
Chapter	3
German	Idealism

What	is	German	Idealism?

The	modern	subject	can	be	interpreted	as,	in	Kant’s	phrase,	‘giving	the	law’	both	to	nature	(in
the	sciences)	and	to	itself	(in	moral	self-determination),	and	yet	as	being	afflicted	by	a	sense	of
‘homelessness’,	which	results	from	its	questioning	of	theology	and	of	traditional	roles	and
identities.	Kant	sought	to	sustain	the	idea	of	self-determination	by	locating	freedom	in	a	domain
which	was	not	subject	to	the	laws	of	nature.	At	the	same	time,	nature	‘in	itself’	was
inaccessible	to	human	knowledge.	How,	then,	does	nature	in	itself	relate	to	human	freedom?
‘German	Idealism’,	which	emerges	in	the	1790s,	aims	to	rethink	the	relationship	between	the
subjective	and	the	objective	in	the	light	of	Kant’s	claims.	How	does	our	‘spontaneous’	power
to	‘give	the	law’	to	nature	relate	to	the	nature	to	which	the	law	is	given?	This	power	must	in
one	sense	be	given	to	us	by	nature	itself,	because	we	are	natural	beings.	However,	unlike	the
rest	of	nature,	the	power	cannot	appear,	because	it	is	precisely	what	makes	it	possible	to	think
about	nature	objectively,	‘as	appearance’,	at	all.	That	to	which	things	appear	cannot	be	a	thing
in	the	same	way	as	what	appears.	This	means	that	claims	about	our	legislative	power	cannot	be
based	on	objective	evidence	about	the	mind,	such	as	might	be	gained	from	a	science	of
psychology,	because	that	science	itself	also	depends	on	that	power.	The	idea	which	German
Idealism	sees	as	implicit	in	Kant	is,	then,	that	knowledge,	which	depends	on	the	spontaneity	of
judgement,	and	self-determined,	spontaneous	action,	can	be	seen	as	sharing	the	same	source,
and	this	source	is	not	accessible	to	the	kind	of	investigation	carried	out	in	the	sciences.	This
idea	leads	to	two	essential	possibilities,	which	intersect	at	certain	points.

One	possibility	sees	‘subjectivity’,	the	‘I’	in	the	very	broad	sense	it	often	has	for	German
Idealism,	as	the	basis	of	there	being	a	‘world’	at	all,	rather	than	an	unarticulated	chaos.
‘Subjectivity’	is	therefore	what	generates	durable	forms,	via	which	nature	becomes	something
living	and	intelligible.	Without	the	‘light’	shone	by	thinking	on	nature,	nature	would	be	opaque
to	itself.	This	kind	of	approach	can	be	made	sense	of	by	the	thought	that	the	matter	of	which
organisms	consist	is	replaced	during	their	life,	without	them	becoming	something	different.	The
idea	is	that	this	suggests	the	primacy	of	a	certain	kind	of	conception	of	‘mind’,	in	the	sense	of
that	which	gives	rise	to	intelligible	forms,	over	nature:	without	the	activity	of	mind,	nothing
determinate	can	emerge	at	all.	The	core	of	philosophy	thus	becomes	the	activity	of	the	subject,
not	the	explanation	of	the	objective	natural	world.

The	other	possibility	is	that	both	the	activity	of	the	mind	and	freedom	are	inherent	in	nature’s
own	‘productivity’.	Nature	is	again	not	simply	an	objective	system	of	laws,	because	it
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‘produces’	subjectivity,	by	which	it	comes	to	knowledge	of	itself	and	becomes	capable	of	self-
determination,	rather	than	remaining	enclosed	within	itself.	Nature’s	productivity	is,	though,
not	ultimately	in	our	control:	even	our	thinking	‘happens’,	it	is	not	something	we	consciously
make	ourselves	do.	Once	thought	emerges,	there	is	a	degree	of	self-determination	in	thought:
the	question	is	how	decisive	this	self-determination	actually	is.	The	thinking	subject	is	here	not
fully	transparent	to	itself	and	depends	to	some	degree	on	something	‘unconscious’.

Both	these	alternatives	share	the	idea	that,	although	changes	in	nature	are	determined	by	laws,
the	very	fact	that	nature	is	structured	at	all,	and	is	dynamic	rather	than	static,	is	not	determined
in	the	same	way.	Ideas	relating	to	the	first	of	these	alternatives	are	associated	with	Salomon
Maimon	(1754–1800)	and	Johann	Gottlieb	Fichte	(1762–1814),	the	second	with	the	‘nature
philosophy’	of	Friedrich	Wilhelm	Joseph	Schelling	(1775–1854).	Georg	Wilhelm	Friedrich
Hegel	(1770–1831)	tries	to	get	beyond	the	differences	between	these	alternatives	by,	as	we
shall	see,	describing	the	relationship	between	subjective	and	objective	in	a	new	way.	From	the
end	of	the	1820s	onwards,	Schelling	will	argue	that	Hegel’s	version	of	Idealism	cannot	grasp
central	features	of	human	existence.

