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Introduction

MARIA DEL ROSARIO ACOSTA LOPEZ
AND J. COLIN MCQUILLAN

The main goal of this volume is to provide an overview of the conceptual
history of critique in modern German philosophy. Such a history would
reconstruct the ways in which the concept of “critique” was generated,
transmitted, appropriated, and transformed over the course of the eigh-
teenth, nineteenth, and twentieth centuries; how it was applied in different
parts of philosophy, such as aesthetics, epistemology, ethics, metaphysics,
and political philosophy; and the role it played in the self-understanding
of philosophical movements and schools like German Idealism, Roman-
ticism, Marxism, Neo-Kantianism, Phenomenology, and Critical Theory.
The chapters included in this volume show that the conceptual history
of “critique” in German philosophy is long and varied, starting with a
Kantian phase in the late eighteenth century that gives way to German
Idealism and Romanticism in the early nineteenth century, followed by a
Hegelian phase in the middle of the nineteenth century, which concludes
in a late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century phase that reformulates
and rearticulates central aspects of the two earlier phases. The volume
ends with a series of chapters on the legacy of the Frankfurt School and
the prospects of critical theory today.

1. Kant and German Idealism

Kant did not introduce the word “critique” (Kritik) into German, as
some commentators have claimed.! The Deutsches Worterbuch, originally

1
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published by Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm, shows that its use in German
predates the publication of the first Critigue by more than a century.? Nor
was Kant the first German philosopher to employ the term. It was already
used in the title of Aftempt at a Critical Poetics for the Germans (Versuch
einer critischen Dichtkunst vor die Deutschen, 1730) by Johann Christoph
Gottsched, who insisted that his poetics was “critical” because it was
grounded in philosophical principles.® As Catalina Gonzalez demonstrates
in the chapter that opens this volume, “The Struggle between Dogma-
tism and Skepticism in the Prussian Academy: A Precedent for Kantian
Critique,” there is also ample precedent in German philosophy for many
of the philosophical methods, doctrines, and themes that we associate
with Kantian critique.* Gonzalez shows how the members of the Prussian
Academy used skeptical arguments to defend religious orthodoxy, blurring
the lines between dogmatism and skepticism, and highlighting the need for
“mature judgment” about the limits of reason in philosophy and religion.
Thus, she concludes, the Prussian Academy’s anti-skepticism can be seen
as an important precedent for Kant’s “critical” philosophy.

In her chapter, “Pure Sensibility as a Source of Corruption: Kant’s
Critique of Metaphysics in the Inaugural Dissertation and Critique of Pure
Reason,” Karin de Boer traces the development of Kant’s conception of
critique from his inaugural dissertation On the Form and Principles of
the Sensible and the Intelligible World (1770) to the publication of the
Critique of Pure Reason (1781/1787). Although she sees the two works as
largely continuous, de Boer shows how, in his dissertation, Kant sought
to purify metaphysics, understood as a science of purely intellectual cog-
nition, by eliminating any contamination from sensible cognition, which,
in his view, led to “fallacies of subreption.” Kant continues to exclude
sensation from metaphysics in the first Critigue, but de Boer recounts
how he also came to realize that the pure concepts of the understanding
depend on sensibility, and, particularly, on time, the form of inner sense,
for the schema of their application. This insight allows Kant to identify
the sources of metaphysical cognition in pure reason in his critique, while
strictly delimiting the extent and boundaries of the science of metaphysics,
which Kant planned to survey in subsequent works called The Metaphys-
ics of Nature and The Metaphysics of Morals. Kant’s critique was merely
a propaedeutic to the system and science of metaphysics that would be
contained in these works.

Instead of moving to complete his system in the years following the
publication of the first Critique, Kant dramatically expanded the scope of
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his propaedeutic. In his chapter, “Critique in Kant’s Critique of Practical
Reason: Why This Critique Is Not a Critique of Pure Practical Reason,”
Avery Goldman argues that while Kant’s first Critique instituted a tribunal
to “discipline” pure reason and limit its speculative excesses, his Ground-
work of the Metaphysics of Morals (1785) and Critique of Practical Reason
(1788) begin the construction of a “canon” that will justify the extension
of pure reason beyond the bounds of possible experience in Kant’s moral
philosophy. Goldman traces the development of this canon from the Third
Antinomy of the Transcendental Dialectic in the first Critique, where Kant
presents a negative demonstration of the possibility of freedom; to Part III of
the Groundwork, where Kant argues that a positive conception of freedom
is essential for uniting the good will and the moral law; to the account
of freedom as a fact of pure practical reason in the second Critique; and,
finally, to Kant’s account of the highest good, which unites an Epicurean
conception of happiness with a Stoic notion of moral virtue. Goldman
holds that the ideal of the highest good is the culmination of Kant’s canon
and the completion of his shift from a negative to a positive conception
of critique, because it emphasizes the necessity of presupposing, not only
freedom, but also the postulates of pure practical reason—the existence
of God and the immortality of the soul.

