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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT
Anna-Lisa Baumeister
Doctor of Philosophy
Department of Comparative Literature
March 2020

Title: Critical Climates: Sturm und Drang and the Radical Poetics of Nature

My dissertation develops a new reading of the status of nature in the Sturm und
Drang period of the 1770s, in texts by authors ranging from the early Goethe, Schiller, and
Herder, to J.JM.R. Lenz, Friedrich Miiller, and Karoline Flachsland. Against prevailing
interpretations that dismiss Sturm und Drang’s nature-affinity as outdated, irrationalist, and
apolitical, I reframe the period through attention to European colonial geopolitics, emergent
natural sciences such as hydrology and meteorology, and innovative material writing
practices. I propose a reading of Sturm und Drang as an unparalleled attempt to ground
modern culture in nature, one noteworthy for its epistemic sensitivities and anti-essentialist
commitments. In this way, I not only argue that the poetics of Sturm und Drang offers a
radical environmental critique of the project of Enlightenment from within—one that
speaks directly to pressing contemporary concerns. I also make a new case for the
distinctiveness of the period from the episteme “around 1800, highlighting its socio-

critical focus and its international outlook.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION

In his 1774 “alternative” philosophy of the history of humanity (Auch eine Philosophie
zur Geschichte der Menschheit), Johann Gottfried Herder writes:

Insect of a clump of dirt, look again at sky and earth! Do you, in the whole
universe, as it weaves its work dead and alive all at once, find yourself the
exclusive middle-point towards which everything operates? Or do not you
yourself cooperate . . . [in the service of] purposes in the service of which the
morning star and the little cloud beside it cooperate, as do you and the worm that
you are now stepping upon? (This Too 336, translation slightly modified)

(Insekt einer Erdscholle, siche wieder auf Himmel und Erde! Findest du im
ganzen, tot und lebendig auf einmal webenden Weltall dich den ausschlieBenden
Mittelpunkt, auf den alles wiirke? Oder wiirkest du nicht selbst mit . . . zu
Zwecken, zu denen der Morgenstern und die kleine Wolke neben ihm, du und der
Wurm mitwiirkt, den du jetzt zertrittst?; 4: 81)1

Ironically, Herder’s philosophy of the history of humanity recommends a departure from
human history—a re-focusing on “sky and earth” and an extinguishing of the human into
nature. The connection between natural and cultural history was not entirely new at the
time. Two years earlier, the historian August Ludwig von Schlozer had called for
incorporating “revolutions of the soil, which the human being, its inhabitant, caused” into
his own “universal history” of human development (10).2 But Herder’s argument inverts
Schlozer’s. Unlike Schlozer, who subsumes natural history into the human, Herder
regards human history as part of a larger encompassing natural history. To achieve this

perspective, Herder adjusts the scale, zooming out to an extraterrestrial point of view.

1 Unless marked otherwise, all translations appearing in this dissertation are my own. Also, unless
otherwise specified, all italics that appear in quoted passages also appear in the original.

2 “Aber Revolutionen des Erdbodens, die ihm der Menlch [ein Bewohner zugezogen, (ind ein Eigenthum
der Weltgelchichte.”



The result is a vision of humanity radically different from that of Schlozer. If (human-
caused) revolutions of the soil demonstrate the exceptional status of human beings, for
Herder humans are, in the grand scheme of things, indistinguishable from worms and
clouds: they are (mere) “insects” of a planet that is itself only a “clump of dirt”
(Erdscholle).

From a contemporary standpoint, we might say that Herder’s early philosophy of
history involves a focus on environmental, perhaps even planetary, history. Some have
recently argued that such thinking of human culture within natural history—a thinking in
terms of deep-time—is both unavoidable and necessary in the Anthropocene era we all
now inhabit.3 Only in light of such thinking, the idea goes, can the consequential scope of
anthropogenic climate change, among other emergent crises, be imagined; and only in
this way can humans be convinced of the limitations to their otherwise limitless-seeming
power. Timothy Clark writes about the contribution of environmental history to this
anthropocenic awareness:

