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1
FREDERICK BEISER

The Enlightenment and idealism

I Introduction

It is a commonplace of intellectual history that any philosophical movement
must be understood in its historical context. This dictum is especially true of
German Idealism, whose aims and problems become intelligible only in the
context of the culture of late eighteenth-century Germany. This culture was
essentially that of the Enlightenment or Aufklärung, which had dominated intel-
lectual life in Germany since the middle of the eighteenth century.

Toward the close of the eighteenth century, the Enlightenment began to show
signs of a crisis. The more it extended its fundamental principles, the more
they seemed to lead to dire consequences. The fundamental principles of the
Enlightenment were rational criticism and scientific naturalism. While criticism
seemed to end in skepticism, naturalism appeared to result in materialism. Both
results were unacceptable. If skepticism undermines our common-sense beliefs
in the reality of the external world, other minds, and even our own selves, materi-
alism threatens the beliefs in freedom, immortality, and the sui generis status of
the mind. There were few Aufklärer in Germany ready to admit such disastrous
consequences; but there were also few willing to limit the principles of criticism
and naturalism.

German Idealism grew out of this crisis of the Enlightenment. All its various
forms – the transcendental idealism of Kant, the ethical idealism of Fichte, and
the absolute idealism of the romantics – were so many attempts to resolve these
aporiai of the Enlightenment. For all their criticisms of the Enlightenment, the
German idealists were true to its two fundamental principles: rational criticism
and scientific naturalism. Though German Idealism assumes such different, even
incompatible forms, what all its forms have in common is the attempt to save crit-
icism from skepticism, and naturalism from materialism.

The dynamic behind the development of German Idealism, the source of all
its transformations, consisted in the long and bitter struggle to save these prin-
ciples of the Enlightenment. One form of idealism succeeds another as each later

18



form finds an earlier one inadequate to preserve these principles. Kant would
insist that only his transcendental idealism avoids the dangers of skepticism and
materialism. Fichte would complain that Kant’s transcendental idealism, if it
were only consistent, collapses into skepticism, and that the only escape from
skepticism and materialism lies with his ethical idealism. The romantics would
also object that Fichte’s ethical idealism has no response to skepticism, and they
would insist that only their absolute idealism could provide a basis for natural-
ism without materialism. Behind all these permutations, there remains the
constant attempt of the German idealists to preserve the legacy of the
Enlightenment.

II The inner tensions of enlightenment

What is enlightenment? The Aufklärer themselves had no single answer to this
question, which became the subject of intense debate among them in the 1780s.1

But all would have agreed that the age of Enlightenment was “the age of reason.”
The phrase was indeed accurate since the Enlightenment had made reason into
its highest authority, its final court of appeal, in all moral, religious, and polit-
ical questions. Reason provided the criterion to judge all beliefs, laws, works of
art, and sacred texts; but it could not be judged by any higher criterion. Nothing
was sacred or infallible before the tribunal of critique – except, of course, that
tribunal itself.

What did the Enlightenment mean by reason? What was this faculty to which
it had attributed such awesome powers? There were many definitions of reason
during the Enlightenment, but two conceptions were fundamental and wide-
spread. First, reason is a faculty of criticism, the power to examine beliefs
according to the evidence for them. Second, reason is a power of explanation,
the capacity to understand events by seeing them as instances of general laws.
The Enlightenment had a specific paradigm of explanation, namely mechanism,
which it derived from the new physics of Galileo, Descartes, and Newton.
According to this paradigm, the cause of an event is not its purpose or final
cause but its efficient cause, some prior event in time. Since the effect of such a
cause can be measured in terms of impact, by how much a body changes place
in a given amount of time, the laws of mechanism are quantifiable. Hence one
of the great advantages of mechanism was that it led to a mathematical concep-
tion of nature where all laws could be formulated in precise mathematical
terms.

The crisis of the Enlightenment grew out of each of these concepts of reason.
Each concept, if universalized and pushed to its limits, led to unacceptable con-
sequences. But the crisis was inescapable since the Enlightenment had to radi-
calize each of them. For to limit them in any form would be a form of
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“unreason”: it would be either obscurantism or “dogmatism,” the limitation of
reason by authority.

Radical criticism seemed to lead of necessity to skepticism. The skeptic had
always claimed that doubt is the necessary result of criticism, the demand that
we have sufficient evidence for all our beliefs. For it seems inevitable that the
more we examine the reasons for our beliefs, the more we find they are inade-
quate. We discover that the evidence is doubtful, or that it does not imply its
alleged conclusions. This seems to be the case especially with regard to our
beliefs in the reality of the external world and other minds. We find that we have
no reason to trust our senses, or that even if they are reliable they are not suffi-
cient in number or in kind to give us complete knowledge of the object in itself.
These kinds of skeptical arguments, which go back to Sextus Empiricus and the
Pyrrhonism of antiquity, were revived in the seventeenth century by Montaigne
and Charron, and in the eighteenth century by Bayle and Hume. They would
have been familiar to any Aufklärer.