Later, in the Critique of the Power of Judgment (1790), Kant turned
from the metaphysics of nature and morality to the a priori principles
of aesthetic and teleological judgment. In her chapter, “On an Aesthetic
Dimension of Critique: The Time of the Beautiful in Schiller’s Aesthetic
Letters,” Maria del Rosario Acosta Lopez recounts how Kant’s “Critique
of the Aesthetic Power of Judgment” inspired Friedrich Schiller. Schiller
first became fascinated by the resistance of beauty to conceptualization
in Kant’s aesthetics. However, in his Lefters on the Aesthetic Education
of Humanity (1793-1795), Schiller related this resistance to a particular
form of temporality—“lingering” over the beautiful. Acosta Lépez shows
that, for Schiller, lingering over the beautiful opens up a critical dimension
of aesthetics, in which the experience of beauty resists the violence that
characterizes modernity, as well as an aesthetic dimension of critique,
which inaugurates another kind of time, outside the causal order of events,
in which it becomes possible to “play” freely, and thus critically, with the
historical determinations of the present.

Despite the success of his three Critiques, Kant struggled to complete
the science of metaphysics and system of pure reason that he promised in the
first Critique. In his chapter, “From the Metaphysics of Law to the Critique
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of Violence,” Peter Fenves attributes these struggles to a “brain cramp,”
similar to the one that prevented Kant from completing the transition from
his Metaphysical Foundations of Natural Science (1786) to “pure physics”
in the Opus postumum (c. 1796-1801).° J. Colin McQuillan’s chapter, “Not
Yet a System, Not Yet a Science: Reinhold and Fichte on Kant’s Critique,”
explores the response to the incompleteness of Kant’s critique in the works
of two early post-Kantian idealists: Karl Leonhard Reinhold and Johann
Gottlob Fichte. McQuillan explains that Reinhold thought Kant had failed
to complete his system because his critique was merely a propaedeutic. As
such, it had not provided a general account of the faculty of representation,
founded on a first principle. The idea that sciences and systems must be
grounded in a single principle is not to be found in Kant’s critique, which
holds that they could be founded on multiple principles, as long as those
principles are a priori; yet McQuillan shows that the search for a first
principle became a central concern in Reinhold’s Elementary Philosophy
and Fichte’s Wissenschaftslehre.

Reinhold maintains that all of the principles of philosophy and sci-
ence can be derived from the “principle of consciousness,” which states
that “in consciousness, the subject distinguishes the representation from
the subject and object and relates the representation to both.”” Because
it is a first principle, Reinhold denies that the validity of the principle of
consciousness can be demonstrated through any other principle. Con-
sciousness must be accepted as a “fact.”® Recognizing the vulnerability of
a system grounded in an indemonstrable “fact,” but accepting Reinhold’s
argument that philosophy, as a science and a system, must be grounded
in a first principle, Fichte maintains that the first principle of philosophy
and science should instead be considered an “act” and, more specifically, a
free act of self-positing that determines the subject (I), the object (not-I),
and their relation within consciousness.’ In his Wissenschaftslehre, Fichte
insists that this argument remained true to the idealist spirit of Kant’s
critique, which traces our knowledge of objects back to the spontaneous
activity of the human mind.!?

By grounding his Wissenschaftslehre in a free act of self-positing,
Fichte had opposed his critical idealism to determinism, which was, as a
result of the Pantheism controversy, associated with Spinozist dogmatism in
Germany at the end of the eighteenth century.!! Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph
von Schelling stages a confrontation between these two systems in early
works like On the I as a Principle of Philosophy (1795) and Philosophical
Letters on Dogmatism and Criticism (1795-1796), arguing, further, that
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Kant’s critique “is destined to deduce from the essence of reason the very
possibility of two exactly opposed systems; it is destined to establish a
system of criticism (conceived as complete) or, more precisely, a system
of idealism as well as in exact opposition to it, a system of dogmatism or
realism.”? G. Anthony Bruno’s chapter, “Schelling’s Philosophical Letters
on Doctrine and Critique,” shows how, for Schelling, critique came to
represent “the spirit in which one pursues a system,” instead of being
just one philosophical system opposed to another. Bruno argues that
Schelling’s conception of critique identifies philosophical systems with the
striving to realize them in practice—to live them. Since he recognizes that
many, but not all, philosophical systems are livable, Bruno maintains that
Schelling defends a kind of meta-philosophical pluralism in his Letters
and throughout his career.