2.	F.	W.	J.	Schelling,	1848

In	modernity,	the	sense	of	belonging	to	a	meaningful	whole	becomes	hard	to	sustain,	and
urbanization	means	that	direct	contact	with	nature	tends	to	diminish	for	large	parts	of	the
population.	Nature	is	also	increasingly	subordinated	to	the	effects	of	science’s	analysis	of	its
elements.	This	subordination	gives	priority	to	objectifying	approaches	over	other	ways	of
making	sense	of	the	world.	The	consequence	can	be	a	repression	of	certain	aspects	of
ourselves,	such	as	the	need	to	experience	the	world	as	intrinsically	meaningful:	the	sociologist
Max	Weber	will	later	term	this	emptying	of	meaning	from	nature	the	‘disenchantment’	of	the
world.	However,	there	are	probably,	as	the	ecological	crisis	now	shows,	limits	to	humankind’s
ability	to	subject	nature	to	itself.	Schelling	already	makes	critical	remarks	about	the	damaging
effects	of	regarding	nature	as	just	the	object	of	human	goals	at	the	end	of	the	18th	century.
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Similarly,	a	brief	manifesto,	often	referred	to	as	the	‘Oldest	System-Programme	of	German
Idealism’,	of	1796	(whose	author	is	Schelling,	Hegel,	or	their	friend,	the	poet	Friedrich
Hölderlin,	1770–1843),	demands	a	‘mythology	of	reason’.	This	would	harmonize	the	new
scientific	worldview	with	the	symbolic	forms	employed	in	people’s	everyday	lives.	What
modern	science	tells	us	is	to	be	reconciled	with	decisions	on	what	should	be	done	by	finding
ways	of	communicating	and	evaluating	knowledge	that	engage	the	aesthetic	and	moral
imagination	of	all	levels	of	society,	in	the	way	that	mythology	supposedly	did	in	traditional
societies.	Although	this	vision	will	come	to	be	seen	as	unrealizable,	the	contradictions	that
occasioned	it	are	still	apparent	in	the	failure	of	humankind’s	ever	increasing	technological
capacity	to	bring	about	a	more	just	and	humane	world.

German	Idealism	also	tries	to	resolve	contradictions	which	result	from	the	erosion	of	the	order
exemplified	by	the	idea	that	the	king’s	authority	derives	from	God.	The	beheading	of	the	king	in
both	the	English	and	the	French	revolutions	epitomizes	changes	in	the	nature	of	legitimacy
characteristic	of	modernity.	Order	now	has	to	be	freely	established	by	human	beings,	without
appeals	to	a	higher	authority.	Human	interests	are,	though,	inherently	divergent,	especially
when	social	mobility	increases	as	a	result	of	the	rise	of	capitalism,	so	how	can	authority	be
universally	legitimated?	The	French	Revolution	implements	the	Terror	in	the	name	of	Reason,
and	the	ways	in	which	universal	principles	can	lead	to	inhumanity	suggest	the	need	for	new
approaches	to	the	reconciliation	of	individual	and	society.	The	difficulties	this	reconciliation
involves	are	apparent	in	the	fact	that	Hegel’s	work	on	this	issue	in	the	Philosophy	of	Right
(1820)	has	been	read	as	a	proto-totalitarian	defence	of	the	power	of	the	state	which	stands
above	the	individual.	Things	are,	though,	not	so	simple:	as	Hegel	argues,	without	a	law-
governed	social	order,	the	individual	would	have	no	rights	anyway.	Rights	depend	upon
acknowledgement	that	the	law	applies	both	to	oneself	and	to	others.	Understanding	the
interdependence	of	opposed	terms,	like	that	between	the	‘general	will’	of	the	state	and	the	will
of	the	individual,	lies	at	the	heart	of	German	Idealist	thinking,	which	seeks	to	overcome	the
contradictions,	both	social	and	philosophical,	that	arise	from	the	end	of	feudalism.

