Herder and Mazzini

On the Development of Nationalism

The German historian and philosopher Johann Gottfried von Herder (1744–1803) established the foundations of cultural nationalism. Writing shortly before the French Revolution, Herder’s multivolume Ideas for the Philosophy of History of Humanity (1784–1791) focused on the long, unconscious evolution of human communities. This process had produced national communities, each of which was joined together by a common language and by popular traditions, such as legends, proverbs, and folk songs. Herder believed that each language and each people was equally valid and equally worthy of respect.

A German born in Prussia, Herder hated Prussian militarism and was in no way partial to the Germans in his study. For example, he lauded the peaceful character of the Slavs and often decried the barbaric behavior of the warrior Germans. Stressing the cultural genius of each nationality, Herder advocated the preservation of traditions but not the creation of political entities or nation-states. The following passage is taken from Herder’s concluding section on the different peoples of northern Europe.

Johann Gottfried von Herder
“Ideas for the Philosophy of History of Humanity”

This is more or less a picture of the peoples of Europe. What a multicolored and composite picture! ...Sea voyages and long migrations of people finally produced on the small continent of Europe the conditions for a great league of nations. Unwittingly the Romans had prepared it by their conquests. Such a league of nations was unthinkable outside of Europe. Nowhere else have people intermingled so much, nowhere else have they changed so often and so much their habitats and thereby their customs and ways of life. In many European countries it would be difficult today for the inhabitants, especially for single families and individuals, to say, from which people they descend, whether from Goths, Moors, Jews, Carthaginians or Romans, whether from Gauls, Burgundians, Franks, Normans, Saxons, Slavs, Finns or Illyrians, or how in the long line of their ancestors their blood had been mixed. Hundreds of causes have tempered and changed the old tribal composition of the European nations in the course of the centuries; without such an intermingling the common spirit of Europe could hardly have been awakened.

...Like the geological layers of our soil, the European peoples have been superimposed on each other and intermingled with each other, and yet can still be discerned in their original character. The scholars who study their customs and languages must hurry and do so while these peoples are still distinguishable: for everything in Europe tends towards the slow extinction of national character. But the historian of mankind should beware lest he exclusively favors one nationality and thereby slights others who were deprived by circumstances of chance and glory…

No European people has become cultured and educated by itself. Each one has tended to keep its old barbarian customs as long as it could, supported therein by the roughness of the climate and the need of primitive warfare. No European people for instance has invented its own alphabet; the whole civilization of northern, eastern and western Europe has grown out of seeds sown by Romans, Greeks and Arabs. It took a long time before this could grow in the hard soil and could produce its own fruit, which at first lacked sweetness and ripeness. A strange vehicle, an alien religion [Christianity], was necessary to accomplish by spiritual means that which the Romans had not been able to do through conquest. Thus we must consider above all this new means of human education, which had no lesser aim than to educate all peoples to become one people, in this world and for a future world, and which was nowhere more effective than in Europe.
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Like Herder, Giuseppe Mazzini (1805–1872) believed that language determined nationality and that each people had its particular genius. But unlike Herder, Mazzini and many other nationalists of the pre-1848 era also believed that each nationality required a politically independent nation-state. Only a Europe of nation-states would provide the proper framework for securing freedom, democracy, social justice, and even international peace.

The leading prophet of Italian nationalism and unification before 1848, Mazzini founded a secret society called Young Italy to fight for the unification of the Italian states in a democratic republic. Mazzini’s group inspired numerous local insurrections and led Italy’s radicals in the unsuccessful revolutions of 1848. Mazzini’s best-known work was The Duties of Man, a collection of essays. The following selection from this work was written in 1858 and addressed to Italian workingmen.

Giuseppe Mazzini

“Duties Towards Your Country”

Your first Duties ...are to Humanity .... But what can each of you, with his isolated powers, do for the moral improvement, for the progress of Humanity? ...

God gave you the means of multiplying your forces and your powers of action indefinitely when he gave you a Country, when, like a wise overseer of labor, who distributes the different parts of the work according to the capacity of the workmen, he divided Humanity into distinct groups upon the face of our globe, and thus planted the seeds of nations. Evil governments have disfigured the design of God, which you may see clearly marked out, as far, at least, as regards Europe, by the courses of the great rivers, by the lines of the lofty mountains, and by other geographical conditions; they have disfigured it by conquest, by greed, by jealousy of the just sovereignty of others; disfigured it so much that today there is perhaps no nation except England and France whose confines correspond to this design.

[These evil governments] did not, and they do not, recognize any country except their own families and dynasties, the egoism of caste. But the divine design will infallibly be fulfilled. Natural divisions, the innate spontaneous tendencies of the peoples will replace the arbitrary divisions sanctioned by evil governments. The map of Europe will be remade. The Countries of the People will rise, defined by the voice of the free, upon the ruins of the Countries of Kings and privileged castes. Between these Countries there will be harmony and brotherhood. And then the work of Humanity for the general amelioration, for the discovery and application of the real law of life, carried on in association and distributed according to local capacities, will be accomplished by peaceful and progressive development.

Then each of you, strong in the affections and in the aid of many millions of men speaking the same language, endowed with the same tendencies, and educated by the same historic tradition, may hope by your personal effort to benefit the whole of Humanity.

Without Country you have neither name, voice, nor rights, no admission as brothers into the fellowship of the Peoples. You are the bastards of Humanity. Soldiers without a banner, ...you will find neither faith nor protection .... Do not beguile yourselves with the hope of emancipation from unjust social conditions if you do not first conquer a Country for yourselves; where there is no Country there is no common agreement to which you can appeal; the egoism of self-interest rules alone, and he who has the upper hand keeps it, since there is no common safeguard for the interests of all.

- - -

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS

1. How, according to Herder, did European nationalities evolve to create “the common spirit of Europe”?

2. Why, according to Mazzini, should Italian workers support Italian unification?

3. How are Herder’s and Mazzini’s views similar? How do they differ?
