholarly journals, atop = single plank
on the wide, open sez, in 4 small State of people with laws stricter than those of the
Republic of Lykurgus, caughr up in the spectacle of nature, but a completely different
kind of nature, a living and weaving nasure, oneself hovering between abyss and
heaven, surrounded by the same infinize elements every day [...] - believe me, scalds
and bards are read differently here without the professor’s lectern at one’s side,
erniza-
tion processes of modern times as having been determined by a shift in the sacial

framework from direct bodily interaction ro medially conveyed commumnication (see
Koschorke). . : .
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calls the ;‘Sucht”'[compulsion] “aus Nominalerklirungen alles

herzuleiten, was folgt und nicht folgen kann” [to derive from

nominal explanations everything which can or canngt foll_ovﬂ |
(HW IX.2, 110). Herder sees the formulation of a umversahs'tlc
rationalism, which culminated in the establishment of the Leib-
niz-Wolff school, and the Classicist aesthetics which is based

“on it as rooted in the medial writerliness of modern European.

culture. This he counters critically, however, cont_endix}g that
“ohne Korper ist unsre Seele im Gebrauch nichts: mit g@lai}mten
Sinnen ist sie selbst geldhmt: mit einem muntern proportionierten
Gebrauch aller Sinne ist sie selbst munter und Iebe_nd1g_” [without
body, our soul is nothing; with paralvzed senses it is itself para-
lyzed, but with a spirited, well-proportioned use of all senses it is
spirited and lively] (119; see Braungart). Thefse w_ords show that
Herder’s criticism of what he deems to be a misguided appropria-
tion of foreign cultures, misguided because it negates the altef'ity
of what is being appropriated, is rooted in the anthropological
premises, inspired by Spinozan monism (see Herz), whu;h Herder
himself formulates and the epistemotogical theories Whllch. fplloxy
from these premises. When he refers to the human bemg m_h1s
treatise on the origins of language as a “denkendes sensorium
commune” {thinking sensorium commune] (HW 1, 743£.), Her@er
views all human knowledge (including self-knowledge) as being
founded on, and not merely originating in — as the post-1781

: 9
. critical rationalist Kant would have it — knowledge of the senses.

Herder sees 18®-century European book cult-u;_:_e, for him a for.m_
of acquiring knowledge which limits itself to intellectual activ-

9 . See John H. Zammito: “Herder proposed to approach t.hat, domﬁin und_e: an’ 1:hew
conception of empirical psychology. For Herder, ‘aes:thetxcs, that new science : a§
Baumgarten had named and set the frame for, constitured thg essential project. ._..l
From 1765 his plans to develop this ‘science’ were ﬁrml_y mn place. The essentia
impulse was to advance beyond what in Baumgarten was still .prgponderantlyg poet-
ics to a full-fledged aesthetics, in other words, to encompass all the ,ﬁ.nc arts. []
Herder proposed to achieve what remained unfw..llﬁlle.d n Baufngart_en s pmJ?ct.dBut
like Baumgarten, Herder saw this project not primarily as an Investigazion aimed az |
the objects of fine art but rather through them at the mysterious nature of human
subjectivity” (Zammito, 156f). : :
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1y, as a practice which amputates the roots and foundation of
all knowledge, which is to say the senses. Thus for Herder, the
appropriation of foreign cultures within the horizon of ratic;nal-
1st1c_the0retical concepts, something which he clearly criticizes, is
ascribable to the medial conditions of writerly culture. If one f’ol-
lc_)ws .Panayotis Kondylis in identifying the “Rehabilitierung der
SInnl}chkeit” [rehabilitation of sensuality] as the “Grundfrage”
[key issue] of the Enlightenment Age, it can be said that this cri-
tique _of Enlightenment thought as being shaped by a writerly
trgdmon is a feature of Herder’s concept which is in itself deter-
mined by the basic tenets of the Enlightenment (Kondylis, 21).
What Herder propagates is a mode of reception which brings
Fhe body, i.e. the potential of sensuous knowledge into play. The
image of the ship voyage which he used to illustrate his concept
must therefore not be interpreted as a metaphor for a purely
intellectual relativization of one’s own standpoint, one which can
be reformularted in logical-conceptual térms without any loss of
substance.!® Rather, this image constitutes a metonymy which
represents Herder’s epistemological mode, a mode based on
sensuous experience. As such, it also serves as a paradigm for the
practice of translation which Herder suggests, or rather demands
of us when we encounter texts from foreign cultures. According
to Herder, by activating our senses and not only our intellect
we cultivate fundamentally new modes of understanding. It i;
necessary for us as recipients to activate our senses, Herder says,
in order to grasp the pragmatic connections of life in which the
poetry of such cultures is embedded, cultures which, unlike our
own, have an oral tradition. In this vein Herder writes in his
treatise entitled Abnlichkeit der mittlern englischen und deutschen
l?zchtk]unst [The Similarity between Middle English and German