2. German Romanticism

Despite the influence of Kant’s three Critiques and the attempts by the early
German idealists to complete Kant’s system and discover its first principles,
many of Kant’s contemporaries remained unconvinced by his critique.
One of the most vocal critics was Kant’s former student, Johann Gottfried
Herder, whose Ideas for the Philosophy of History of Humanity (1784-1791)
had been the subject of a series of extremely hostile reviews by his former
teacher during the 1780s.13 Venting his frustration, Herder complains, in his
“Metacritique of the Critique of Pure Reason” (1799), that Kant had misused
the term “critique” by calling his investigation of our capacity for a priori
cognition a “critique” of pure reason.'* Rachel Zuckert shows, in her chap-
ter, “Critique With a Small C: Herder’s Critical Philosophical Practice and
Anticritical Polemics,” that critique is, for Herder, more appropriately used
to describe judgments about the products of human activity—works of art,
technological innovations—than it is to cognitive faculties. Zuckert argues
that this objection is not as petty as it might seem. In fact, it is based on a
respect for ordinary language and social convention that Herder took Kant to
have scorned. According to Zuckert, Herder insisted that critique must always
be a part of an “intersubjective conversation concerning publicly accessible
objects” that relies on “shared criteria, including a shared language, and
common natural capacities,” instead of involving itself in scholastic disputes.’

Romantic thinkers like Friedrich Schlegel also questioned whether
Kant and his followers were really as critical as they claimed to be. In the
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Athenaeum Fragments (1798), Schlegel suggests that “the philosophy of
the Kantians is probably termed critical per antiphrasin; or else it is an
epithet ornans.”*® The philosophy that prides itself on being “critical” is,
in other words, a form of dogmatism that boasts about its depth, profun-
dity, and insight, without taking the time to look critically at itself and
understand its limitations. Schlegel makes the same point in his essay “On
Incomprehensibility” (1800), which parodies Kant’s claim that his age is
“the genuine age of criticism” by adding “soon now everything is going
to be criticized, except the age itself.”!” Karolin Mirzakhan shows, in her
chapter “Irony and the Possibility of Romantic Criticism: Friedrich Schlegel
as Poet-Critic,” that Schlegel sought to escape this dogmatism through a
new form of romantic criticism, which was to be both ironic and poetic.
Through irony, Mirzakhan argues, Schlegel hoped to help the reader adopt a
more critical stance, which would help them consider contradictory claims
simultaneously and, ultimately, “to inhabit different worlds, views, and
interpretations.”!® Mirzakhan argues that Schlegel’s essay “On Incompre-
hensibility” is ironic in this sense. Instead of explaining the fragments that
had baffled so many readers and fixing their meaning, Schlegel intensifies
the irony of his fragments by writing ironically about their irony. This
way of writing also exemplifies Schlegel’s conception of poetic criticism,
which does not merely analyze a work of art, but completes it and fulfills
the work by repeating what is most essential to it.

Extending romantic criticism from art to nature, Elizabeth Millan
Brusslan shows, in her chapter, “Alexander von Humboldt: A Critic of Nature,”
how the German naturalist immersed himself in careful empirical studies
of the natural world, which allowed him to include a wealth of quantified,
empirical data in his descriptions of nature, while still savoring the “free
enjoyment of its charms and the awe of its power.”** Humboldt’s writings
combine empirical science with aesthetic appreciation in a way that is
similar to the early German romantics, who also sought to overcome the
boundaries between art, philosophy, and science. The proximity between
Humboldt and Romanticism is perhaps most evident in works like Views
of Nature, in which Humboldt employs a literary form, the Naturgémalde,
that is central to his critique of nature. Millan Brusslan points out that,
for Humboldt, Naturgémalde is meant to create an “impression of nature”
(Natureindruck) on the reader, similar to that of a landscape painting. The
form also helps to incorporate empirical details into scientific writing in a
way that highlights their aesthetic relevance, so that readers gain a greater
appreciation of the significance of knowledge about nature, while also
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developing an appreciation for its aesthetic value. The task of a critique of
nature is, for Humboldt, to combine knowledge and enjoyment in a way
that will guide the public toward a more serious engagement with and
appreciation for nature.

3. Hegel, Marx, and Nietzsche

The Kantian conception of critique that dominated the end of the eigh-
teenth century and the beginning of the nineteenth century also served as
a starting point for Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel’s dialectical conception
of critique. As Angelica Nuzzo shows in her chapter “Critique, Refutation,
Appropriation: Strategies of Hegel’s Dialectic,” it was not only by refuting,
but also by critically appropriating Kant’s and Spinoza’s systems—and,
moreover, Kant’s and Spinoza’s conceptions of philosophy as a system—
that Hegel gave shape to his own dialectical systematicity. Nuzzo argues
that, for Hegel, dialectical systematicity replaces transcendental critique,
but only after it has adopted and understood transcendental critique as an
essential moment of the system as a whole. Any act of critical refutation
is, thus, an exercise in self-refutation, since it is only by appropriating and
transforming philosophy’s own history that critique can incorporate the
moments of the system and bring them to a completion that is also a new
beginning. Contrary to interpretations that see Hegelian dialectics as an
appropriation that totalizes without remainder, or as a refutation that replaces
the truths of the past with its own, Nuzzo shows that dialectical critique
is only truly complete, for Hegel, when it leaves refutation behind and lets
go of what it has appropriated, setting it free “in its own right.”? This is,
Nuzzo claims, the standpoint of the absolute or, better yet, the absolute
standpoint that philosophy adopts whenever it approaches completion. Thus,
philosophy, as critique, begins by taking on the task of comprehending its
history, preparing and liberating the present for an “unprecedented way
of acting and being” that is, in Nuzzo’s words, “not yet there, not even in
outline . . . but must be entirely invented, imagined anew.”?!