This dialectic from criticism to skepticism only seemed confirmed by the
development of epistemology in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The
Enlightenment concern with epistemology grew directly out of its demand for
criticism. For if we are to be systematic and thorough in examining the reasons
for our beliefs, we should investigate the sources, conditions, and limits of
knowledge in general. The epistemology of Locke, Berkeley, and Hume in
Britain, of Descartes, Malebranche, and Condillac in France, and of Leibniz,
Tetens, and Kant in Germany, all came from the need for a more systematic and
rigorous form of criticism. But the more epistemology advanced, the more it
seemed to lead to the conclusion that what we know – the object of cognition –
is conditioned by how we know – the act of cognition. Nowhere is this conclu-
sion more apparent than in the theory of ideas, which is endemic to the episte-
mology of the Enlightenment. According to this theory, the role of sensory
organs and perceptual activities in cognition makes the immediate objects of
perception not things themselves but the ideas we have of them. It was just this
theory, however, that seemed to lead directly to skepticism. It seemed to bring
down “a veil of perception,” so that the subject directly knew only its ideas; it
was then necessary to infer, somewhat hazardously, the existence of the external
world.

If radical criticism seemed to end in skepticism, a radical naturalism appeared
to lead to materialism. This seemed to be the inevitable result of universalizing
the Enlightenment’s paradigm of explanation, of claiming that everything that
exists is explicable, at least in principle, according to mechanical and mathemat-
ical laws. If something falls under mechanical and mathematical laws, then it
must be quantifiable or measurable. But to be quantifiable or measurable it must
be extended, having a determinate size, shape, and weight; in other words, it
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must be material. Hence the mechanical-mathematical paradigm of explanation
applies only to matter; and if it explains everything, everything must be material.

The only escape from such materialism seemed to be a form of dualism, a
sharp distinction between the material and the mental. Such dualism admits that
the mechanical-mathematical paradigm explains everything in nature, but it
denies that everything that exists is within nature. It makes a distinction between
extended substance, which falls inside nature, and mental or thinking substance,
which falls outside it. But such dualism also has its price: the realm of the mental
becomes something mysterious, inexplicable according to scientific laws. Hence
the Enlightenment’s mechanical-mathematical paradigm of explanation seemed
to lead to an aporia in the philosophy of mind where the only possibilities were
materialism and dualism. But both are unacceptable. For if materialism explains
the mind, it also denies its distinctive status, reducing it down to a machine; and
if dualism recognizes the unique qualities of mind, it makes it into a mysterious
entity. Hence the mind becomes either a machine or a ghost; on no account is it
possible to explain its characteristic qualities according to natural laws.

The crisis of the Enlightenment went even deeper. Its problem was not only
that each of its concepts of reason had unacceptable consequences, but also that
these concepts were in conflict with one another. Criticism and naturalism, when
universalized, undermine one another. Since criticism ends in skepticism, it
undermines naturalism, which is committed to the independent reality of nature
and the necessity of scientific laws. Since naturalism results in materialism, it
undermines criticism, and more specifically its claim to be in possession of uni-
versal and necessary standards of reason. For materialism ends in relativism,
given that it claims that everything, including human rationality, is the product
of material forces at a specific time and place.

The conflict between these concepts of reason appears time and again in the
epistemologies of the Enlightenment. The epistemologies of Descartes, Locke,
Hobbes, and Hume attempted to provide some foundation for the new natural
sciences; yet they also ended in a skepticism that completely undermined scien-
tific naturalism. This tension was apparent in Descartes, who could resolve his
doubts about the reality of the external world and the applicability of mathemat-
ics only by a question-begging demonstration of the existence of God. It was
also plain in Hobbes, who affirmed materialism only to question whether “the
phantoms” of perception have any resemblance to things outside them. It was no
less clear in Locke, who wanted his epistemology to be a handmaiden of the new
natural philosophy, but who also made the perceiving subject directly aware only
of its own ideas. Finally, it was also evident in Hume, who doubted the reality of
the external world and induction, but who also wanted to develop a science of
human nature.

These problems with the Enlightenment concepts of rationality were already
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fully apparent in Germany by the 1770s, the decade Kant wrote his Critique of
Pure Reason. The dangers of materialism were widely felt. The writings of
Holbach, Helvétius, and Diderot had a wide clandestine circulation in Germany;
and the views of La Mettrie and Maupertuis were notorious, not least because
these philosophes were prominent in the Prussian Academy of Sciences in Berlin.
The writings of the English free-thinkers – John Toland, Anthony Collins, and
Matthew Tindal – had been translated into German and were widely read.2

Although materialism was more advanced in France and Britain, there were also
some notable German materialists, such as Friedrich Wilhelm Stosch, Theodor
Ludwig Lau, and Gabriel Wagner, who were inspired by Spinoza to develop
mechanistic explanations of human actions.3 Spinozism was a notorious doc-
trine in Germany, but it was so not least because it represented a mechanistic
materialism. The threat of skepticism was also widely recognized. Skepticism
became known chiefly in the form of Berkeley’s and Hume’s idealism, which was
interpreted as a form of solipsism or “egoism,” as doubt about the reality of
everything except one’s own self.4 So well known were Berkeley’s and Hume’s
versions of idealism that they became a favorite subject of refutation in lectures
on metaphysics. That Humean skepticism is the inevitable result of the way of
ideas was a well-known doctrine in Germany, especially from the writings of
Thomas Reid and the Scottish philosophers, who had a large following among
the Popularphilosophen.5

III Transcendental idealism and the Enlightenment

It has sometimes been said that the crisis of the Enlightenment began with the
publication of the Critique of Pure Reason in May 1781.6 Without doubt, Kant
was one of the harshest critics of the Enlightenment, and few of its enemies
could match his ruthless and relentless dialectic. Still, Kant came to save the
Enlightenment, not to bury it. His aim was to give a lasting foundation to its
fundamental article of faith: the authority of reason.