Sources	of	German	Idealism

German	Idealism	is	not	an	idealism	like	Berkeley’s,	in	which	‘being	is	perceiving’.	However,
one	of	its	sources	is	the	question	of	whether	Kant	is,	despite	himself,	a	Berkeleyan	idealist.
Kant	rejects	idealism:	even	though	we	only	know	things	via	the	way	we	perceive	them,	they
still	exist	‘in	themselves’.	How,	though,	do	appearances	relate	to	things	in	themselves?	In
1789,	Friedrich	Heinrich	Jacobi	(1743–1819)	questions	Kant’s	claim	that	things	in	themselves
cause	appearances.	For	Kant,	a	cause	links	one	appearance	to	another	that	necessarily
succeeds	it.	Things	in	themselves	do	not	appear,	so	they	cannot,	in	Kant’s	own	terms,	be	said	to
cause	appearances.	This	seems	to	leave	an	alternative	between	either	getting	rid	of	things	in
themselves	altogether,	by	adopting	full-scale	idealism,	or	abandoning	transcendental	idealism,
at	the	risk	of	going	back	to	the	kind	of	‘dogmatic’	metaphysics	Kant	had	criticized.	Negotiating
what	is	at	issue	in	this	alternative	constitutes	a	core	task	for	German	Idealism.
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Jacobi’s	questions	about	the	direction	of	philosophy	at	this	time	make	it	clear	why	the	concerns
of	the	German	Idealists	are	more	than	abstractly	epistemological.	The	so-called	‘Pantheism
Controversy’,	which	began	in	1783,	arose	over	Jacobi’s	claim	that	the	Enlightenment	writer	G.
E.	Lessing	had	admitted	to	being	a	Spinozist.	Spinoza	had	been	excommunicated	from	the
Dutch	Jewish	church	for	atheism	in	1656,	and	atheism	was	still	unacceptable	to	the	ruling
powers	in	18th-century	Germany.	At	the	end	of	the	century,	Fichte	loses	his	academic	job
because	he	is	seen	as	an	atheist.	Spinoza’s	God	is	not	the	creator	and	legislator	of	the	world,
but	rather	the	organized	totality	of	nature:	God	and	nature	are	the	same.	In	Spinoza’s	system,
what	things	are	depends	on	their	not	being	other	things,	rather	than	on	anything	intrinsic	to
themselves.	Each	particular	thing	‘conditions’	other	things,	and	they	in	turn	condition	it.	Jacobi
argues	that	this	leads	to	a	regress	of	‘conditions	of	conditions’,	in	which	no	explanation	can	be
definitively	justified.	Grounding	knowledge	therefore	requires	something	‘unconditioned’.	For
Jacobi,	this	is	God,	who	makes	particulars	meaningful	parts	of	a	world	that	we	invest	in
cognitively,	morally,	and	emotionally,	rather	than	just	parts	of	a	mechanical	system.	The
regress	of	explanations	is	stopped	in	Jacobi’s	view	by	the	realization	that	our	‘faith/belief’
[Glaube]	in	reality	cannot	be	justified	in	cognitive	terms	(which	lead	to	the	regress	just
described),	and	so	has	to	have	recourse	to	theology.	However,	if	the	unconditioned	is	to	serve
as	a	philosophical	explanation	(i.e.	one	that	does	not	see	God	as	the	explanation	of	the	world
of	conditions),	one	ends	up	in	the	contradictory	situation	of	‘having	to	discover	conditions	of
the	unconditioned’,	because	explanation	is,	precisely,	finding	the	conditions	of	something.

German	Idealism	therefore	tries	to	find	new	ways	of	explicating	the	‘unconditioned’	or	the
‘Absolute’.	In	modern	science,	things	are	explained	by	seeking	conditions	of	conditions.
Jacobi’s	concern	is	that	this	means	that	there	is	no	ultimate	legitimation	for	science:	one	can
always	seek	more	causal	explanations,	but	there	can	be	no	ultimate	reason	for	doing	so.
Moreover,	science	can	only	function	in	a	world	which	has	already	revealed	itself	as
intelligible	before	we	seek	scientific	accounts	of	it.	(This	point	will	later	form	the	core	of
Heidegger’s	thinking.)	Jacobi	regards	what	ensues	from	Spinozism	as	‘nihilism’,	because	it
offers	no	account	of	how	it	is	that	being	is	intelligible	at	all.	The	reason	for	engaging	in
scientific	activity	must	be	located	in	the	sphere	of	human	action,	but	how	action	can	be
legitimated	is	the	problem	to	which	understanding	the	Absolute	would	be	the	solution.

German	Idealism	can	therefore	be	understood	as	exploring	the	idea	that	subjectivity	is
‘unconditioned’.	In	his	attempts	around	1789–90	to	make	Kant	more	convincing	to	a	wider
audience,	Karl	Leonhard	Reinhold	insisted	that	thought	needed	a	foundation	if	a	regress	of	the
kind	Jacobi	described	was	to	be	avoided.	He	argued	that	the	‘fact	of	consciousness’	was	not
itself	conditioned,	because	it	is	what	enables	us	to	be	aware	of	conditions	at	all.	Maimon
contended	that	Kant’s	division	between	the	receptive	and	the	spontaneous	could	not	be
sustained.	The	existence	of	the	objective	world	is	inferred	from	the	supposed	causality	of
things	in	themselves,	but	the	category	of	causality	depends	on	the	subject,	not	on	the	object,	and
what	is	caused	are	perceptions	of	the	subject.	The	subject–object	relationship	therefore	just
entails	two	kinds	of	consciousness,	rather	than	subjective	consciousness	and	a	separate
objective	world.	The	world	appears	to	be	objective	because	what	produces	perceptions	of	the
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‘external	world’	is	the	‘unconscious’	side	of	the	subject.	Hamann’s	idea	that	the	receptive	and
the	spontaneous	cannot	be	wholly	separate	is	crucial	for	German	Idealism.	If	apparently
passive	receptivity	and	active	spontaneity	are	in	fact	different	degrees	of	the	same	‘activity’,
the	gap	between	subject	and	world	can	be	closed.	Consciousness	would	then	be	seen	as	‘of	the
world’	in	two	senses:	it	belongs	to	the	world,	as	something	which	emerges	from	nature,	and	it
makes	the	world	into	the	object	of	knowledge	and	action.	The	question	is	how	to	interpret
these	two	senses.