Understood in this way, Hegel’s conception of critique can serve as a
model for the conceptual history of critique during the nineteenth century.
Consider, for example, Karl Marx’s rejection of what he calls “the German
ideology”—the systems of Kant, Hegel, and other German philosophers,
which abstract from the material conditions under which human individ-
uals live and idealize the forms of their social relationships.?? Against this
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ideology, Marx asserts that there is only one true science, history, which
concerns itself with “real individuals, their activity, and the material con-
ditions under which they live, both those which they find already existing
and those produced by their activity.”? Keeping Nuzzo’s interpretation of
Hegel in mind, we can see that Marx not only refutes but also transfor-
matively appropriates Hegelian idealism to orient his philosophical critique
and to formulate his historical materialism. For Marx, it is historical deter-
minateness that provides the framework and the content for philosophy,
keeping in mind that history, in turn, can itself be dialecticized through
critique and set into motion toward the actualization of the possibilities
that are already embedded within, but have not yet been explored by, the
contradictions at the heart of the present.

Working within this new framework in her chapter, “Abstraction and
Critique in Marx: The Case of Debt,” Rocio Zambrana shows how Marx’s
fundamental orientation toward the material conditions of existence gives
rise to a multidimensional and intersectional conception of critique, par-
ticularly in the critique of capitalism in Marx’s mature writings on political
economy. Zambrana develops an account of Marx’s critique that highlights
the multiple ways in which capitalism is not merely an economic system,
but also, following Nancy Fraser, “an institutionalized social order.”* This
allows Zambrana to show how Marx’s critique of capitalism can elucidate
“the structural links between the economy and racial and gender oppression,
political domination, and ecological degradation.”” These links become
evident, in Zambrana’s argument, through Marx’s analysis of debt and the
corresponding critique of “anti-value,” which has recently been rearticulated
in the work of David Harvey. Thus, Zambrana shows how Marx’s critique
of capitalism and his analysis of economies of debt remain essential for
an historical and materialist critique of financialized capitalism today—a
critique that, by tracking the ways different forms of oppression become
entangled with one another, can denounce and dismantle capitalism’s
gendered, racialized, and ecologically destructive forms of expropriation.

Although he insists that psychology, rather than history, was “the queen
of the sciences,” Friedrich Nietzsche echoes Marx’s critique of the idealist
prejudices of German philosophy.?® Psychology is, for Nietzsche, an inves-
tigation of human drives, interests, and motives, particularly as they relate
to values, so it is easy to see the “critique of moral values” that he presents
in The Genealogy of Morals as a psychological critique of the interests and
drives that have led, over the course of Western history, to “morality”—a
system of values that presents itself as “good in itself.”?” Nietzsche presents
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his critique of morality in the Genealogy as a “re-evaluation of all values”
(Umwerthung aller Werthe), but, as Daniel R. Rodriguez-Navas points out
in his chapter, “Nietzsche’s Project of Reevaluation: What Kind of Critique?,”
it remains unclear what kind of critique this “re-evaluation” is supposed to
be. Rodriguez-Navas argues that contemporary interpretations of Nietzsche’s
critique, particularly those that try to determine whether his Umwertung
constitutes an “internal” or “external” critique of moral values, remain too
close to the form of traditional Western moral rationality and, as a result,
Rodriguez-Navas argues, they overlook some of Nietzsche’s most important
insights into the experience of value. To uncover this experience, Rodri-
guez-Navas shows that Nietzsche situates his critique within a historical
genealogy, which is not identical to his critique, but which helps Nietzsche
formulate a “typology of morals.” This typology allows Nietzsche’s critique to
re-evaluate morality’s claim to being good in itself and to reveal the struc-
tures of rationality and moral justification that lie at the foundations of our
(historically determined) experience of value. By genealogically tracing the
origin of those structures, Nietzsche is able to render them visible in their
contingency, to radically break with traditional conceptions of values, and
to open up other forms of rationality that have remained silent or invisible,
or even unconceivable, given our already saturated, overdetermined, and
to a certain extent, as Rodriguez-Navas insists, incapacitating conceptions
of critique.

4. Neo-Kantianism, Phenomenology, and Critical Theory

The end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth
century saw a return to transcendental critique in both Neo-Kantianism
and Phenomenology. Neo-Kantians like Hermann Cohen regarded the a
priori principles that Kant derived from the faculties of sensibility and the
understanding in the first Critigue—the pure forms of intuition (space
and time) and the pure concepts of the understanding (the categories)—as
formal conditions of experience, whose universality and necessity were guar-
anteed by the laws of mathematics and physics.?® Along with his students
Paul Natorp and Ernst Cassirer, the later Cohen sought to formulate an
a priori logic that would demonstrate the objectivity of both the natural
and human sciences (Naturwissenschaften and Geisteswissenschaften).
Taking a different route, Edmund Husserl characterized phenomenology
as a form of transcendental idealism in his Carfesian Meditations (1931),
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because it is “nothing more than . . . an explication of my ego as subject
of every possible cognition, and, indeed, with respect to every sense of
what exists, wherewith the latter might be able to have a sense for me.”*
Even Martin Heidegger characterized his project, in his early lectures, as
a “phenomenological critique” and, later, identified his own fundamental
ontology as a kind of transcendental philosophy in Being and Time (1927).3!