Environmental history suggests that the agency of the human is far more
circumscribed and saturated with illusion than one might initially suppose. Human
beings, regarded on a global scale, may now appear as zombies bent on the
destruction of their own conditions of existence, puppets of various ecological,
economic, social and population dynamics that seem both to embrace, result from
and in many ways override the myriad seemingly free decision of people’s day-to-
day life and decisions. What might look on one time scale like unqualified
success—people living longer, more and more material wealth, an expanding
population, increased use of resources, territorial expansion—could even appear
on a larger scale graph as the upward sweep of a curve indistinguishable in crucial
ways from, say, those tracing the cycles of population growth and collapse in field
voles. In relation to climate change it may mean that so vast an issue cannot be
adequately understood in terms of given categories of the human or the cultural,
but engages thought at a broader, impersonal biosemantic or geo-semantic level at
which intentional human agency, even at its most would-be managerial, may be
no more than epiphenomenal. (“The Deconstructive Turn” 22)

3 See, for instance, Chakrabarty, “Climate of History;” Chakrabarty, “Anthropocene Time;” and Clark,
“Nature, Post-Nature.”



To Clark, it is the reality of climate change that demands a change of scale and scope
beyond binary categories of culture and nature. Along similar lines as Herder, he points
out that this larger scale challenges traditional notions of individual human agency, and
focuses instead on notions of occurrence on the bio- or geosemantic level.

But what could have caused Herder to think of human history this way in the year
17747 Auch eine Philosophie zur Geschichte der Menschheit is a paradigmatic text of the
so-called Sturm und Drang period within German intellectual history. This period’s
geographical centers were in Frankfurt, Strasbourg, Basel, Géttingen, and Darmstadt, and
its members ranged from internationally well-known icons such as Herder, Schiller, and
the young Goethe, to lesser-known subversives such as J.M.R. Lenz, Heinrich FiiBli,
Leopold Wagner, and the Stolberg brothers. Its texts—most of them never translated into
English and many of them never published during their author’s lifetimes—include many
theoretical-philosophical writings, like Herder’s early universal history. But first and
foremost, and in obvious ways, the focus of the period was with poetics, broadly
construed. Sturm und Drang texts are aesthetic theories, dramatic works, hymns,
epistolary novels, and many letters exchanged by the various central or peripheral
authors. At the same time, if less obvious on the surface, intensely critical engagement
with the assumptions and practices of the European Enlightenment is a hallmark of Sturm
und Drang. Indeed, much of the modern relevance of Sturm und Drang texts comes not
only from their aesthetics, but from their sociopolitical themes and perspectives. They
attack the privatization of education, condemn modern slavery in its many guises, and
call out practices of bigoted cultural othering. They bring to attention largely ignored

connections between poverty and infanticide, and between militarism and rape culture.



Though this political dimension of Sturm und Drang poetics was both long
misunderstood and long overlooked, over the last three decades the consensus among
scholars of German literature and culture has emerged that the Sturm und Drang period
represents, in the words of Andreas Huyssen, “the first and most radical critique of the
bourgeois Enlightenment” (Drama 43).4 This emphasis on the politics and radicality of
Sturm und Drang poetics is a welcome corrective to the many decades (almost two
centuries worth) of over-aestheticization and over-sentimentalization that preceded it. But
the more recently formed consensus, for all that it succeeds in grasping, has neglected the
ecological dimensions of Sturm und Drang criticism. As I argue, this eco-political
dimension is nothing superficial or accidental to Sturm und Drang texts. Rather, whether

29 ¢

taking on “poetic,” “theoretical-philosophical,” or “poetological” forms (this latter term
marking the blending or intersection, very often inhabited by Sturm und Drang authors,
of two former termss), such texts are profoundly shaped by, and in many cases outwardly
oriented towards, natural and environmental themes, processes, and problems.

This dissertation investigates poetological encounters with the non-human natural
environment in Sturm und Drang thought. More specifically, by attending to such
poetological encounters, I carve out and amplify a Sturm und Drang critique of
anthropogenic environmental politics, and interpret this as the anchor-point of their
broader critique of the Enlightenment. The idea that “environmental politics” is a distinct

focus of Sturm und Drang authors is perhaps another thesis in itself. For whereas nature

has long been recognized as important theme of the period, this has usually been read

4 “Die erste radikalste Kritik an der biirgerlichen Aufklarung.”