No one saw more clearly than Kant, however, that the Enlightenment had to
keep its house in order. If reason is not aware of its limits, he taught, then it
undermines itself, turning into unreason by lapsing into all kinds of fallacies.
The sleep of reason breeds monsters: amphibolies, antinomies, paralogisms.
Kant was confident that a fully aroused and alert reason, properly disciplined
through the critique, could stay firmly within its own limits and so save the
Enlightenment from self-destruction.

In the 1770s Kant could already see that the Enlightenment was heading for
trouble. Before he wrote the Critique of Pure Reason he was unsettled by the
dangers of skepticism and materialism. Kant was well aware that criticism could
end in skepticism, given his appreciation of Hume, who had awakened him from
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his “dogmatic slumbers.” Kant was also fully conscious that naturalism, if rad-
icalized, presents the danger of materialism, and it was for just this reason that
he believed it necessary to deny knowledge to save room for faith. His early
concern to refute skepticism and materialism is apparent from several sources:
his 1755 Nova dilucidatio, his 1766 Dreams of a Spirit Seer, his 1770 Inaugural
Dissertation, and his lectures on metaphysics during the 1760s and 1770s.7

To prevent the impending crisis of the Enlightenment – to save reason from
self-destruction – was a central motive behind Kant’s development in the 1770s.
Kant had two fundamental tasks to rescue the Enlightenment. The first was to
prevent criticism and naturalism from self-destruction. He wanted to establish
criticism without skepticism, and naturalism without materialism. A criticism
without skepticism would provide an account of our knowledge of the external
world that is resistant to Cartesian and Humean doubts. A naturalism without
materialism would insist that everything in nature is explicable by mechanical
laws, yet it would forswear the claim – crucial to materialism – that everything
that exists is in nature. Kant’s second task was to disarm the conflict between
criticism and naturalism, so that each could be universalized without destroying
the other. He wanted to create a criticism immune from the dangers of natural-
ism, and a naturalism free from the threat of skepticism. A criticism immune
from materialism would ensure that reason is an autonomous faculty, a source
of universal laws, independent of the causality, and hence the relativism, of the
historical and natural world. A naturalism free from skepticism would show that
the laws of physics apply to nature itself and do not simply consist in our habit
of associating impressions. The Critical philosophy intended to avoid, therefore,
that tension between naturalism and criticism that had so marred Enlightenment
epistemology.

Kant’s solution to all these problems was nothing less than his famous
Copernican Revolution. As Kant describes that Revolution in the preface to the
second edition of the Critique of Pure Reason, it consists in a reversal of the
normal externalist conception of truth (Bxvi–xvii). According to that concep-
tion, truth consists in the conformity of concepts with objects, in the corre-
spondence of our representations with things that exist independent of them.
While Kant is willing to accept such a conception of truth within ordinary expe-
rience, he thinks that it is profoundly misleading if it becomes an account of
truth in general or the possibility of experience itself. Such a conception of truth
aids skepticism because it is impossible to get outside our representations to see
if they conform to an object in itself. To avoid such problems, Kant proposes that
we see truth as the conformity of objects with our concepts, as the agreement of
our perceptions with certain universal and necessary concepts that determine the
form or structure of experience. If we adopt this conception of truth, it is no
longer necessary to get outside our own representations to see if they conform
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to objects in themselves. Rather, the standard of truth will be found within the
realm of consciousness itself by seeing whether a representation conforms to the
universal and necessary forms of consciousness itself.

Kant’s transcendental idealism grew out of the new conception of truth
behind his Copernican Revolution. Since Kant held that we do not create the
objects of our cognition, and since he also claimed that we know these objects
only insofar as they conform to the conditions of our cognizing them, he con-
cluded that we know these objects only as they appear to us but not as things in
themselves. Hence Kant would explain transcendental idealism in terms of two
fundamental doctrines: the distinction between appearances and things in them-
selves, and the claim that we know things only as appearances and not things in
themselves.8 Accordingly, in the Critique of Pure Reason Kant defines his tran-
scendental idealism in contrast to a transcendental realism that makes just the
opposite assumptions: it conflates appearances with things in themselves and
assumes we know things in themselves.

Transcendental idealism was Kant’s solution to the imminent crisis of the
Enlightenment. It was a very strategic doctrine because it allowed him to avoid
the dangers of both skepticism and materialism. Through its new conception of
truth, transcendental idealism could escape the snares of skepticism. Kant could
now argue that the skeptic’s doubts were based upon a false conception of truth,
for they presuppose the externalist conception of truth according to which truth
consists in the correspondence of a representation with a thing in itself.9 The
skeptic’s doubts are based upon the possibility that such a correspondence might
not take place, that we cannot determine whether our representations conform
to something completely independent of them. While Kant admits that such a
standard of truth is unrealizable, he also doubts its necessity. The truth of all
empirical judgments would still be preserved, he maintains, if we explain it in
terms of the conformity of representations with the universal and necessary
forms of consciousness.10 It was the great merit of his transcendental idealism
over Descartes’s and Hume’s skeptical idealism, Kant contended, that it could
maintain an empirical realism within itself. While skeptical idealism doubts the
reality of the external world, transcendental idealism is committed to its reality
because it shows that objects in space must exist outside us. The reality of these
objects in space consists not in their existence as things in themselves, to be sure,
but in their conformity to universal and necessary forms of consciousness, which
is sufficient to establish that they are not illusory.