Despite their preoccupation with a priori principles, transcenden-
tal subjectivity, and, more generally, philosophy “as a rigorous science,”
Neo-Kantians and phenomenologists did not neglect the social and historical
world. Indeed, it was in these contexts that they made some of their most
important contributions, as Rudolf Makkreel demonstrates in his chapter
“Kantian Critique, Its Ethical Purification by Hermann Cohen, and Its
Reflective Transformation by Wilhelm Dilthey.” Makkreel begins by distin-
guishing three kinds of critique in Kant: a constitutive critique that seeks
the conditions of the possibility of experience; a regulative critique that
orients us toward theoretical and practical ideals; and a reflective critique
that is normative, but, instead of orienting us toward ideals, considers our
judgments in relation to others and seeks consensus. Makkreel shows that
Kant presents a reflective justification for property rights in the Mefaphysics
of Morals, which Cohen replaces with a regulative defense of legal rights,
based on the ideal relation between the parties to a contract—mutual con-
sent. Cohen argues that this principle lies at the foundation of “the idea of
socialism” and uses it to distinguish states that promote the interests of
the dominant classes through might (Macht) and those that are justified by
the principles of right (Recht). In the last section of his chapter, Makkreel
presents an alternative formulation of the basis of right, which is found in
Wilhelm Dilthey’s ethics. Dilthey grounds right in what Makkreel calls “a
reflective ethics of cooperation.”? Dilthey’s ethics is reflective because it
eschews the legislative model employed by both Kant and Cohen, focusing,
instead, on “setting contextually appropriate priorities.”** Emphasizing both
the social nature of these contexts and their basis in human solidarity,
Dilthey’s ethics of cooperation promotes a kind of “reciprocal fidelity” that
acknowledges what we have in common, while respecting our differences.

Likewise, in her chapter “Transcendental Phenomenology as Radical
Immanent Critique: Subversions and Matrices of Intelligibility,” Andreea
Smaranda Aldea argues that transcendental phenomenology provides
“powerful tools for critically investigating the historical forces shaping
our present reality, doing justice not only to their epistemic weight, but
also to their normative weight.”* Drawing on Husserl’s later work, from
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the 1930s, Aldea points out that the experiential evidence with which the
phenomenologist is concerned derives from the lifeworld, which is consti-
tuted over time by the sedimentation of theoretical accomplishments and
practical commitments. Aldea does not think the origin of this evidence
in the lifeworld compromises its legitimacy as evidence for transcendental
phenomenology. On the contrary, she maintains, it is by sifting through
the different layers of epistemic and normative sedimentation in this evi-
dence that phenomenologists distance themselves from their own sense
of “lived possibility”—the conditioned set of possibilities they come to
expect from their own historical world. Aldea characterizes the phenome-
nological analysis of lived possibility, and the limits of what is conceivable,
possible, necessary, and impossible in the context of the lifeworld, as a
kind of “immanent critique.” By undertaking this critique, phenomenol-
ogists adopt a “critical” rather than a “normalizing” stance toward lived
possibility, exposing the sedimentation of meanings that constitutes the
lifeworld without naturalizing or reinforcing them. Through this critique,
the phenomenologist gains the ability to distinguish what is historically
conceivable from what is transcendentally necessary, advancing the cause
of transcendental phenomenology at the same time as they uncover the
historicity of experience.

In his chapter, “From the Metaphysics of Law to the Critique of
Violence,” Peter Fenves goes “back to Kant” in a very different way than
we find in either Neo-Kantianism or Phenomenology. Recounting Kant’s
attempt to ground the doctrine of law in his Metaphysical Foundations of
the Doctrine of Right, the first part of the Metaphysics of Morals (1797),
Fenves shows that Kant’s difficulties constructing the conceptual foun-
dation of the law derive from his need to reconcile “universal reciprocal
coercion with everyone’s freedom” without reducing law to either “physical
supremacy” or “wild lawless freedom.” The inconsistencies in the text of
the Doctrine of Right represent, for Fenves, Kant’s unresolved struggle
to unite two things—coercion and freedom—that are mutually exclusive
and yet essential to the law. Fenves then turns to Walter Benjamin, an
astute reader of Kant’s late writings, and shows how he takes up Kant’s
problem in his early works. Unlike Kant, Fenves argues, Benjamin will
admit that the conceptual construction of law “bars the way to justice.”®
However, the solution Benjamin presents in his essay “Towards a Critique
of Violence” (Zur Kritik der Gewalt, 1920-1921) is itself modeled on Kant’s
Critique of Practical Reason. Just as Kant denies that the second Critique
is a critique of “pure” practical reason, so too Benjamin will argue that
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there can be no critique of “pure” Gewalf” And as in Kant’s conception
of pure practical reason, pure Gewalt is what Benjamin’s critique aims to
promote, even though it would be unrecognizable whenever and wherever
there would be an instance of such a Gewalt. Ultimately, for Benjamin, this
would amount to a critique of an unrecognizable and un-possessable form
of Gewalt that would guarantee the (always unjustifiable, arbitrary) step
from law to justice that Kant had failed to complete. Fenves’s chapter not
only establishes a clear connection between Kant’s Metaphysics of Morals
and Benjamin’s critique of violence, it also highlights a novel conception
of critique that was being developed by one of the most important thinkers
associated with the Frankfurt School, even before Horkheimer published
his programmatic essay “Traditional and Critical Theory.”