5 For more on this terminology of “poetology” (Poetologie) or “poetological” (Poetologisch) which I shall
rely on throughout this dissertation, see representative recent works (on topics mostly outside of Sturm und
Drang) by Vogl, Kaufmann, Renneke, Wiele, and Kohl.



metaphorically: nature as stand-in for purity, origin, and/or immediacy. Moreover, typical
naturally inflected Sturm und Drang concepts, such as the “natural genius” (Naturgenie),
are often seen to reflect the apolitical, if not politically regressive, dimension of Sturm
und Drang thought. Naturalized tropes are read to indicate nothing literally or materially
natural, but rather an aesthetics of immediate truth, an ideology of hyper-individualism,
or even a celebration of human hubris.

But Herder’s de-centering of the human in nature questions this reading. The
reason Herder suggests turning to “deep time”—to come back to my question above—
lies in the concrete context of European domination and exploitation of non-human
nature. As introduced above, I read the Sturm und Drang poetics of nature eco-politically,
both in general and in its specific engagement with then-ascendant local, global, and
colonialist technologies of river-embanking, climate control, and deforestation, among
others. This is a poetics of nature that contests the emerging discourse, central to the
mainstream European Enlightenment, within which the capacity to cause “revolutions of
the soil” is taken as both an identificatory ground and the highest possible achievement.
Moreover, these characteristic poetological and environmental trajectories of Sturm und
Drang are, 1 argue, not mutually exclusive or insulated from one another. In order to
resist and re-envision prevailing Enlightenment conceptions of and relations with the
non-human environment, the authors of Sturm und Drang also re-envision both the idea

of “natural environment” and textual form itself.

1. The Problem of Periodization



During the preparation of a publication related to this dissertation project, the journal
editors suggested that I entirely remove the periodization “Sturm und Drang” from my
submitted manuscript, describing the Sturm und Drang terminology as one of the
“straightjackets of German Studies.” This suspicion towards a periodized approach to
Sturm und Drang 1s indeed quite common in contemporary German-studies scholarship.
In his introduction to the 2017 Handbuch Sturm und Drang, Matthias Luserke-Jaqui
employs similar imagery as my erstwhile editor to describe the problem of periodization,
speaking of its “chokehold” (Wiirgegriff) on intellectual history and literary scholarship
on the Sturm und Drang years (“Einleitung” 25). Whereas periodization has in general
constituted a problem in the wake of the postmodern turn, few other periods in German
literature seem to be problematized to the same extent as is Sturm und Drang. Talk of
“Romanticism” or “post-war literature,” by contrast, barely faces the same need of
justification. Any periodization of Sturm und Drang in particular, it would appear, is at
especially strong risk of practicing epistemic violence.

Such suspicions are not without a basis, of course. The general problem with
period-based scholarly approaches is that they risk occupying a biased standpoint of
assumed continuity. This risk is doubled in intellectual histories or scholarly treatments
that take Sturm und Drang to primarily be a precursor to later developments. Throughout
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, relevant scholarship tended to explain whatever
distinctive value Sturm und Drang writing may have been seen to possess from a (more
or less overt) teleological valuation of what came after. Sturm und Drang has been
understood, to name a few of the most prominent cases, as proto-Romanticism, as pre-

Weimar Classicism, or as a foreshadowing of nineteenth-century realism. Typical



scholarly accounts have labeled Sturm und Drang a “trailblazer” (Wegbereiter) or a
“vestibule” (Vorhof; Kindermann 124). Drawing their logic from nineteenth-century
readings of Hegelian dialectics, others have described Sturm und Drang as a form of
necessary excess, as the “teenage years” (Flegeljahre) of German literature (Hettner 6),
or as the climactic “ocean swell” (Stauungswoge; Schneider 34) of German literature or
thought. These characterizations position Sturm und Drang as an antithesis of
Enlightenment rationalism, whose dialectical strife with the latter yielded the ideal
syntheses of Weimar Classicism, Romanticism, German Idealism, or nineteenth-century
materialism (see, for examples, Bertram 21; also Luserke-Jaqui, “Einleitung” 25).