Through its distinction between appearances and things in themselves, tran-
scendental idealism also secured the possibility of naturalism without material-
ism. Kant maintained a universal naturalism, so that everything that occurs in
nature must be subject to universal laws; yet this does not entail materialism
since he limited nature to the realm of appearances, denying that the laws of
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nature are applicable to things in themselves. Kant therefore undermined the
central contention of materialism: that everything that exists must be in nature.
Such a contention simply conflated appearances with things in themselves,
assuming, wrongly, that what is true of the phenomena of nature must also be
true of reality itself.

It was in virtue of his distinction between appearances and things in them-
selves that Kant could also resolve the classical conflict between criticism and
naturalism. Criticism would not undermine but support naturalism since it
would show how the fundamental principles of natural science apply without
exception to all appearances, to any object of experience. Conversely, natural-
ism would not undermine criticism because transcendental idealism would show
how naturalism operates only in the sphere of appearances and cannot be
extended to things in themselves. Transcendental idealism would ensure the
autonomy of reason, its freedom from the determination of experience and
history, by showing how the standards and activities of reason do not operate in
the natural realm at all.

It is important to see that Kant’s transcendental idealism rejects both idealism
and realism in the traditional sense. Kant insisted on describing his transcen-
dental idealism as critical idealism because it limits knowledge to experience
alone and makes no claims about reality in itself.11 This means that it must reject
idealism as well as materialism insofar as both make claims about the nature of
all reality. From the standpoint of critical idealism, the idealist claim that the
essence of an object is perception is no better than the materialist claim that the
essence of an object is its occupation of space. Both are metaphysical proposi-
tions that go beyond the realm of possible experience. Hence Kant indignantly
rejected the imputation of many of his early critics that his idealism was essen-
tially the same as Berkeley’s.

IV The pantheism controversy

Despite its brilliant strategy, the Critique of Pure Reason could not prevent the
crisis of the Enlightenment. The issues that had been simmering for decades –
the skepticism and materialism implicit in a radical rationalism – finally burst
on the public stage in the late 1780s. Ironically, no one played a greater role in
their transmission than Kant himself. For all his good intentions toward the
Enlightenment, Kant had posed its fundamental problems in a way that made
them impossible to ignore. When his critics complained that Kant himself could
not resolve these problems, the crisis had become public and seemed utterly irre-
solvable.

If there is any single year that marks the beginning of the crisis of the
Enlightenment it would have to be 1786. On 16 August Frederick II, the king of
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Prussia, died after more than forty years on the throne. Since Frederick was “the
philosopher king,” who had advocated such enlightened policies as toleration
and freedom of the press, his death seemed very symbolic, like the demise of the
Enlightenment itself. Sure enough, his successor, Frederick William II, was not
so liberal. Fearful of the effects of free-thinking upon his subjects, his minister
C. G. Wöllner began in 1788 to lay down decrees imposing censorship and
greater control over religious consistories.12 Some of the foremost journals of the
Aufklärung, such as Nicolai’s Allgemeine deutsche Bibliothek, were forced to
stop their presses in Prussia. The halcyon days of the Aufklärung, which came
from the blissful alliance of throne and philosophy, were truly over.

The year 1786 is also significant because it marks the onset of the “pantheism
controversy” between Moses Mendelssohn and F. H. Jacobi. No other contro-
versy had a greater effect upon the fate of the Enlightenment. This dispute had
been brewing for over a year in the increasingly bitter correspondence between
Mendelssohn and Jacobi; but in early 1786 it erupted into a storm that captured
the public imagination. Of the impact of this controversy upon its age Goethe
later wrote of “an explosion” and Hegel of “a thunderbolt out of the blue.”
Almost every notable thinker of the 1790s developed his philosophy as a
response to this controversy. Herder, Reinhold, Kant, Rehberg, Hamann, and
Wizenmann all wrote contributions to the dispute; and the notebooks of the
young Schlegel, Hegel, Schleiermacher, Novalis, and Hölderlin reveal their
intense involvement in it.

Prima facie the dispute concerned little more than Lessing’s Spinozism. Jacobi
had shocked Mendelssohn and many Aufklärer by claiming that Lessing had
confessed to him in the summer of 1780 that he was a Spinozist. Since Spinozism
was synonymous with atheism and fatalism in eighteenth-century Germany,
publicizing Lessing’s confession would besmirch his reputation as the most
revered thinker of the Aufklärung. But these biographical issues were only of sec-
ondary importance. Lessing was really only a vehicle for Jacobi, a means of
drawing attention to, and indeed dramatizing, his own critique of the
Aufklärung. For years Jacobi had harbored the deepest animosity for the
“morgue berlinoise” – the clique of Berlin Aufklärer consisting in Mendelssohn,
Nicolai, Biester, Eberhard, and Gedike – because, unlike Lessing, they were
unwilling to admit the ultimate consequences of all rational inquiry: atheism
and fatalism. Hence Lessing was a symbolic figure for Jacobi, the only Aufklärer
he could admire, because he alone was willing to take his reason to its limits and
to confess its atheistic and fatalistic consequences.