The surprising absence of a definition of “critique” in Horkheimer’s
essay leads Richard A. Lee Jr. to ask, in his chapter, “Is There Critique in
Critical Theory?” While traditional theory not only naturalizes historical
and contingent features of social relations, but also covers over this very
same operation of naturalization, critical theory, Horkheimer argues, must
resist and expose this operation. Thus, in order to understand what makes
theory critical, and what prevents it from becoming, in Horkheimer words,
“inhuman,” Lee argues that one needs to contrast Horkheimer’s Marxist
conception of critique with Kant’s. While Kant’s critique sought to constrain
the speculative excesses of reason, Horkheimer’s critique draws on Marx’s
attention to the material and social conditions of human existence and,
in particular, the way they are presented as “given.” Thus, Horkheimer’s
critique seeks to “rein in the pretension of what is socially given” and its
claims to “rationality or even reasonableness.”® It is this same conception
of critique, Lee argues, that inspired Adorno “to hold metaphysics to its
promise.”* Adorno will insist that there can only be critique where there
is transcendence, because it is only where one can point out the tension
between the factical and the transcendental, and the failure of the factical
to live up to its ideal, that one can pose an “otherwise” that differs from
what is given. As Lee points out, the difficulty is that such an “otherwise”
is already a social fact. As such, metaphysics must be held accountable
for the ways in which it has fallen short of its promise, while holding
open the possibility of an “otherwise,” whose “index” is happiness. Ador-
no’s conception of redemption reminds us that, in Lee’s words, “the only
form of critique that belongs to critical theory is a Marxist social critique
that risks being metaphysical for the sake of a happiness that is the very
promise of metaphysics.”*
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Whether the promise of metaphysics can be saved from metaphysics
itself is a question that has led Amy Allen to challenge the presuppositions of
the early critical theorists in her most recent work, oriented by the question
of what kind of responsibility is called for in our reception of this theory
today.*! In her contribution to the volume, “Critique as Melancholy Science,”
Allen goes back to the question of redemption, this time to highlight the
continuity between Adorno’s critical theory and Foucault’s conception of
critique. Against interpretations that take Adorno’s naturalism to be incom-
patible with Foucault’s historicism and constructivism, Allen argues that,
despite their differences, Adorno and Foucault share a similar conception
of critique—one that is attentive to the cracks and fissures of social reality
and remains entirely immanent while sustaining a kind of transcendence.
Allen will even argue that, given Adorno’s singular conception of nature
as nothing other than ontology—an ontology that, following Benjamin,
needs to understand itself, and nature, as radically historicized, instead of
being “naturalized’—Adorno’s “critical naturalism” has much in common
with Foucault’s historical ontology. Thus, in a way that is continuous with
Lee’s contribution, and by means of a productive comparison with Fou-
cault, Allen shows to what extent Adorno’s commitment to metaphysics,
understood through the psychoanalytical concept of “melancholy,” is not
a renunciation but rather an intensification of critical theory, and of a
profoundly historical, social and materialist conception of critique.

5. Critical Theory Today

The final chapters in this volume are dedicated to the current state of critical
theory in the work of a second and third generation of critical theorists,
namely Jirgen Habermas and Christoph Menke. In her chapter, “Reality and
Resistance: Habermas and Haslanger on Objectivity, Social Critique, and the
Possibility of Change,” Federica Gregoratto puts the later works of Habermas
in dialogue with Sally Haslanger, a contemporary American philosopher
who was trained as an analytic metaphysician, but whose investigations of
“social kinds” has led her to formulate her own version of critical theory in
recent years. Gregoratto shows that Habermas’s and Haslanger’s approaches
to social critique are complementary in a number of ways.*? She argues
that the pragmatic conceptions of truth and objectivity that Habermas
articulates in later works like Truth and Justification (1999/2004) can be
enriched by Haslanger’s analyses, in Resisting Reality (2012), of the social
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construction of categories like race and gender, which show that we do
not have to reject realism and objectivity in order to acknowledge their
construction. At the same time, Haslanger’s analyses can be supplemented
by Habermas’ account of the intersubjectivity of experience, since it is the
violation of intersubjectively shared norms concerning interpersonal com-
munication, social interaction, and dealing with the objective world that
motivates critique. To this account, however, Gregoratto argues, we should
add Haslanger’s conception of “resisting reality,” which explains why social
critique is so difficult. The social world we inhabit is “congealed, reified,
opaque,” so it “resists our attempts to conceptually penetrate the structural
layers that enable and reproduce injustice and oppression and to practically
change even some of them.”® Despite these difficulties, Gregoratto argues,
critical theory has the potential to illuminate the nature of social reality
and to challenge the kinds of social injustice that arise from the way the
social world has been constructed.