Fichte

Fichte’s	central	assumption	is	that	the	self-determining	activity	of	the	subject	is	the	core	of
philosophy.	The	subject	can	apprehend	the	world	in	objective	terms,	but	cannot	itself	be
wholly	objectified.	For	Fichte,	the	self-determining	subject	must	not	be	conditioned	by
anything	external	to	it:	if	it	were	explicable	via	what	conditions	it,	it	would	be	just	an	object
determined	by	natural	laws.	Human	subjects	could	conceivably	just	be	very	complex	robots:
for	Fichte,	though,	it	is	the	ability	of	subjects	to	‘reflect’	which	means	that	this	cannot	be	the
case.	What	makes	it	possible	for	us	to	reflect	on	our	knowledge	and	action	is	not	a	cause	of	the
kind	that	we	encounter	in	nature,	but	rather	our	freedom.	The	‘I’	that	can	reflect	therefore
involves	something	‘absolute’,	not	conditioned	by	anything	outside	itself.	In	reflection,	the
subjective	makes	part	of	itself	into	something	objective,	but	it	is	not	caused	to	do	this	by
something	objective.	The	situation	of	deciding	to	be	critical	of	oneself	can	suggest	what	is
meant	here:	by	doing	so,	one	‘inhibits’	oneself	in	order	to	appreciate	the	objective	significance
of	what	one	has	done.	In	Fichte’s	terms,	the	basic	process	is	seen	as	the	‘absolute	I’,	which
involves	nothing	that	depends	on	anything	else,	splitting	itself	and	so	establishing	the
relationship	between	subjective	and	objective,	I	and	not-I.

Because	one	can	see	the	universe	itself	in	analogous	terms	–	the	universe	becomes	an	object
separate	from	the	subject	when	consciousness	arises	–	it	is	not	always	clear	how	Fichte
intends	his	conception.	Before	consciousness	exists,	the	universe	is	‘in	itself	‘,	afterwards	it
becomes	‘for	itself’	–	terms	that	Jean-Paul	Sartre,	for	example,	will	later	use	in	relation	to	the
individual	subject.	‘Gegenstand’	–	‘object’	–	means	that	which	‘stands	against’	something
else,	in	this	case	the	I.	For	Fichte,	the	‘absolute	I’	splits	into	a	relative	subject	and	object,	but
the	subjective	must	keep	overcoming	the	objective,	otherwise	the	world	would	never	develop.
The	objective	universe	can	only	be	experienced	as	objective	by	a	subject,	so	the	latter	must	be
prior.	The	point	of	existence	is,	then,	to	be	found	in	the	activity	of	the	subject,	in	practical
rather	than	theoretical	reason.

Commentators	on	Fichte	are	still	not	agreed	on	precisely	what	he	means:	how,	for	example,	do
individual	human	subjects,	who	may	in	fact	rarely	exercise	their	freedom,	relate	to	the
generative	principle	of	subjectivity	involved	in	the	‘absolute	I’?	Fichte	describes	the	‘I’	as	a
‘deed-action’,	a	‘Tathandlung’,	as	opposed	to	a	‘Tatsache’,	a	‘fact’.	The	‘I’	is	an	absolute
beginning	because	it	derives	from	nothing	but	itself:	otherwise	self-determination	is	an
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illusion.	However,	in	his	claim	that	‘the	consciousness	of	a	thing	outside	us	is	absolutely
nothing	else	than	the	product	of	our	own	capacity	for	thinking’,	only	the	consciousness	of
the	thing	outside	us	is	the	product	of	the	capacity	for	thinking,	not	the	thing	itself,	so	he	could
be	seen	as	offering	a	version	of	Kant’s	transcendental	idealism.	But	how	is	one	to	grasp	the	‘I’
in	philosophy	without	turning	it	into	an	object?	Fichte’s	answer	is	that	this	takes	place	via
‘intellectual	intuition’,	‘that	through	which	I	know	something	because	I	do	it’,	rather	than
knowing	it	as	something	objective.	Much	of	German	Idealism’s	subsequent	development
revolves	around	the	implications	of	this	term.

The	reason	is	that	intellectual	intuition	has	to	do	with	how	philosophy	characterizes	mind’s
connection	to	the	world.	Kant	had	seen	intellectual	intuition	as	the	kind	of	thought
characteristic	of	the	deity,	which	creates	the	real	object	by	thinking	it.	This	meant	that	he
denied	the	possibility	of	such	intuition	for	finite	intellects	like	ours.	For	Fichte,	it	is	the
coincidence	in	intellectual	intuition	of	the	act	of	thinking	with	what	is	thought	that	overcomes
the	idea	of	a	gap	between	mind	and	world.	But	isn’t	this,	as	Jacobi	will	object,	a	kind	of
narcissism,	in	which	thinking	just	mirrors	itself	to	itself?	The	weight	Fichte	places	on	the
subject	seems	to	leave	no	space	for	any	independence	of	the	world	of	nature,	which	becomes
merely	the	object	of	human	activity.	Moreover,	the	justification	of	the	emphasis	on	the	‘I’
depends	on	the	act	of	intellectual	intuition,	which	can	only	be	accessible	via	the	act	of
reflecting.	How	does	one	subject’s	reflection	relate	to	another	subject’s	reflection?	Fichte’s
emphasis	on	individual	self-determination	echoes	vital	social	and	political	changes	in	the
modern	world,	but	it	also	suggests	dangers.	From	Schelling	to	Heidegger	and	beyond,	the
problems	of	the	modern	world	are	often	seen	as	relating	to	the	subject’s	drive	to	dominate
what	is	opposed	to	it.