That rationalism ends in atheism and fatalism was an old pietist complaint.
In the 1740s pietists like Andreas Rüdiger and J. F. Budde had leveled this charge
against Wolff’s philosophy, insisting that its rationalism made it nothing more
than a half-way house on the road to Spinozism. While any Aufklärer could
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grumble that he had heard this refrain before, there was still something new and
deeply disturbing about Jacobi’s criticisms. For Jacobi had equated rationalism
not with the old geometric method of Spinoza’s philosophy, which had been dis-
credited even before Kant, but with the mechanistic paradigm of the new sci-
ences. These sciences had been making remarkable progress, extending this
paradigm into new areas, such as physiology and cosmology. The more they
advanced, the less room there seemed to be in the world for the supernatural, for
God, freedom, and immortality. So what Spinozism represented for Jacobi was
a radical naturalism. He said that the spirit of Spinozism was epitomized in the
dictum “ex nihilo nihil fit,” from nothing comes nothing, because Spinoza
extended the series of natural causes to infinity. Spinoza admitted no exception
to the principle of sufficient reason, so that there had to be a cause for every
event, such that the event could not be otherwise. Like Kant, Jacobi concluded
that given such a principle there cannot be God or freedom, which presuppose
spontaneity, a first cause not determined by a prior cause.

The sum and substance of Jacobi’s polemic was thus to renew the threat of a
radical naturalism, a materialism in Spinozistic dress. The Aufklärer were pre-
sented with a dramatic dilemma: either a rational atheism and fatalism or an
irrational leap of faith; either a rational materialism or a salto mortale affirm-
ing the existence of God, providence, and freedom. There was no middle path,
however, which would attempt to prove faith through reason.

V The meta-critical campaign

The crisis of the Enlightenment grew out of the critique of Kant’s philosophy as
much as the pantheism controversy. This critique began in earnest in the late
1780s when a horde of polemics, books, reviews, and even journals, appeared
attacking Kant. The net effect of this attack was to further weaken the
Enlightenment. While the pantheism controversy had revived the danger of
materialism, the criticism of Kant’s philosophy had resurrected the threat of
skepticism.

One of the central themes of the criticism of Kant’s philosophy in the 1780s
was the widespread interpretation of Kant as a skeptical idealist. The threat of
egoism, which had troubled the Aufklärer in the 1760s and 1770s, had now
returned more potent than ever. It seemed to many of Kant’s early critics that he
had not refuted but radicalized Hume’s skepticism. Kant was a “Prussian Hume”
because his philosophy, if it were only consistent, ends in a complete skepticism
which gives us no reason to believe in the existence of anything beyond our own
passing representations. Such skepticism seemed to be the inevitable conse-
quence of two often repeated statements of Kant: that external things are only
appearances, and that appearances consist in nothing but representations. These
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critics duly noted Kant’s commitment to the existence of things in themselves;
but they countered that Kant had no right to assume their existence on his own
premises, given that he limited all knowledge to experience and that things in
themselves are not in experience. They were also not impressed with the
“Refutation of Idealism” of the second edition of the Critique, where Kant
attempted to prove the existence of objects in space outside us; for they pointed
out that Kant also held that space is nothing but a form of representation itself.
By implication, if not intention, then, Kant had revived the specter of a skepti-
cism that had haunted the Aufklärung.

One of the most interesting results of the criticism of Kant’s philosophy in the
late 1780s and early 1790s is the rise of a neo-Humean skepticism in Germany.
Among these neo-Humean skeptics were G. E. Schulze, Solomon Maimon, Ernst
Platner, and A. W. Rehberg; Jacobi, Hamann, Justus Möser and Thomas
Wizenmann were also very sympathetic to and influenced by Hume’s skepticism.
The central theme of their neo-Humean skepticism is that Kant’s Transcendental
Analytic cannot refute Hume, and that the critique of knowledge, if it is consis-
tent, must end in a total skepticism.

These neo-Humean critics make many objections to Kant, which vary greatly
in quality and force. But there is one objection in their complex polemic that
stands out for its central role in the later development of German Idealism. This
objection stresses the problematic status of the Kantian dualisms. Kant had
famously insisted that knowledge requires the most intimate interchange
between understanding and sensibility – “intuitions without concepts are blind
and concepts without intuitions are empty” – but he had made such a sharp dis-
tinction between these faculties that it seemed impossible for them to interact
with one another. The understanding was active, formal, and intellectual, while
sensibility was passive, material, and empirical. Maimon claimed that the
dualism between these faculties was analogous to the old Cartesian dualism
beween the mind and body, and that all the problems of the older dualism should
hold mutatis mutandis for the new one. Such was the heterogeneity between
understanding and sensibility, Maimon further argued, that there could be no
criterion to determine how the concepts of the understanding apply to the intui-
tions of sensibility.13

By thus pointing out these problematic dualisms, Maimon and the neo-
Humean critics left a foothold open for skepticism within the framework of
Kant’s own philosophy. For now the question arose how two such heterogene-
ous realms as the intellectual and the sensible could be known to correspond
with one another. The problem was no longer how we know that our representa-
tions correspond with things in themselves but how we know that a priori con-
cepts apply to a posteriori intuitions.
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VI Fichte’s ethical idealism

The net effect of the crisis of the Enlightenment was the return of its old enemies:
skepticism and materialism. Now that Jacobi had resurrected Spinoza and the
meta-critique of Kant had revived Hume, these monsters seemed stronger than
ever. It was the task of the later idealists to slay them, to succeed where Kant had
failed.