oetry]:

10 ;—Ige;der’s image of the ship voyage is interpreted as a metaphor by Irmscher, 280-

s e e g
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Alle unpolizierte Volker singen und bandeln; was sie han-
deln, singen sie und singen Abhandlung. Thre Gesinge sind
das Axchiv des Volks, der Schatz ihrer Wissenschaft und
Religion, ihrer Theogonie und Kosmologien der Taten ihrer
Viter und der Begebenheiten ihrer Geschichte, Abdruck
ihres Herzens, Bild ihres hiuslichen Lebens in Freude und
Leid, beim Brautbett und Grabe (HW II, 560)."

For this mode of reception, which integrates intellectual and
sensuous activity, Herder uses the term “Einfithlung” [empathy].
Thus in his Biickeburg philosophy of history he formulates his
instructions on how to read to audiences as follows: :

11 All unpoliced cultures sing and act our; what they act out, they sing, and they sing
acts of inquiry. Their songs are the archive of the people, the treasure chest of their
science and religion, their theogony and cosmogonies, the deeds of their fathers and
the events in their history, the imprint of their heazt, the image of their domestic
life with its joys and sorrows, in the bride’s bed and the grave. — Ci. the following
passage from the ‘Ossian’ correspondence: “Alle Gesinge solcher wilden Voiker
weben um daseiende Gegenstinde, Handlungen, Begebenheiten, um cine lebendige
Welt! Wie reich und vielfach sind da nun Umstinde, gegenwirtige Ziige, Teilvorfille!
Und alle hat das Auge gesehen! Die Seele stellet sie sich vor! Das setzt Spriinge und
Wiirfe! Es ist kein anderer Zusammenhang unter den Teilen des Gesanges, als unter
den Biumen und Gebiischén im Walde, unter den Felsen und Grotten in der Eindde,
als unter den Szenen der Bepebenheit selbst. Wenn der Gronlinder von seinem See-
hundfange erzihlt: so redet er nicht, sondern malet mit Worten und Bewegungen,
jeden Umstand, jede Bewegung: dennr alle sind Teile vom Bilde in seiner Seele. Wenn
er also auch seinem Verstorbnen das Leichenlob und die Totenklage halt, er lobt,
er klapt nicht: er malt, und das Leben des Verstorbnen selbst, mit allen Wiirfen der
Einbildung herbeigerissen, muf reden und bejammern” {All the songs of such wild
peoples weave around existing objects, actions, events, a lively world! How rich
and manifold now are situations, current pageants, partial occurrences! And the eye
has seen it all! The soul imagines it! That produces leaps and turns! The connection
berween the parts of the song is no other than that under trees and bushes in the
forest, under crags and in grotos in the wildeness, in the scenes of the event iself.
When the Greenlander tells of his seal catch he does not speak, but rather paints with
words and motions every circumstance, every movement, for all of chese are parts of
an image in his soul. When he holds the funeral oration for the deceased, he praises
and does not lament: he paints, 2nd the life of the deceased irself, pulled forth by all -

turns of his imagination, must speak and bewail] (HW I, 486f).
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Gehe hin, mein Leser, und fithle noch jetzt hinter Jahrtag-
senden die so lang erhaltne reine morgenlindische Natur,
belebe sie dir aus der Geschichre der idltesten Zeiten, und
du wirst ‘Neigungen antreffen, wie sie nur i dem Lande,
auf die Art, zu den grofien Zwecken der Vorsehung aufs
Menschengeschlecht hinab gebildet “werden konnten’