Extending the arguments he began to formulate in his book Recht
und Gewalt (2012), and has more recently continued in Kritik der Rechte
(2015), Christoph Menke’s chapter, “The Critique of Law and the Law of
Critique,” reflects on the paradoxical ways in which critique and law are
intertwined, focusing, this time, on the consequences of this paradox for
critique.** If critique is to be fully consistent, Menke argues, it must always
engage in a critique of itself, and thus, of its own law. Every critique must
therefore be, to a certain extent, “the critique of the legality of critique,
and thus, a critique of law.” However, critique is also fundamental for
law’s operation. Indeed, one could say that the operation of law is nothing
but the practice of critique, insofar as the law imposes, rationalizes, and
systematizes normative distinctions and decisions. So, how can there be
critique at all, if every critique is a critique of the law, but critique is, at
the same time, constitutive of law’s operation? Such is the aporia that leads
Menke to ask whether there is, perhaps, a non-legal form of critique that
would put an end to this apparently vicious circle. To answer this question,
Menke considers what he calls a “romanticizing” and “geneaological” form
of critique. Following Adorno back to Marx and Marx back to Schlegel,
Menke describes a form of critique that concerns itself with the genesis of
forms while attending simultaneously to their presentation. Such a critique
would, Menke argues, take both the product and the act of production into
consideration, showing the genealogy of the forms of the present, their
production of reality as presentation, and the presentation of this reality
as ideological—that is, as hiding the fact that it has been produced.
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Critique, understood in this sense, is always transformative, because
it is “a co-presentation of its own form of presenting.”*® In its operation,
Menke argues, critique not only reveals the contingency of the existing order,
but also reconceptualizes the normative, legal dimension of critique. This
is the case because, in its way of operating, it confronts the legality and
non-legality of critique, puts them in relation, and renders a judgment that
is no longer legal, or better, a judgment that reveals the other, non-legal,
and, hence, Menke adds, violent side of the law. This, Menke insists, is
the fundamental and often overlooked or misinterpreted gesture of critical
theory. Critique means, in this context, to consider a given form as the
presentation of the paradox that lies at its foundation, while also allowing
us to understand the reasons why this paradox assumes a specific social and
historical form. This form of critique seems to escape the aporia present
in more traditional, and, as Menke points out, dogmatic, conceptions of
critique. Not because it conceives of an alegal form of critique, but because
critique can recognize and make evident the fundamental paradox at the
heart of all legality, even at the heart of the law of critique. Genealogical
critique, Menke concludes, dissolves the dogmatism of normative critique
while also explaining its necessity. In doing so, it produces a different,
less aporetic, and perhaps less violent form of critique, though one that
is no less paradoxical, since it always, by the nature of its legal character,
decides in the name of undecidability.

This introduction, as well as this volume as a whole, provides only
a brief sketch of the conceptual history of “critique” in modern and
contemporary German philosophy. There is much more to say about the
figures and works, ideas and arguments that contributed to this history
than we have mentioned, and those that we have not mentioned, as will
become evident in the chapters that follow. While a complete history
remains beyond the scope of a volume like this one, we think the follow-
ing chapters provide an account of history of the concept of “critique” in
German philosophy that is accurate, nuanced, and, above all, critical. At
a time where our very notions of critique are being radically challenged
and called into question, and rightly so, by non-Western, decolonial, and
feminist criticism, as well as new perspectives coming from critical race
theory and gender studies, we are hoping that a volume that re-examines
the traditional Western—and, in this case, specifically German—history
of this concept can help to make visible both the strengths and the lim-
itations of that tradition for contemporary philosophy and our critical
accounts of the present.
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The Struggle between Dogmatism and
Skepticism in the Prussian Academy

A Precedent for Kantian Critique

CATALINA GONZALEZ

1. Introduction

Kant’s notion of critique may have been historically preceded and pre-
pared for by one of the quarrels in which dogmatism and skepticism were
central themes: namely, the critique of skepticism in the Prussian Royal
Academy of Sciences during the eighteenth century. At the center of the
dispute was an “anti-skeptical” treatise, Jean-Pierre de Crousaz’s Examen
du pyrrhonisme ancien et moderne. The work was published in French
in 1733, later abridged and then translated into German by two import-
ant members of the Prussian Academy, Samuel Formey and Albrecht von
Haller, respectively. It appeared to the German public in 1751 with the title
Priifung der Secte, die an allem zweifelf. Kant himself recommended this
text as a good source for modern skepticism in his Lectures on Logic: “If
one wants closer instruction in the scepticismus of modern times, then
one can read with great profit the writing that Haller published under the
title: Examination of the sect that doubts everything.”