Fichte’s early philosophy – the so-called 1794 Wissenschaftslehre (Science of
Knowledge) – grew directly out of the crisis of the Enlightenment. In funda-
mental respects the young Fichte’s ideals were still very much those of the
Enlightenment. Like Kant, Fichte too wanted to uphold the authority of reason,
which he saw as the ultimate standard of truth and value. He also shared Kant’s
basic philosophical ideals: a criticism without skepticism, a naturalism without
materialism. But in the early 1790s, after the revival of Spinoza and the criticism
of Kant, these ideals seemed even more impossible to achieve. Transcendental
idealism no longer seemed to be the surest safeguard against skeptical idealism
and mechanistic materialism.

For the young Fichte, the main challenge of philosophy was to defeat the tradi-
tional enemies of the Enlightenment: the skeptical idealism of Hume and the
mechanistic materialism of Spinoza. Fichte famously stated that there were only
two possible positions in philosophy: the “dogmatism” of Spinoza and the “crit-
icism” of Kant; but he also understood the problematic versions of these posi-
tions to be materialism and skepticism. For Fichte, dogmatism represented
materialism, the complete denial of human freedom and the overturning of all
moral responsibility (I, 431).14 And the degenerate form of criticism was Hume’s
skeptical idealism. Fichte was painfully aware of, and profoundly influenced by,
the neo-Humean skeptics, who convinced him that Kant’s philosophy, at least in
its present exposition in the Critique of Pure Reason, ends in “a skepticism worse
than Hume’s.”15 After reading Schulze and Maimon in early 1794 he vowed to
rebuild the critical philosophy on a new foundation.

The central task of Fichte’s 1794 Wissenschaftslehre was to defeat the materi-
alism of Spinozism, and the skepticism of the neo-Humeans. To combat skepti-
cism, Fichte had to grapple with the problematic dualisms of Kant’s philosophy,
which had made it vulnerable to doubt. Somehow, he had to establish that under-
standing and sensibility, the form and content of experience, stem from a
single source and unifying principle. Hence in his first exposition of the
Wissenschaftslehre – his 1794 Foundations of the entire Wissenschaftslehre –
Fichte postulated an absolute ego, of which the ego and non-ego, the subject and
object of experience, are only parts or aspects (I, 105–23). This absolute ego
would also be the antithesis of Spinoza’s single universal substance. Just as
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Spinoza’s substance has the mind and body as its modes, so Fichte’s absolute ego
has the subject and object of empirical consciousness as its parts.

No one knew better than Fichte, however, that this postulate created more
problems than it solved. It was hardly likely to convince the skeptic. For where
was this absolute ego, and how could we know of its existence, if it were not
within experience? Such an hypothesis was transcendent, going beyond possible
experience, which Fichte too saw as the limits of knowledge. Even worse, the
postulate also could not explain the basic structure of experience. For if there
were an absolute ego, why did it limit itself by positing a non-ego outside itself?
To assume that the absolute ego posits the world outside itself is not only meta-
physically extravagant but logically absurd, since it presupposes that something
completely active somehow makes itself passive, or that something infinite
somehow makes itself finite. For all these reasons Fichte refused to give the
absolute ego a constitutive status and insisted instead that it could be no more
than a regulative idea (I, 260–1, 270, 277).

Rejecting the constitutive status of the absolute ego still left Fichte with the
tricky task of explaining experience. His problem took the form of a dilemma:
he had both to affirm and deny the dualism between subject and object of our
ordinary experience. He had to affirm this dualism because it is just a basic fact
of our experience that the object is given to us, and that its qualities appear inde-
pendent of our will and imagination. He also had to deny this dualism, however,
because knowledge required some correspondence or interaction between the
subject and object. Furthermore, if there were a dualism, there would also be a
foothold for the skeptic, who could ask why our representations correspond with
things.

Fichte’s solution to this dilemma is his concept of striving (Streben), which he
expounds in the third section of his 1794 Grundlage. This concept is the very
heart of the early Wissenschaftslehre, which Fichte even called “a philosophy of
striving” (Strebensphilosophie). According to this concept, the absolute ego,
which creates all nature, is not a reality but only an idea, the goal for the striv-
ing of the finite ego. All that is left for the finite ego is constant striving, the cease-
less struggle to make nature conform to the demands of its rational activity. If
the finite ego strives to control nature, it approaches, even though it never attains,
the ideal of the absolute ego. This concept then resolves the dilemma regarding
dualism. Doing justice to each horn of the dilemma, it both affirms and denies
the dualism. It affirms this dualism because the subject never gains complete
control over nature, which continues to resist its efforts. It also denies this
dualism because the subject gains some control over nature, making it conform
to the demands of reason. Hence Fichte could do justice to the fact that we are
finite beings who have a world independent of our control, and to the demand
that there be some correspondence between the subject and object of knowledge.
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This concept of striving was Fichte’s weapon to slay the monsters of skepti-
cism and materialism. Both fail to appreciate the role of human activity in
knowledge. The problem with skepticism is that it presupposes a contemplative
model of knowledge, according to which the subject’s representation must
somehow correspond to an object given independently of it. What it fails to see,
however, is that the subject can act upon the object, making it conform to the
standards of its activity. To an extent the skeptic is indeed right: if the object
remains simply given, if it cannot be acted upon, then we cannot know it; but
there is no reason for such an assumption in the first place. It is just a fact that
we change the world, making it into something we can know. The problem with
materialism is analogous. The materialist too underrates the role of activity in
knowledge, for he hypostatizes the laws of nature, thinking that they represent
forces that govern us, when in truth they too are our own creation. If the materi-
alist only paid sufficient attention to the role of our activity in the creation of
nature, he would see that we are indeed its lawgivers, and that there are no given
objects to whose laws we must submit.