Goethe himself is partially to blame. In the fourth part of his autobiography
Poetry and Truth (Dichtung und Wahrheit), written and published between 1830 and
1833, he reflects back upon the early- to mid-1770s, and lays out several of the key points
common in later Sturm und Drang reception:

The word genius became a universal symbol; and, because one heard it uttered so
often, one thought that what was meant by it was habitually at hand. But then,
since every one felt himself justified in demanding genius of others, he finally
believed that he also must possess it himself. The time was yet far distant when it
could be affirmed that genius is that power of the human which, by its deeds and
actions, gives laws and rules. At this time it was thought to manifest itself only by
overstepping existing laws, breaking established rules, and declaring itself above
all restraint. It was, therefore, an easy thing to be a genius; and nothing was more
natural than that extravagance, both of word and deed, should provoke all orderly
people to oppose themselves to such demeanor.

When anybody marched into the world on foot, without exactly knowing
why or whither, it was called a pass of genius; and, when any one undertook an
aimless and useless absurdity, it was a stroke of genius. Young people, of
vivacious and true talents, too often lost themselves in the limitless; and then older
people of understanding, lacking perhaps in talent and in spirit, found a most
malicious gratification in exposing to the public gaze their manifold and ludicrous
miscarriages. (Goethe, Autobiography 307-308, translation slightly modified)



(Das Wort Genie ward eine allgemeine Losung, und weil man es so oft
aussprechen horte, so dachte man auch, das was es bedeuten sollte, sei
gewoOhnlich vorhanden. Da nun aber jedermann Genie von andern zu fordern
berechtigt war, so glaubte er es auch endlich selbst besitzen zu miissen. Es war
noch lange hin bis zu der Zeit, wo ausgesprochen werden konnte: dafl Genie
diejenige Kraft des Menschen sei, welche durch Handeln und Tun, Gesetz und
Regel gibt, damals manifestierte sichs nur indem es die vorhandenen Gesetze
iiberschritt, die eingefiihrten Regeln umwarf und sich fiir grenzenlos erklérte.
Daher war es leicht genialisch zu sein, und nichts natiirlicher, als dal3 der
MiBbrauch in Wort und Tat alle geregelten Menschen aufrief, sich einem solchen
Unwesen zu widersetzen.

Wenn einer zu Fulle, ohne recht zu wissen warum und wohin, in die Welt
lief, so hief} dies eine Geniereise, und wenn einer etwas Verkehrtes ohne Zweck
und Nutzen unternahm, ein Geniestreich. Jiingere lebhafte, oft wahrhaft begabte
Menschen verloren sich ins Grenzenlose; édltere Verstdandige, vielleicht aber
Talent- und Geistlose, wulten dann mit hochster Schadenfreude ein gar
mannigfaltiges Mifllingen vor den Augen des Publikums l4dcherlich darzustellen;
16: 802-803¢)

On Goethe’s account, the Sturm und Drang period was marked by a spirited, but
ultimately vain and empty, contrarianism: genius was mistakenly identified with the mere
negation of rules, with an overstepping of boundaries and a transgressing of laws. The
period is also portrayed as excessively performative: Sturm und Drang thinkers
supposedly believed, on this account, that mere repeated use of the terminology of
“genius” could stand in for a true, authentic (and, for Goethe, rarified and separate)
conceptual understanding of and/or grounding within genius itself. In that Goethe locates
ideologies of excessive subjectivity and hubris in the authors’ young age, which also
reflects an alleged lack of maturity and control, his account both mocks and pathologizes
Sturm und Drang thought. At the same time, Goethe coopts and absorbs whatever might
have been of value in the period, seeing it as an early, intuition-reliant stage of what

would become mature German thought. This latter, mature standpoint has, for Goethe, its

6 Unless marked otherwise, volume numbers for Goethe refer to his collected works in the Miinchner
Ausgabe.



own corresponding notion of genius, which, unlike the sham-genius of Sturm und Drang,
can be reduced to the proper and recognizably Kantian formula that “genius is that human
force which, through action and practice, gives law and rules” (4: 19).7 The two general
attitudes towards Sturm und Drang present in Goethe’s autobiography are representative
of the larger and longer history of the period’s reception, from the early nineteenth
century to today. Sturm und Drang literature and thought has, on the one hand, been
trivialized as immature, irrationalist, and naively naturalist.s On the other hand, it has
been mythologized as part of various narratives about the formation of the “German
nation,” most strikingly in readings of the period as the initiation of the German
nationalist “movement” (Bewegung) itself.o