— Welch ein Gemilde, wenn ich’s dir liefern konnte, wie es
war! (HW IV, 19).12

For Herder, poetry involves cultural self-description of the society
1t originates in and as such it has to be reconstructed by reading

1t empathetically. Consequently, his anthropological concept is .

based on a hermeneutic concept of text which conceives of it
as a medium whose reception takes into account the pragmatic
circumstances of its émergence, a text model, in other words,
which commits the written text to the model of oral interaction,
Numerous passages in Herder’s works document this notion.
In his treatise entitled Uber die neuere deutsche Literatur [On
modern German literature], he programmatically declares that
reading a book does not entail “zu wissen, was andre vor uns
gedacht und gesagt: sondern es sich eigen zu machen, wie sie es
gedacht und gesagt” [knowing what others have thought and said
before us, but rather adopting the manner in which they thought
and said it] (HW I, 422; see Simon, 153-225; Schnur; Birus,
158-160; Weimar). As opposed to the Enlightenment thinkers,
who in his eye never go further than to mirror the parameters
of their own cultures (which for them possess universal validity)
in the medium of texts from foreign cultures precisely because
they never get beyond the written word, i.e. the medial nature of

12 Go ahead, my reader, and feel, even now, the pure Oriental narure that has been
preserved for so long behind the miliennia; revive it for yourself by studying the
history of the most zncient times, and you will encounter inclinations that.could oniy
have been formed and set upon the human species in that land, in that manner, for

the great purposes of Providence. What a painting, if only I could present it to you
as it was!
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writerly culture, Herder, the anthropologist, considers it his d_uty'_
‘to make himself the medium of the Other: :

Ein Volk schildern, heifit eigentlich nichts, als die Sitten und
Denkart desselben, so méglich, durch sich selbst zeigen: da
man aber nicht Alles zeigen oder aufzeichnen kann, gben
das ausmerken, was — nicht am larmendsten ist, am meisten

in die Augen fillt — sondern am tiefsten sz’tzt,‘gle_ichsam. die
Geburts-Stamina des Volks enthilt und am innigsten cha-
rakterisieret. Wer die Kunst hat, sich dahin e zu setzen,
am tiefsten zw zeichnen, sich und andre ganz und damit zu
familiarisen, der ist Volks Kenner und Zeichner: das andre
sind Farbenreiber und Schmierer! (HW 111, 61}.13

This passage from the prefaces to the Volksh’gder project sketches
Herder’s position as concisely as to be possibly wished for. For
him the task of the anthropologist is to select fr_om the store _of
semantic material supplied by poetry that whicl} is cl'{aractenstlc,
i.e. the material in which a culture describes itself in thg dens-
est way. Thus Herder views the task of the antl_lropologlst as a
process of abstraction. This concept of abstralctloln must not lz?e
understood in the sense of ontological abstraction in _the Platqm_c
tradition, which completely ignores sensuous perception, nor is it
meant in the sense of logical abstraction in the Aristotelian tradi-
tion, which remains within the realm qf the sensuous and. takclss a
classificatory approach (see “Abstrakuop”), but instead involves
an operation which, on closer examination, can be described as

icti le actually means nothing moze than showing, if possible, its cus-

v zﬁﬁ:ﬁ :vfycsogf thinkingy through oneself. But since oe cannot _show and reclord
everything, take note - not of that which is most brawhng, which is most conspicy-

ous — but rather of that which has the deepest zoots, Wthh._ contains birth stamina

of the people, as it were, and of what most deeply charactgnzes. Whoever po.sls.es?_es

the art to put oneself in: that place, to'draw most profouridly, to totally familiarize
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oneself and others with i, is the people’s adept and portraitist: the oz:h;r_s are daubgrs o

and smearers!
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an act including a metonymic shift.™* From the store of collected
poetic material, one delegates to one element the task of repre-
senting the-diversity which it is taken from, iﬂvesting 1t with the
status. of a sign which stands for the multiplicity of all the other
material which is represented by it. If this is the case, then the
process of shifting an element from the syntagmatic to,the para-
digmatic level will be the act which forms the multiplicity of the
collected material into the totality of the culture. But this is the
very totality which Herder assumes to precede the act of significa-
tion _whgn he claims that “jede Nation {habe] ihren Mittelpunks
'-[...] in sich, wie jede Kugel ihren Schwerpunkt!” [evei'y nation
f...] has a center [...] within itself, as every ball has its center of
gravity!] (HW 1V, 39). What this means is that Herder’s anthro-
pologist is the one who constructs the symbolic order. which he
then 1nvests with the status of a self-description of ;:he Other.
Only within the framework of his concept of a national literature
do the folk songs and epics collected by Herder become invested
with the status of a self-description of the culture in which they