Schelling

After	initially	proposing	a	position	close	to	Fichte’s,	Schelling	comes	to	accuse	Fichte	of
reducing	nature	to	being	the	object	of	human	purposes,	when	it	should	also	be	understood	as	a
source	of	meaning	and	purpose.	At	the	end	of	the	18th	century,	the	development	of	a	new
appreciation	of	the	beauty	and	grandeur	of	non-human	nature	is	linked	to	the	search	for
orientation	in	a	world	which	is	increasingly	regarded	as	lacking	theological	foundations.	The
emergence	of	the	discipline	of	aesthetics	in	Kant’s	third	Critique	was	also	closely	connected	to
a	revaluation	of	humankind’s	relationships	to	nature.	It	is	no	coincidence,	then,	that	Schelling’s
early	work	both	tries	to	develop	a	new	conception	of	nature,	and	sees	art	as	a	way	of
understanding	the	relationship	between	mind	and	world.

Schelling’s	‘philosophy	of	nature’	(‘Naturphilosophie’)	can	best	be	approached	via	the	notion
of	‘self-organization’.	When	an	organism	develops	by	the	interaction	of	its	constituents	it
becomes	more	than	the	sum	of	its	law-bound	material	parts.	Schelling	sees	organic
development	as	connected	to	human	self-determination,	because	both	involve	more	than
determination	by	natural	laws.	The	need	to	connect	ourselves	to	nature	more	adequately	is
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apparent	in	the	Cartesian	split	between	mind	and	nature:	‘one	can	push	as	many	transitory
materials	as	one	wants	…	between	mind	and	matter,	but	sometime	the	point	must	come	where
mind	and	matter	are	One’.	Schelling	takes	up	Spinoza’s	distinction	between	natura	naturans,
nature	which	is	‘productive’,	and	natura	naturata,	the	objective	‘products’	of	nature.	The
former	suggests	an	alternative	conception	of	nature	to	that	present	in	the	natural	sciences.	The
vital	fact	about	nature	here	is	that	it	involves	life	and	develops	into	new	forms.	Whereas	the
sciences	rely	on	analysis	of	the	parts,	nature	philosophy	is	concerned	with	the	organic
connections	between	those	parts.	In	the	light	of	the	ecological	crisis,	such	an	approach	seems
prescient:	it	suggests	how	piecemeal	analysis	by	particular	sciences	may	be	unable	to	grasp	the
interaction	of	separate,	but	ultimately	connected,	aspects	of	nature	as	a	whole.	Schelling’s
philosophy	of	nature	aims	to	connect	nature’s	‘unconscious	productivity’	with	mind’s
‘conscious	productivity’.	Thought	is	where	‘nature	first	completely	returns	into	itself’,	and	it
reveals	that	‘nature	is	originally	identical	with	what	is	known	in	us	as	intelligent	and
conscious’.	Without	thought,	nature	is	opaque;	without	nature,	thought	could	not	occur	at	all.
The	task	is	therefore	to	understand	the	move	from	unconscious	to	conscious	productivity.

A	division	emerges	here	in	German	philosophy,	between	theories	that	seek	a	complete
conceptual	account	of	how	mind	and	world	relate,	and	approaches	that	appeal	to	non-
conceptual	forms	of	‘intuition’.	The	danger	of	the	latter	is	that	they	can	lead	to	a	neglect	of
rational	argument.	However,	there	are	serious	grounds	for	certain	kinds	of	appeal	to	‘intuition’.
In	his	System	of	Transcendental	Idealism	(1800),	Schelling	contends	that	works	of	art	are	the
objective	manifestation	of	‘intellectual	intuition’.	If	intellectual	intuition	is	located	within	the
subject,	as	Fichte’s	knowing	by	doing	is,	it	is	unclear	how	it	can	play	a	justificatory	role	in
philosophy.	For	Schelling,	the	production	of	art	requires	unconscious	productivity,	which	takes
the	artist	beyond	what	is	governed	by	the	existing	rules	of	an	artistic	medium.	By	manifesting
this	unconscious	productivity	in	something	objective	that	can	be	consciously	apprehended,	art
shows	what	philosophy	cannot	say.	Art	is	therefore	the	‘organ	of	philosophy’,	a	publicly
accessible	medium	which	expresses	how	conscious	and	unconscious	are	connected.	If	we
regard	a	work	of	art	as	an	object	of	knowledge	to	be	determined	by	concepts,	we	will	not
grasp	how	it	can	change	the	subject’s	relationship	to	the	world.	Art	can	do	this	because	it	can
always	be	interpreted	in	new	ways.	This	makes	art’s	meaning	in	one	sense	‘indeterminate’,
because	it	cannot	be	definitively	established.	Rather	than	being	a	philosophical	failing,
however,	this	indeterminacy,	which	makes	the	work	in	one	sense	‘infinite’,	shows	how	the
world	of	finite	knowledge	might	be	transcended,	without	making	‘dogmatic’	philosophical
claims.