Largely neglected in the history of its reception, in turn, have been the rich
connections between Sturm und Drang and the periods, places, and figures that preceded
it. Sturm und Drang authors emerged in dialogue with (and sometimes under the
mentorship of) numerous thinkers of the immediately preceding generation, many of

whom were deeply rooted in early to mid eighteenth-century European thought, such as

7 “Genie diejenige Kraft des Menschen sei, welche durch Handeln und Tun, Gesetz und Regel gibt.”
Compare this to Kant’s own very similar formulation: “Genius is the talent (natural gift) that gives the rule
to art” (Critique of the Power of Judgment 186). Indeed, Goethe’s association of the Strum und Drang
period with ideologies of genius would spur nineteenth- and twentieth-century scholars to coin the term
“period of genius” (Geniezeit) as a paraphrase for the entirety of Sturm und Drang. For a critique of this
terminology, see Luserke-Jaqui, “Einleitung” 14.

8 The thesis that Sturm und Drang is a form of irrationalism is generally taken to have been falsified within
Sturm und Drang scholarship in German-studies since at least the 1980s. But it remains a prominent
association in more international (particularly English-and French-language) intellectual history or
philosophy-rooted scholarship, for instance in Frederick Beiser’s The Fate of Reason (see especially
chapter 1, “Kant, Hamann, and the Rise of the Sturm und Drang); or in John Zammito’s reference to “the
Rousseau cult of the Sturm und Drang” (Kant, Herder 93), as well as his case for awarding a special, more-
rational status to Herder within an otherwise irrationalist Sturm und Drang (Kant, Herder 145; see also
Zammito, Menges, and Menze 670).

9 As, for instance, in Herman Nohl’s treatment of the “German movement” (deutsche Bewegung) in works
of the 1930s. Luserke-Jaqui is highly critical of Nohl’s use of the term “movement,” offering as an
explanation that “the ethnic-national and national socialist legacy weighs upon it” (“Das volkisch-nationale
und das nationalsozialistische Erbe lasten auf ihm”; “Einleitung” 8).



Johann Georg Hamann, Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, Moses Mendelssohn, Johann Joachim
Winkelmann, and Albrecht von Haller. The authors of Sturm und Drang were
multilingual without exception. Their literary influences stretched far beyond and behind
the German language and German-speaking regions,10 and one finds in Sturm und Drang
texts ample reference to Ovid, Dante, Montesquieu, Lawrence Sterne, Hafez, and the
Hebrew Bible, to name just a few. Cutting against the old but nevertheless persistent
portrayal of Sturm und Drang as a form of German “irrationalism” is the fact that Herder
and Lenz, two of the period’s key figures, both studied under Kant in Konigsberg, in part
during what Bert Kasties has called Kant’s “early-critical” (friihkritischen) stage.i1 In
light of this, Goethe’s above-cited claim that, in the Sturm und Drang period, the “time
was yet far distant” (war noch lange hin bis zu der Zeit) until an ostensibly better,
ostensibly new, and ostensibly Kantian paradigm would appear on the scene seems
inaccurate and misleading, perhaps deliberately so.

So, while on the one hand it seems that Sturm und Drang has real continuity with
the better-known literature and thought of the threshold-period “around 1800,” and so
should be accounted for as such, on the other hand, one could also argue that Sturm und
Drang should be subsumed within the broader arc of eighteenth-century German
intellectual history, rather than set apart into its own period.12 Compounded by the fact
that the consensus of scholars today is that Sturm und Drang belongs to the relatively

meager span of a single decade (the 1770s), and in fact to less than those ten years

10 The Sturm und Drang “movement” was in fact itself quite international by standards of the time, with
members from Germany, Switzerland, and the Baltic.

11 See Kasties’ 2012 book, J.M.R. Lenz unter dem Einfluf3 des friihkritischen Kant: Ein Beitrag zur
Neubestimmung des Sturm und Drang.

12 For a twentieth-century reading that draws a similar sharp distinction between Sturm und Drang (as
eighteenth-century) and post-Kantian (as early nineteenth-century) thought, see Nancy and Lacoue-
Labarthe 33-34.
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altogether, 13 it seems legitimate to ask whether the terminology of a distinct Sturm und
Drang period is in the end useful at all.