originated. Herder inadvertently makes a false, naturalistic con-
clusion here. :

v,

This epistemological problem which his CONCEpt raises can be
concretized historically if it is taken into consideration that in
structural terms, the role of Herder’s anthropologist exactly cor-
responds to that which the poet has to play in the creation of
cultural self-descriptions. For Herder these do not originate in
the anonymity of a collective. On the contrary, he clearly person-

14 When Paul de Man speaks of the “organic coherence of the synecdoche™ as the most
important component of an aesthetic of the symbol and mentions Herder in this
conrext, he ‘ba‘sical]y means what I refer to as metonymy. In my view, the concept of
MEONYmy is more appropriate, however, as it covees a wider spect:,u.m of semioric
operations than those involving only ‘pars pro toto’ and ‘totum Pro parte’, to which
the term synecdoche is limited (see de Man}. Fes o

alizes the question of origins. Although he frequently emphasizes
in general terms the important task which bards and rhapsodists
fulfill when it comes.to holding together cultures with oral tradi-
tions,** Homer in particular is taken as an exemplary figure when
it comes to determining the role played by the poet in the sym-
bolic constitution of a people. In the prefaces to the Volkslieder

- he writes, for example:

Der grofite Sianger der Griechen, Homerus, ist zugleich der
grofite Volksdichter. Sein herrliches Ganze ist nicht Epopee,
sondern emwog, Mirchen, Sage, lebendige Volksgeschichte.
Er [...] sang was er gehoret, stellte dar was er gesehen und
lebendig erfafit hatte (HW III, 231).%¢

These lines, which scholars quote time and again, essentially con-
tain Herder’s entire concept of the genesis of cultural self-descrip-
tion. The poet is affected by the imagination of the masses, but as

15 Thus he writes, for example, on the period of the migration of the peoples: “Alle
nordischen Vilker, die damals wie Wellen des Meers, wie Eisschollen oder Walfische
in grofer Bewegung waren, harren Gesiinge: Gesinge, in denen das Leben ibrer
Viter, die Taten derselben, ihr Mt und Herz lebte. So zogen sie nach Siiden, und
nichts konnte thnen widerstehen: sie fochten mit Gesange wie mit dem Schwert.
Den nordischen Gesingen haben wirs also mir zuzuschreiben, daff sich das Schicksal
Furopens so inderte, und daff wir da, wo wir itzt sind, wohnen. Daf Rom @iber
Deutschland nichrts vermochte, haben wir ihrer Helden und Barden zu danken: dem
Schlacht- und Freiheitsgesange der zwischen den Schilden ihrer Viter tonte” [All
Nordic peoples, who were constantly in motion, like the waves on the sea, like ice
floes and whales, had songs: songs in which the Iife of their fathers, the fathers’
deeds, courage and heart lived. In this way they migrated South and nothing could -
resist them: they fought with songs are they did with swords. The Nordic songs are
in part to be accredited with the fact that the fate of Europe changed as it did, and
that we now live where we live. We owe much to their heroes and bards, and have
the battle songs and lberty chapts of their fathers which resounded from behind
their shields to thank for the fact that Rome could not conquer Germany] (HW IV,
184f). ‘