Such, in crude summary, was the spirit of Fichte’s early 1794 Wissen-
schaftslehre. This philosophy is best described as an ethical idealism for two
reasons. First, it maintains that the world ought to be ideal, but not that it is so.
Idealism thus becomes a goal of our moral activity, our ceaseless striving to make
the world conform to the demands of reason. Second, it gives priority to our
activity in the production of knowledge, so that what we know, and even that we
know, depends upon our efforts to conquer nature according to our moral ideals.
Fichte went beyond Kant in giving practical reason priority over theoretical
reason, for he made the activity of will central to the very foundation of knowl-
edge itself. It was not only the understanding but the will that became the law-
giver of nature.

VII Absolute idealism

For all its brilliance, the Wissenschaftslehre had a brief life. Like a rocket, it
quickly rose to the heights but only to explode in mid air. The young romantics
– Hölderlin, Schelling, and Hegel, Novalis, Schlegel, and Hülsen – were deeply
impressed by Fichte, whose lectures some of them attended in Jena in 1795. But
no sooner had they heard “the titan of Jena” than they began to topple him. As
early as the winter of 1796, Hölderlin, Novalis and Schlegel began filling their
notebooks with criticisms of Fichte’s idealism.16 It is in these notebooks that we
can trace the beginnings of absolute idealism.17 This new standpoint will find its
more systematic exposition in Schelling’s and Hegel’s writings in the early 1800s.

The romantic critique of Fichte is complex and wideranging, but their objec-
tions against his idealism reduce down to a few points. First, Fichte does not
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escape Hume’s skeptical idealism after all. The concept of striving traps the ego
inside the circle of its own consciousness, so that it knows either itself or
nothing. Insofar as the ego succeeds in controlling nature, it knows only the
products of its own activity; but insofar as nature resists its control, it becomes
an unknowable thing in itself. Fichte himself admitted that this was a circle he
could not avoid but only extend to infinity; but, to the romantics, this was tan-
tamount to an admission of failure. Second, Fichte does not surmount Kant’s
dualisms but only restores them in new form. The Fichtean subject is active,
noumenal, and purposive, while the Fichtean object is inert, phenomenal, and
mechanical. How, then, can there be any correspondence between the subject
and object required for all knowledge? To be sure, Fichte, unlike Kant, thinks
that the striving subject makes some progress in reducing the dualism; but
insofar as its striving is an infinite task the dualism must remain; and the ques-
tion remains how it makes any progress at all, given that this would require some
interaction between completely heterogeneous entities. Third, Fichte’s absolute
ego cannot be an ego at all, because something absolute transcends all finite
determinations, and the subjective and objective, the ideal and the real, are finite
determinations. It is only possible to say that the absolute is pure being or the
indifference point of the subjective and objective.

The romantic critique of Fichte did not ease their problems but only exacer-
bated them. For now they faced anew the very dilemma that had once troubled
Fichte. On the one hand, it was necessary for them to overcome the dualism
between the subjective and objective, the ideal and the real, for there had to be
some correspondence and interaction between them to explain the possibility of
knowledge. On the other hand, however, it was also necessary for them to pre-
serve that dualism, because this alone would explain the reality of an external
world. The problem was then how to have both some identity and some non-
identity of the subjective and objective, the ideal and the real. As Hegel later for-
mulated the point, the task of philosophy was to establish the identity of identity
and non-identity.

The romantic solution to this problem came with Naturphilosophie, their phi-
losophy of nature, which had been developed by Schelling, Novalis, Schlegel, and
Hegel. The central strategy behind the philosophy of nature was to surmount
the persistent dualisms of modern philosophy by reexamining the nature of
matter itself. According to the romantics, the source of these dualisms arose
from the Cartesian conception of matter as inert extension. Since neither mind
nor life are conceivable in spatial or mathematical terms, this made it impossi-
ble to explain them according to the laws of nature. As long as this concept of
matter prevailed, there could be only those two unsatisfactory options in the phi-
losophy of mind: dualism or materialism.

The only escape from these extremes, the romantics believed, lay in going back
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to a competing concept of matter, namely, the concept of matter as living force,
vis viva. It was this concept that Leibniz had once cited against Cartesianism,
and that the Naturphilosophen now intended to revive. They saw Leibniz not as
the founder of the pre-established harmony, which made the dualism between the
mental and physical a perpetual mystery, but as the father of a vitalist physics,
whose conception of living matter surmounted that dualism. The great strength
of the Leibnizian concept of matter, in their view, is that it overcomes the dualism
between the subjective and objective while still accounting for the differences
between them. Rather than heterogeneous substances, they now become differ-
ent degrees of organization and development of a single living force. There is
indeed a difference in degree or form between them; but there is not a difference
in kind or substance. There is a single force of which the subjective and objec-
tive, the ideal and the real, are simply different expressions, embodiments and
manifestations. The mind and body now become completely interdependent.
The mind is the highest degree of organization and development of the living
forces of the body, while the body is the lowest degree of organization and
development of the living forces of the mind. The subjective and ideal is the
internalization of living force, while the objective and the real is the externaliza-
tion of living force. As Schelling put it in some poetic lines: “[M]ind is invisible
nature, while nature is visible mind.”18