Despite these concerns, three results of the research conducted for this dissertation
lead me to insist upon holding onto a distinct Sturm und Drang periodization. For one,
the years associated with Sturm und Drang did indeed produce characteristic and
distinctive literary forms. The 1770s saw the development and emergence of distinct
genres, such as the textual “critical forest” (Kritische Wald), the “popular” or “folk song”
(Volkslied; both in Herder), the German epistolary novel (Goethe), the German ode
(Klinger, Goethe), and the German tragicomedy (Lenz). Apart from these novel genre-
forms, Sturm und Drang thought is even more strikingly marked by its distinct,
programmatic language. Characters in Sturm und Drang dramas, to give a few examples
of this, “weather” (wettern) their lines, reflecting a new awareness of the performativity
of speech; odes are envisioned as streaming or flooding (stromen, tiberschwemmen); and
the activity of criticism is imagined as a sprawling undergrowth (in Kritische Wiilder).
Such language disappears from German literature by the 1780s and 1790s, marking a
certain end of Sturm und Drang aesthetics. In Klinger’s revision of Die Zwillinge from
1794 (originally from 1776), for instance, the references to weather-events are either
toned down or cut entirely.

On my reading, the environmental, meta-poetic tropes that recent scholarship has
classified as later projections onto the period, both are internal to Sturm und Drang

poetics and turn out to be among the most distinctive aspects of Sturm und Drang texts.

13 The fixing of the Sturm und Drang period to sometime between 1770 and 1780 is, for example, found
amongst the following scholars in the following particular ways. For Roy Pascal: 1770—1778, though
Schiller during those years has a special position. Gerhard Sauder: the 1770s as such, with the high time
being 1776. Georg Lukécs: the 1770s Matthias Luserke-Jaqui: 1770-1780.
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Rather than shifting attention away from these historically charged naturalistic tropes so
as to focus on other dimensions of Sturm und Drang thought, as some recent scholarship
has suggested, I set out to understand them within their proper context. I investigate their
concrete iterations, conceptual logic, and epistemic and political background, showing
them to be hallmarks of Sturm und Drang thought in a previously unappreciated sense,
beyond the teleological bias in nineteenth- and twentieth-century scholarship.

A second reason to hold onto the period-based lens is that Sturm und Drang is
marked by distinct modes of intertextuality unlike anything that immediately preceded or
succeeded it. The writers of Sturm und Drang were personally acquainted within and
across its different geographic centers (Straburg, Gottingen, Frankfurt, Darmstadt, and
Zirich). Their texts emerged out of the particular collectivist practices specific to that
period: their backroom meetings, communal readings, informal letter exchanges, and
pooled notetaking in the margins of shared manuscripts.14 They were also shaped by
drastic changes in the technology and culture of visual representation happening during
the latter part of the eighteenth century, as well as the fact that the authors of Sturm und
Drang—even though aware of them—did not always have access to these technologies.
The increasing support during this time of both alphabetism and a universalization of
reading and writing skills—in part prompted by the Prussian school reforms of 1763—
taken together with the growing production of wood-based paper for journals, booklets,
and political flyers, fundamentally changed the perception and distribution of textuality,

authorship, and interpretation (Stein 38ff).

14 In some cases these writing processes clash with the individualized assumptions of authorship and prize
money, leading to the problem of potentially plagiarized drafts, as in the case of Klinger’s Die Zwillinge.
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This point about intertextuality does not amount to a claim of mutual influence
amongst individual authors, but rather argues that there were unique factors of shared
time, place, and media that decisively shaped the poetic form of Sturm und Drang texts,
as well as how Sturm und Drang authors reflected upon these poetic forms in their
aesthetic theories and poetics. Sturm und Drang poetic, theoretical-philosophical, and
poetological texts reflect their distinct medial and material conditions and limitations,
which are manifested in distinct practices and models of artistic creation (such as co-
authorship and the idea of authorless textual forests), as well as in specific genre-forms
and styles (such as the Volkslied or the “weathering” (wettern) device of Sturm und
Drang drama). A certain periodic unity of Sturm und Drang arises out of, allows for, and
1s organized by this intertextual circulation of materials.