Schelling	does	not	sustain	the	idea	of	art	as	the	reconciliation	of	subjective	and	objective.	He
comes	to	think	that	if	there	were	a	harmony	between	subjective	and	objective,	freedom	would
be	just	part	of	the	overall	purpose	of	nature,	and	everything	would	be	decided	in	advance.
From	around	1809	onwards,	Schelling	therefore	radicalizes	the	idea	of	freedom	by	seeing	it	in
terms	of	the	possibility	of	doing	evil	by	asserting	one’s	will	in	a	manner	not	governed	by
existing	norms.	Without	this	possibility,	the	‘essence’	of	freedom,	which	requires	a	sense	of
contingent	open-endedness,	is	lacking.	Schelling	does	not	deny	the	necessities	in	rational
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thought	or	stop	trying	to	develop	a	systematic	philosophy.	He	does,	though,	question	the	idea
that	reason	can	account	for	its	own	existence,	and	so	introduces	a	fundamental	contingency	into
thinking	which	is	at	odds	with	the	Idealist	project	of	reconciling	mind	and	world.

The	task	of	Schelling’s	later	philosophy	becomes	to	understand	how	an	intelligible	world
emerges	at	all	from	a	pre-rational	state.	From	around	the	end	of	the	1820s	until	his	death	in
1854,	he	questions	the	very	possibility	of	realizing	the	aims	of	German	Idealism:

Far	…	from	man	and	his	activity	making	the	world	comprehensible,	he	is	himself	what	is	most
incomprehensible,	and	continually	drives	me	to	the	opinion	of	the	unhappiness	of	all	being	…
Precisely	he,	man,	drives	me	to	the	last	despairing	question:	why	is	there	anything	at	all?	why
is	there	not	nothing?

He	thinks	that	Hegel’s	attempt	to	answer	the	problems	of	modern	philosophy	in	terms	of	how
‘man	and	his	activity	make	the	world	comprehensible’	fails	to	confront	the	dissonance	between
thought	and	being	that	goes	to	the	heart	of	our	attempts	to	understand	ourselves.	This	sense	of
dissonance	leads	Schelling	to	new	reflections	on	how	philosophy	relates	to	pre-philosophical
forms	of	mythological	thinking,	and	on	philosophy’s	relation	to	religion.

3.	G.	W.	F.	Hegel

Hegel

Hegel	is	notorious	for	such	claims	as	‘the	real	is	the	rational’,	which	seem	to	suggest	that	there
is	no	philosophical	basis	for	questioning	to	what	extent	the	world	is	rationally	constituted,	and
are	strikingly	at	odds	with	the	assertions	just	cited	from	Schelling.	These	claims	led	Karl	Marx
and	others	to	see	Hegel	as	a	defender	of	an	unjust	political	status	quo	in	a	still	feudal	Germany.
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Schelling	and	Hegel	were	friends	until	they	fell	out	around	the	time	of	the	publication	of
Hegel’s	Phenomenology	of	Mind/Spirit	(hereafter	PM)	(the	German	word	‘Geist’	can	be
translated	either	way,	depending	on	the	context)	in	1807.	How	did	they	come	to	the	divergence
in	their	assessments	of	the	capacity	for	philosophy	to	comprehend	the	modern	world?	One	way
to	answer	this	is	via	the	question	of	‘intuition’	and	its	relationship	to	scepticism.	As	modern
science	establishes	itself,	it	becomes	apparent	that	very	many	firmly	held	traditional	beliefs
are	untenable.	But	what	is	to	say	that	the	new	scientific	beliefs	are	not	equally	open	to	doubt,
especially	as	modern	science	lives	from	refuting	theories	and	replacing	them	with	better	ones?
The	appeal	to	intellectual	intuition	is	intended	to	establish	a	fundamental	contact	between
thought	and	reality	that	would	obviate	scepticism,	but	Fichte	and	Schelling	share	the	problem
that	the	notion	of	intuition	cannot,	by	definition,	be	articulated	in	concepts.	It	is	either
something	that	only	free	individuals	are	capable	of	(Fichte),	or	something	that	we	understand
via	art’s	showing	how	subjective	and	objective	are	connected	(early	Schelling).

Hegel	argues	that	intellectual	intuition	cannot	be	presupposed	at	the	beginning	of	a
philosophical	system,	as	the	basis	on	which	the	rest	is	built.	It	can	only	be	arrived	at	after
philosophy	has	gone	through	and	articulated	the	ways	in	which	thought	and	the	real	interact.
These	can	range	from	primitive	reactions	of	organisms	to	their	environment	to	the	highest
forms	of	conceptual	thinking,	in	which	philosophy	reflects	on	how	it	itself	became	possible.
Whether	this	is	an	adequate	response	to	what	is	involved	in	the	issue	of	intuition	is	crucial	to
assessing	Hegel’s	philosophy.

For	Hegel,	an	understanding	of	why	particular	truth	claims	turn	out	to	be	false	turns	the
sceptical	position	against	itself.	This	is	because	knowledge	can	never	begin	from	something
‘immediate’,	in	the	sense	of	something	which	does	not	need	to	relate	to	anything	else	to	be
what	it	is.	Accounts	of	the	solar	system,	for	example,	do	not	begin	with	‘immediate’	data	that
are	then	explained	in	a	theory.	They	begin	rather	with	an	already	‘mediated’	mythological
interpretation	of	the	nature	of	the	heavenly	bodies.	This	interpretation	is	made	more	systematic
in	Ptolemaic	astronomy,	and	then	is	changed	again	when	Copernicus	and	Galileo	demonstrate
the	heliocentric	nature	of	the	solar	system.	The	more	plausible	theory	results	from	the
revelation	of	the	faults	in	the	preceding	theory,	not	from	immediate	access	to	the	truth.