16 The Greeks’ greatest singer, Homerus, is at the same time the greatest Volksdichter.
-The magnificent whole is not epopea, but rather emoc, myths, legends, the living
history of a people. He [...] sang what he heard, depicred whar he had scen and
perceived intensely. o
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Herder remarks in an early fragment, this imagination is “lebhaft
nicht deutlich” [lively, not clear] ( Wie die Philosophie zum Bestm;
des_ Volks allgemeiner und wiitzlicher werdeén kann; HW 1, 122)
This implies that the masses do not succeed in bringing to’gethex-'
the multiplicity of their notions to form a coherent whole. As
Herder sees it, this is the competence which distinguishes the
poet, as an individual, from the masses to whom he belongs. The
poet shif_ts the most striking elements he perceives from the flow
of consciousness circulating in the masses metonymically to the
paradigmatic level and thus constructs the symbolic order which
governs the collective’s realm of life and action from then on {see
Deiters, 35-61). Within the framework of his Volkslieder project
Herder describes the operation which the poet performs in thi;
sense as a dual movement of “Belauschens? [eavesdropping] and
“Ideaiisierens” [idealizing] (see HW III, 45). For Herder, Homer’s
epic work is what united the Greek people and hence for him it
constitutes, although the product of individual authorship,!” the
v_alid self-déscription of Greek culture. “Ossian’ fulfills this func-
tion for the Celtic world. By ascribing this status to Homer and
_Oss1an it is possible for Herder to-define these poets and poetrjr
in general as the primary object of the anthropologist. Thas it
can be argued that Herder’s concept of anthropology is based
on the model of literary communication which developed within
the framework of the hermeneutic turn as it manifested itself in
18®-century scientific inquiry. |

This insight into the nature of Herder’s anthropology has far-
re:aching consequences, however, for although Herder formulates
his concept in opposition to the presumptuous Eurocentrism
of Enlightenment thinkers, the strategic premises he bases his
theories on, which he hopes will liberate him from this limited
perspective, lead him to adopt a specifically modern, European

17  Herder believesin f:he construction of 2n individual author ‘Homer’, kn 1795 Friedrich
Au.lagust Wolf p};bhshed his “Prolegomenz ad Homerum sive de operum homericum’
prisca et genuinz forma variisque mutationibus et probabili ratione emendandi,”

;u;hi;g) provoked a discussion on the so-called Homeric questien (see Wohlleben,
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perspective o foreign cultures. This holds true insofar as the -
hermeneutic paradigm constitutes a part of the general moderni-
zation processes which have shaped European societies in modern
times. Ralf Simon has shown convincingly that the “Projekr einer
Ausweitung der Hermeneuttk von einer theologischen zu einer
aligemeinen Verstehenslehre [...] im Laufe des 18. Jahrhunderts™
reacted “auf die fortschreitende Ausdifferenzierung der Wissens-
strukturen und auf ein dadurch entstehendes Erklirungsdefizit™
[project which entailed expanding the scope of hermeneutics
from an exclusively theological to a general doctrine of under-
standing [...] reacted to the progressive differentiation of struc-
tures of knowledge in the course of the 18% century and the need
for explanation which resulted from this process].'* It is within
the horizon of this need for explanation that the hermeneutic
approach to poetry develops an approach which delegates to this
sphere with its increasing systemic differentiation the task of pro-
ducing collective concepts of identity. In other words, the poet as

18  Simon contnues: “In dem Mafe, in dem sich Wissensgebiete aus dem epistemischen
Kontinuum einer topica universalis ausgliedern und zunehmend eigenen Argumenta-
tions- und Beobachtungsstrukturen folgen, entsteht eine Leerstelle. Die Frage nach
demn Zusammerhang der Wissenschaften, die als Reprisenration der Welt auch deren
Einheit reprasentieren soliren, bricht als Problem in dem Moment auf, in dem mic
dem einheitlichen Konzept einer Universalwissenschaft auch die von ihr mitgeleistete
Einkeitsfuriktion verloren geht. Als LiickenbiiBer tritc die Hermeneutik ein. Einer-
seizs soll sie die entstehende Leerstelle durch eine Professionalisierung der Techniken
des Verstehens sinnkompensatorisch schliefen. Andererseirs folgt sie aber genau der
Ausdifferenzierung der Wissensgebiete: als eigenes Wissensprojeke ist auch sie Teil
jener Spezialisierung, die zu iiberwinden sie angetreten ist” [As areas of knowledge
continue to separate themselves from the epistemic continuum of a topica universalis
and follow their own structures of argumentation and observation to an ever increas-
ing degree, a void is formed. The question as to what connections exist between the
sciences, which as a representation 'of the world are expected to represent its unity,
becomes a real problem s soon as the uniform concept of a universal science is lost
and with it the unifying function which it had served. In this sitzation, hermeneutics
is used as a stopgap. For one, the void which has been created is to be filled com-
pensatorily by developing professional techniques of understanding. On the other
hand, it itself cultivates the increasing differentiation of the sciences, constituting a
‘scientific’ project in its own righr and ¢ such promoting the kind of specialization it
came on the scene to overcome] {Simon, 153}, :
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singer of the people constitutes a specifically modern figure (see

Deiters). .