A third and final argument for retaining the periodic framing of Sturm und Drang
is drawn from the observation that the 1770s stands out as a focal point of what can be
called “radical Enlightenment thought.” Jonathan Israel, most prominently if not
uniquely, has in a series of books argued against monolithic notions of one unified
European Enlightenment, and for the peeling apart of different more or less politically
progressive and emancipatory, more or less lasting and sustained, strains or strings of
Enlightenment. In the strain he calls the “European Radical Enlightenment,” there was,
Israel claims, a radicalization of the core enlightenment project itself, an intensification of
the all-too-often-marginalized kind of theory which is thoroughly, consistently, even
uncompromisingly committed to “the principles of universality, equality, and
democracy” (Radical Enlightenment vi). Thinkers which Israel places in this group

mostly have Spinozist leanings and include Rousseau, Helvetius, d'Holbach, Diderot,
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Julien Offray de la Mettrie, and Giambattista Vico (Israel Enlightenment Contested). In
recent years, scholars in German studies, such as Carl Niekerk, have pointed out that
Israel’s account of when the radical Enlightenment had its “radical breakthrough” in
German-speaking regions, beginning after the year 1770, coincides with the period of
Sturm und Drang (Niekerk 31).

Of course, Israel’s conception of “radical enlightenment” can be and has been
criticized for its creation of new dichotomies, which has led to the suggestion that the
relation between moderate and radical forms of Enlightenment be thought in more
“dynamic and relational” terms than Israel himself often does, and with a focus on
arguments, rather than authors (25).15 Criticisms notwithstanding, Israel’s work is fruitful
in that it allows us to think the internal tensions within the long development of the
Enlightenment, and opens the way, in particular and relevant to present purposes, for new
readings of Sturm und Drang’s international and socio-political aspects. As Niekerk
argues:

Precisely because scholarship has conceived of the Sturm und Drang as a

uniquely German and therefore isolated movement, its links to European

developments, intellectual and political, were left unexamined. The movement’s
rebelliousness was seen as something that could be explained primarily by
generational dynamics, and not as part of a reform program with broader societal
ambitions like the Enlightenment. But was the function of the Sturm und Drang
not also to remind the Enlightenment of its concrete (and not merely abstract)
ambition to reform and restructure society, of its ideals aiming for more social and

gender equality? (32)

The understanding of Sturm und Drang as one distinct socio-critical moment within a

broader Enlightenment tapestry is, of course, not terribly new (even though this is

15 Many authors are difficult to neatly place within Israel’s scheme, such as Kant and Montesquieu. This
contributes to Niekerk’s call for a “dynamic and relational interpretation of the terms ‘Radical’ and
“Moderate Enlightenment’ (25).
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neglected by Niekerk). Georg Lukacs was the first to contend, in his 1936 essay on
Goethe’s The Sorrows of Young Werther, that Sturm und Drang was a “revolutionary
period of bourgeois evolution” (132), while Huyssen, as cited above, has described, in
1980, Sturm und Drang as “the first and most radical critique of the bourgeois
Enlightenment” (43, my translation). In his editorial remarks within a 1985 edition of
Goethe’s Werke, Gerhard Sauder argued that Sturm und Drang be seen as a
“dynamization” of the Enlightenment and coined the terminology of an “internal
criticism” (Binnenkritik) of the Enlightenment (756). These readings point to the socially
critical thought and potential—even by today’s standards—that was formulated and
addressed across Sturm und Drang texts. Further developing Sauder’s notion of an
“internal criticism,” Matthias Luserke and Rainer Marx, in a 1992 piece, have suggested
that Sturm und Drang authors were the first German intellectuals to directly criticize the
(then emerging) modern bourgeoisie (rather than the nobility, as prior critics), while at
the same time operating within and being limited to a modern bourgeois discursive
framework (“Die Anti-Lauffer”).16

With Israel, we can think both the discursive framework and the disciplinary
practices of the 1770s in international terms. In Israel’s work on the larger European
Enlightenment, the international contexts of the American revolution (1765-1783) and of
the rapidly expanding imperialist and colonialist systems play a prominent role. I shall
likewise focus on these factors when relevant, in general highlighting the

underacknowledged geopolitical background of the European Enlightenment (in all its