Hegel	terms	this	process	‘determinate	negation’:	refuted	theories	are	not	just	thrown	away,
they	make	possible	better	theories.	Philosophy	shows	how	each	particular	understanding	of
something	involves	an	inadequacy	that	leads	to	a	more	complete	account.	Eventually,	the
demonstration	of	such	inadequacies	leads	to	the	articulation	in	a	philosophical	system	of	all	the
ways	things	can	relate	to	each	other.	This	system	culminates	in	the	‘absolute	idea’,	the
explanation	of	why	all	particular	truths	depend	on	their	relationships	to	other	truths	for	their
justification.	There	are,	therefore,	no	definitive	positive	claims	until	the	deficiencies	have	been
shown	in	all	particular	claims.

The	PM	traces	the	structures	involved	in	how	mind	‘appears’.	The	idea	that	mind	appears,
rather	than	being	that	to	which	the	world	appears,	indicates	the	nature	of	the	approach.	Looking
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at	how	the	subject	can	be	in	true	contact	with	the	object	may	be	the	wrong	way	to	consider	the
theory	of	knowledge.	Hegel	uses	the	metaphor	of	learning	to	swim.	Unless	one	goes	in	the
water,	one	cannot	learn	to	swim,	in	the	same	way	as	one	cannot	know	without	always	already
being	involved	with	what	is	to	be	known.	The	PM	gives	a	genetic	account	of	the	historical
relationships	between	subject	and	object,	which	Kant	saw	in	terms	of	timeless	categories	of
thought.	For	thought	to	develop	at	all,	something	has	to	be	lacking.	Even	at	the	instinctual	level,
the	core	relationship	of	something	lacking	an	‘other’	is	present.	Living	beings	need	food	and
they	need	to	propagate:	without	the	‘other’	they	cannot	exist.	Everything	is	therefore	in	some
respect	both	itself	and	not	itself:	the	food	you	eat	is	not	you,	but	it	becomes	you.	The
overcoming	of	a	lack	means	that	the	subject	depends	on	the	object,	but	this	dependence	is	not
in	itself	the	basis	of	further	development.	It	is	only	when	a	sustained	awareness	of	the
dependence	develops	that	thought	emerges,	in	the	form,	for	example,	of	the	memory	of	what
fulfils	a	need.

Terry	Pinkard	has	referred	to	Hegel’s	conception	as	an	account	of	the	‘sociality	of	reason’.
The	PM	explains	how	dependence	makes	possible	new	kinds	of	relationships	between	people
and	things.	From	the	situation	where	the	self	always	sees	the	other	as	a	threat	–	Hegel	is
thinking	of	Hobbes’s	‘war	of	all	against	all’	that	precedes	legal	relations	–	emerges	the	ability
to	grant	that	the	other	has	rights	in	the	same	way	as	I	do.	Indeed,	without	mutual
acknowledgement	between	self	and	other,	rights	have	no	concrete	form	of	existence	at	all.	In	a
famous	passage	of	the	PM,	on	‘Lordship	and	Bondage’,	the	lord	consumes	the	products	of	the
bondsman	whom	he	has	subordinated	to	himself.	The	lord’s	resulting	dependence	on	the
bondsman	enables	the	latter	to	develop	his	own	capacity	to	manipulate	the	world,	to	the	point
where	he	can	become	more	powerful	than	the	lord.	The	passage	is	both	a	model	of	how
intersubjective	power-relations	change	people	and	their	relationship	to	the	world,	and	a
historical	reflection	on	how	this	model	is	manifest	in	the	demise	of	the	feudal	aristocracy	in	the
French	Revolution.

This	combination	of	theoretical	abstraction	and	concrete	reference	to	history	illustrates
Hegel’s	idea	that	philosophy	is	‘its	age	written	in	thought’,	rather	than	a	timeless	true
representation	of	the	world.	There	are,	however,	conflicting	impulses	in	Hegel,	between	a)	the
idea	that	thought	is	generated	by	particular	historical	interactions	between	people	and	their
world,	which	is	one	way	of	reading	the	PM,	and	b)	the	aim	of	giving	a	definitive	philosophical
account	of	the	structures	of	all	such	interactions,	which	is	what	he	offers	in	the	Science	of
Logic	(1812–16).	The	former	may	point	to	the	‘end	of	philosophy’,	because	it	no	longer
requires	an	account	of	the	ultimate	nature	of	things.	The	latter	insists	that	a	historicized	account
of	truth	must	itself	be	true	in	a	way	which	is	not	subject	to	historical	change.	Different
interpretations	of	Hegel	depend	on	which	aspect	is	seen	as	essential	in	his	philosophy.