When Herder transfers the dynamics of modern communication
and the societal roles which it defines — including that of the poet
— to cultures which have not participated in these moderniza-
tion processes, he overwrites them with the parameters of his
own culture and negates the alterity of the foreign while at the
same time posing as its advocate. Thus Herder’s work prefigures

a fundamental problem which also manifests itself in 20%-century -

hermeneutic approaches to anthropology like Clifford Geertz’s
concept of “thick description” (see Geertz), ultimately calling
them into question. ' '

Geertz, who is hailed as the “Vater der modernen Kulturanthro-
pologie™ [father of modern cultural anthropology] (Bachmann-
Medick, 87) - a figure whom I can only give marginal atten-
tion to in this context — invests cultural practices such as the
Balinesian cockfight with the status of self-descriptions of the
communities in which they emerge, just as Herder does in the
case of poetry. In doing so, such phenomena are defined as the
central object of anthropology, which is accordingly conceived of
as the attempt to “read a manuscript.” As Geertz writes, “doing
ethnography is like trying to read {in the sense of ‘construct a
reading of’) a manuscript” - albeit not a manuscript written “in
conventionalized graphs of sound but in transient examples of
shaped behaviour” (Geertz, 10). In contrast to Herder, Geertz
does not use the term ‘text’ in the narrower sense of the word,
but rather transfers it metaphorically to the entire realm of cul-
tural practices. When he designates the cultural practices of a
community as “a multiplicity of complex conceptual structures,
many of them superimposed upon and knotted into one another,
which are at once strange, irregular, and inexplicit,” and which
the cultural anthropologist must therefore “contrive somehow
first to grasp and then to render” (10), he is thoroughly aware
of the metaphorical character of his concept of text. And yet his
approach is problematical precisely because it entails a meta-
phorical transfer of the concept of the text to the entire realm

s
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. of cult_u:e;' like Herder, Geertz ascribes a model of the text to -

foreign cultures which was develop_ed_ within the context (_)f a - -
systemic differentiation” of literature in _European modf:-rms_m-.
In other words, Geertz’s “thick description” of thfe Balinesian
cockfight, for example, constitutes an operation which does not
merely render a'reading of Balinesian culture as the anthropolo-
gist intends to do, but rather it ‘textuahizes’ the phenomena of
a foreign culture which the anthropologist fo;us_es on frqm the
social-evolutionary perspective of Western soc1et1es.'By th1_s very
act of ascription he himself constructs t}fle manuscript w.hlch he
then attempts to decode as the self-description of the fOl'elgjl cu@-
ture in question. Thus Geertz can rightfully be accused Qf Posi-
tivismus des Symbolischen” [positivism of the_ symbolic mode]
(Fechner-Smarsly, 97), this being a reproach WhI'Ch one can make
of Herder as well. The desire of the hermeneutu? anthropgloglje;t
to communicate with the foreign realm ends — in the 1'8 as in
the 20% centuries - time and again with the sounc_i of _hls or her
own voice, for what the hermeneutic anthropologist dxsclos_es as
an understanding of the self-description of the Other constitutes
a text which answers questions concerning the modern individual
struggle to communicate with the self on a personal and a collec-

i vel.

;‘:\3’61 have come full circle. At the beginning qf my essay I had
contended that one would take a very re_ciuctl_o.mst view were
one to look upon Herder’s concept of a national literature as one

- involving social inclusion, the aim being to promote the construc-

tion of a German national identity. Yet, in his attempt to accom-
modate cultural difference, Herder inadverten_tly ascribes to forj—f
eign cultures a certain need for identity format_ion (the_concep}: 0
national identity this is) and he assigns a certain functlon tot '61}11:
epics and songs {this is the concept of a national llt;erature) }Vhlc
cannot be divorced from modern-European forms of soc_:1a11_za—
tion. Is there any escape from this involuntary,_almost tragic kind
of solipsism? I cannot think of any. To me it seems to be .the
fundamental paradoxy and ambiguity of any anthropological
thinking which simply cannot be avoided. .
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