It was this concept of matter that lay behind the organic conception of nature,
the central and characteristic concept of romantic Naturphilosophie. The
romantics saw all of nature in terms of a living organism, which they understood
in a Kantian sense. In paragraph 65 of the Critique of Judgment Kant had
defined an organism or natural purpose by two central characteristics: the idea
of the whole precedes its parts; and the parts are mutually the cause and effect
of one another. This second characteristic did not just mean reciprocal causal-
ity, which is also characteristic of inorganic matter, but that an organism is self-
generating and self-organizing, having the cause of its motion within itself.
While the romantics endorse the Kantian conception of an organism, they also
differ fundamentally from Kant in insisting upon dropping the regulative con-
straints he had placed upon it. They insisted that nature is an organism, and not
only that we must proceed in our inquiries as if it were one. It was only by giving
this concept constitutive status, the romantics believed, that they could overcome
the outstanding Kantian dualisms, which had made the solution of Kant’s own
problem impossible.

This organic conception of nature is the basis of the romantic doctrine of
absolute idealism. This doctrine consists in three fundamental propositions.
First, there is a single universal substance in nature, which is the absolute.
Second, this absolute consists in living force, so that it is neither subjective nor
objective, but the unity of them both. Third, through its organic structure all of
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nature conforms to a purpose, plan, or design, which is not created by God but
inherent in matter itself. The first proposition makes absolute idealism a form of
monism; the second makes it a form of vitalism; and the third makes it a species
of idealism. In sum, absolute idealism is a form of vitalistic monism or monistic
vitalism.

It should be clear that absolute idealism is not an idealism in the same sense
as Kant’s transcendental idealism or Fichte’s ethical idealism. Unlike Kant’s and
Fichte’s idealism, absolute idealism does not understand the ideal in terms of the
realm of subjectivity or consciousness. Rather, the ideal is conceived as the
underlying purposiveness and rationality of nature itself. It is the archetype,
form, or structure of nature, which both the mental and the physical, the sub-
jective and objective, instantiate or exemplify in equal degrees.

It is important to see that absolute idealism involves a profound break with
what it called the “subjective idealism” of Kant and Fichte. It would be a serious
mistake, as is often done, to interpret the “absolute” of absolute idealism in
terms of some universal and impersonal ego or subject. The romantics decisively
reject such a subjectivist interpretation of their absolute, which they insist tran-
scends all finite determinations, such as the subjective and objective. Hence they
persistently define the absolute in terms of the unity or indifference of the sub-
jective and objective. The break of absolute idealism with subjective idealism
becomes very apparent as soon as one recognizes that it permits a much greater
degree of realism and naturalism – a realism and naturalism that Kant and Fichte
would have rejected as “dogmatism” or “transcendental realism.” Absolute
idealism allows a greater realism because it permits the existence of nature inde-
pendent of any consciousness whatsoever, even the activities of the transcen-
dental ego; and it permits a greater naturalism because it claims that all
self-consciousness, even that of the transcendental subject, derives from the laws
of nature.

The romantics understood absolute idealism as a synthesis of idealism and
realism, as the union of Fichte and Spinoza. Their doctrine involves a form of
Spinozism because of its greater realism and naturalism; but it also contains an
element of Kant’s and Fichte’s idealism because it continues to understand the
subjective or ideal as the purpose of nature itself. They maintain that the self-
consciousness of the ego is the highest organization and development of all the
organic powers of nature. The mistake of Kant and Fichte came in failing to see
that self-consciousness is only the purpose of nature and not its cause, that it is
first in order of explanation but not first in order of being.

While absolute idealism involved a fundamental break with Kant and Fichte,
it could also claim to be the final realization of their goals. This seemed to be the
final victory over skeptical idealism and materialism. Absolute idealism was in
no danger of lapsing into skeptical idealism because it allowed for a much greater
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degree of realism and naturalism than subjective idealism. Nature existed com-
pletely independently of all consciousness, which was the product of its organic
development. Absolute idealism also provided for a naturalism without materi-
alism because, although it understood everything as a mode of a single universal
substance, it was the product not of mechanism but a living force. Hence the
romantics never broke the Enlightenment’s ideal of a complete explanation of
all of nature. They did, however, transform the paradigm of explanation: to
understand an event is not to explain it as the result of prior events in time but
to see it as a necessary part of a whole. Their paradigm is thus holistic rather
than mechanistic.

Absolute idealism would thus claim to be the apotheosis of the idealist tradi-
tion, the final achievement of its goals, a criticism without skepticism, a natural-
ism without materialism. But, naturally, like any philosophy it too had its
weaknesses. For how did it know that nature exists independent of our
consciousness? And how could it establish that nature is an organism except by
analogy with our own human ends? It was not surprising that the neo-Kantians
would accuse absolute idealism of metaphysical speculation and a relapse into
dogmatism. It was one of the deeper ironies of the history of philosophy that the
neo-Kantians attacked absolute idealism and Naturphilosophie in the name of
Kant and a return to the Enlightenment.
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