16 For example, Luserke and Marx note that while Sturm und Drang authors criticize the repression of
sexuality, sexual activity in Sturm und Drang works seems always to revolve around the production of
offspring, in line with modern bourgeois values.
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strains) during the 1770s. Sturm und Drang thought uniquely and constructively
intersects with concurrent broad transformations in the European understanding of the
natural world, as reflected in the still-nascent natural sciences, and in international
debates concerning how best to of put this knowledge into practice. Drawing upon
Luserke and Marx’s thesis that Sturm und Drang writings are directed against the modern
bourgeois regulation of human bodies, my focus will also lie with how Sturm und Drang
thinkers criticize biopower and its manifestation in eighteenth-century environmental
politics. In this way, I seek to challenge two commonly held assumptions about the Sturm
und Drang period (which I shall now resume calling a period), namely, that its invocation
of “nature” evidences some underlying apolitical or even politically reactionary tendency,
and that its characteristic modes of stylistic experimentation are merely aesthetic and
therefore also not political (and even possibly reactionary). Instead, Sturm und Drang is
rightfully seen, I concur with Huyssen, Niekerk (and others), as a moment or instance of
the “radical Enlightenment,” and an especially dynamic and relational one at that. But
where my reading goes beyond these cited others is in placing the Sturm und Drang re-

envisioning of the non-human “natural environment” at the center of this radicalism.

2. Methodology
Methodologically, my approach differs from traditional intellectual history
(Geistesgeschichte) by thinking beyond the agency of individual authors. It differs from
histories of concepts (Begriffsgeschichte) by focusing on the epistemic and historical
dimensions of imagery, rather than telling a history of symbols. The overarching motion

of this dissertation lies in in the de-metaphorizing of tropes (of flow, vegetal growth, and
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weather). Thereby I operate according to the Foucauldian archeological principle, which
recognizes that knowledge is always institutionalized, which reads for forms of discourse
rather than themes, and which aims at avoiding projections of unity by reading for
discontinuity. My argument emerged in an almost empirical manner. After first noting the
recurrence of certain tropes (namely overflowing, excessive growth, and storms) in Sturm
und Drang texts, I spent years digging for related tropes across the long eighteenth
century, across various disciplines, genres, and languages. The texts I principally discuss
here—texts of the Sturm und Drang—are by no means the only places were these tropes
occur. To mention only a few examples from the intellectual history on which the authors
of Sturm und Drang draw: ancient Greek and Roman critics also employed poetological
river-imagery (Worman 141-142); in early eighteenth-century England, Edward Young
and Shaftsbury (Anthony Ashley-Cooper) both speak of the vegetal genius (Sambrook
237); and finally, seventeenth-century German baroque poetry also employed thundering
(donnern) as a mode of speech (Burgard 267, 282). But Sturm und Drang texts are the
focal point where each of the tropes I have collected accumulate toward and around what
may be called, as I do in Chapter II, the central trope of the period: “climate.” I depart
from classical discourse analysis in two significant and noteworthy ways, each treated in
a sub-section below: a) I place greater emphasis on the epistemic importance of the non-
human natural environment than traditional, largely human-oriented discourse analysis
would; and b) I attend more closely to the material and medial conditions of discourse
than is typical, in connection with my aim of understanding Sturm und Drang eco-poetics

as a specific mode of epistemic-knowledge production.
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a. Non-Human Natural Environments

As a subject of, or theme within, eighteenth-century science, politics, and poetics, the so-
called “natural environment” is strikingly absent in the Sturm und Drang scholarship that
has risen to prominence since the 1990s.17 The comprehensive 2017 reference work
Handbuch Sturm und Drang (edited by Luserke-Jaqui) does at times address the general
significance of “nature” for the period, but only in passing. There is no entry in the
Handbuch devoted exclusively or primarily to the issue. Individual entries focusing on
other topics make reference along the way to Sturm und Drang’s new “nature-cult”
(“Naturkult”; 41), new “relationship with nature” (“Naturverbundenheit”; 65), new
“natural feeling” (Naturgefiihl; 499), and new “pantheistic nature-religion”
(“pantheistischer Naturreligion”; 141). And yet, “nature” itself (to say nothing of the
m