Hegel	is	often	seen	as	a	very	speculative	thinker,	which	led	him	to	be	ignored	in	most	Anglo–
American	analytical	philosophy	until	recently.	However,	the	issue	of	‘immediacy’	suggests	a
different	picture.	Many	analytical	philosophers	have	regarded	‘sense	data’	as	the	basis	of
knowledge,	because	observational	evidence	is	essential	to	good	science.	This	philosophical
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view	of	sense	data	is,	though,	precisely	an	example	of	‘immediacy’.	In	the	PM,	Hegel	takes	the
apparently	most	obvious	‘immediate’	certainty	of	the	data	in	front	of	oneself	in	the	present.
This	takes	the	form	of	(in	my	case)	this	computer,	here,	now.	However,	because	particular
perceptions	must	always	be	mediated	by	the	general	concepts	we	use	to	identify	them,	there	is
nothing	intelligible	in	unconceptualized	data	at	all.	Hegel	points	out	that	the	‘indexical’	terms	–
‘this’,	‘here’,	and	‘now’	–	are	universals,	which	already	mediate	the	content	of	my	perception
by	enabling	me	to	focus	on	something	particular.	Here	becomes	this	window	if	I	look	out	of	it
now,	instead	of	writing.	This	claim	involves	a	variant	of	the	basic	structure	of	Hegelian
thought.	Each	this,	here,	and	now	negates	the	preceding	and	the	succeeding	this,	here,	and	now,
so	all	lack	something,	but	the	totality	of	thises,	heres,	and	nows	is	the	positive	totality	of	space
and	time.	The	truth	of	the	particular	emerges	through	its	mediation	by	general	concepts,
otherwise	it	is	indeterminate.	As	in	Kant,	if	there	were	no	intuitions,	concepts	would	be	empty,
and	without	concepts	intuitions	would	be	blind.

Hegel’s	‘dialectic’	is	the	process	in	which	the	material	and	the	form	of	our	relationships	to	the
world	change	in	relation	to	each	other.	For	Hegel,	the	‘concept’	of	an	object	is	not	just	(as	it	is
for	Kant)	a	rule	for	identifying	something,	but	instead	includes	all	the	ways	in	which	the	thing
is	grasped	by	our	engaging	with	it.	There	is	consequently	no	‘thing	in	itself’,	because	the	thing
only	becomes	a	something	by	being	for	us.	Kant’s	‘thing	in	itself’,	Hegel	maintains,	is	the	result
of	abstracting	from	the	thing	everything	that	we	know	about	it.	This	leaves	us	with	no	real	thing
at	all,	merely	an	indeterminate	general	notion.	The	thing’s	apparent	immediacy	is	actually
arrived	at	by	mediation,	the	negation	of	what	we	already	know	of	it.

These	patterns	of	thought	are	used	by	Hegel	to	characterize	all	the	main	dimensions	of	the
modern	world,	from	science,	to	law	and	politics,	to	history,	and	to	art.	The	move	from
indeterminate	immediacy	to	mediation	depends	on	relating	things	more	and	more	extensively	to
what	they	are	not.	In	the	Philosophy	of	Right,	for	example,	the	‘immediate’	individual	gains
their	initial	identity	through	the	family,	but	the	demands	of	the	family	are	particular	and	require
the	law	of	the	state	if	they	are	to	be	reconciled	with	the	demands	of	other	families.	The
problem	here	is,	though,	that	the	legitimacy	present	for	Hegel	in	the	higher	level	can,	in
concrete	situations,	lead	to	a	repression	of	the	supposedly	lower	level.

Hegel’s	criticisms	of	a	reliance	on	immediacy	are	often	plausible,	and	they	play	a	role	in
contemporary	challenges	to	the	assumptions	of	much	Anglo–American	analytical	philosophy.
Why,	though,	was	there	a	reaction	against	Hegel	from	the	1830s	onwards,	and	again	in
analytical	philosophy	from	early	in	the	20th	century	until	very	recently?	One	reason	for	the
reaction	in	the	1830s	is	the	clash	of	Hegel’s	claims	concerning	the	power	of	reason	with	the
sense	that	the	rational	capacities	which	bring	about	the	major	changes	in	19th-century	society
can	lead	to	irrational	forms	of	social	organization.	Sending	children	down	mines	hardly
confirms	the	rationality	of	the	real.	Later	the	rhetoric	of	Hegel’s	work,	which	deals	in	such
terms	as	‘world	spirit’,	would	come	into	conflict	with	the	growing	attention	to	empirical	detail
in	the	natural	sciences,	which	are	the	point	of	orientation	of	analytical	philosophy.
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It	is,	though,	often	ignored	that	in	‘early	German	Romanticism’,	which	begins	in	the	mid-1790s,
an	alternative	approach	to	that	of	Hegel	already	emerges,	which	shares	some	ideas	with	Hegel,
but	parts	company	with	core	elements	of	German	Idealism.	A	Hegelian	stance	can	point	to	how
rationality	does	seem	to	make	irrevocable	advances,	of	the	kind	present	in	the	realizations	that,
for	example,	slavery	is	indefensible	and	that	women	should	not	be	treated	as	inferior	to	men.	A
Romantic	stance	would	not	necessarily	deny	that	such	realizations	are	irrevocable,	but	would
question	the	kind	of	big	philosophical	story	a	Hegelian	uses	to	explain	why	they	are,	on	the
grounds	that	a	unitary	story	of	the	advance	of	Reason	may	obscure	other	resources	for	the
generation	of	meaning	in	the	modern	world.

Bowie, Andrew. German Philosophy : A Very Short Introduction, Oxford University Press, 2010. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=537599.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-23 12:46:33.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

0.
 O

xf
or

d 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.