In this paper, I will examine the introduction to Crousaz’s work,
first, to gain a general idea of the confrontation between dogmatic and

21
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skeptical philosophers with regard to religious issues in the eighteenth
century, and second, to identify some of the skeptical topics that Crousaz
uses in his defense of religion. Then I will observe how this text may
have contributed to a progressive dissolution of the boundaries between
skepticism and dogmatism, leading to Kant’s critical standpoint. In fact,
according to John Christian Laursen, the attitude of the Prussian Academy
involved not only the defense of religion from skeptical outlooks but also
the assimilation of skeptical strategies and arguments, and in doing so,
it promoted the emergence of a philosophical middle ground. He argues:

There were good reasons for defending some sort of skepticism
at the Berlin Academy. For one thing, enlightened philosophes
of the Academy were worried as much by the dogmatists of
enthusiasm and superstition as they were about the skeptics.
They had to defend a middle way to protect their positions and
way of doing philosophy.?

On the basis of Laursen’s suggestion, I argue in this paper that this philo-
sophical middle ground importantly influenced Kant’s critical viewpoint.
To develop this claim, I will begin by sketching out Laursen’s account of
the role of the Prussian Academy’s anti-skepticism in the popularization
of modern skepticism. Then I will outline some of the most important
anti-skeptical arguments in Crousaz’s Examen du pyrrhonism ancien et
moderne as well as some rhetorical topics that may have informed Kant’s
formulation of a “critique” of pure reason, such as the identification of
this critique with a “mature” exercise of reason. Finally, I will describe the
way in which Crousaz’s views, which I consider to be a form of “skeptical
anti-skepticism,” may have helped in the construction of Kant’s critical
philosophy.

2. Crousaz and the Prussian Anti-skeptical Academy

In a series of articles published with Richard H. Popkin, Laursen has
drawn attention to the influence of the Prussian Anti-skeptical Academy
in eighteenth-century German philosophy.® Originally founded in 1700
by Leibniz under Elector Frederick III of Brandenburg, the Academy was
reformed in 1744 by Frederick the Great. It was predominantly francophone
between the '40s and "90s, given that several of its members, some of them
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Huguenots in exile, arrived in Germany from France and from Switzerland.*
Prominent among these members are P. L. Maupertius, Formey, Haller,
Mérian, Sulzer, and de Castillon. They engaged in the translation and
commentary of skeptical treatises, such as Hume’s Enquiry Concerning
Human Understanding and Cicero’s Academica.® Their purpose, however,
was not to spread the skeptical outlook, but rather to attack it, in order to
defend Christian faith from the outbreaks of fideism, deism, and atheism
that became notorious in the eighteenth century.

According to Laursen, the arguments used by Prussian anti-skeptics
have two important features: (1) they are moral and religious arguments,
not directed to showing the unsoundness of the skeptical views but only
to revealing their harmful practical consequences;® and (2) they resort to
skeptical topics in order to draw anti-skeptical conclusions.” In view of the
latter, Laursen argues, the Academy’s attitude toward skepticism was rather
ambivalent, since, “to the extent that they actually domesticated many a
skeptical point into their own canons of argument, they contributed to
the process of assimilating skepticism into the modern world view.”® Thus,
the Academy’s anti-skeptical efforts proved rather useful in popularizing
the writings of the main modern and ancient skeptics, by making their
arguments accessible to a more widespread public, and perhaps also by
giving them a mystified aura of irreligiousness and immorality.

According to Laursen, one of the most important sources of inspi-
ration for the Academy was Crousaz’s extensive treatment of modern
Pyrrhonism in his Examen du pyrrhonisme ancien et moderne.’ Formey
composed an abridged version of this work with the title Le triomphe de
lévidence in 1738, which could not be published immediately for financial
reasons.'’ Later, he gave the manuscript to Haller, who translated it into
German under the title Priifung der Secte die an allem zweifelt, and this
version was published in 1751.1' To underline the anti-skeptical tone of
the work, Laursen quotes Haller’s introduction, where the latter argues
that “atheistic skeptics will kill their own fathers, skeptical judges will
judge according to their own desires, the poor will rob from the rich, the
‘philosophical’ masses will over-throw princes, and ‘philosophical’ princes
will rule according to their whims.”'? In the same vein, Jacqueline E. de
la Harpe indicates that, in his correspondence with Crousaz, Haller shows
that he was pleased to translate the abridged form of the treatise, for “in
a century where superstition and atheism have such great progress, I am
often afraid of seeing in my days the dreadful period when Providence
would take away from us the light of reason, to which we already pay so
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little attention, in order to plunge us back into the darkness of popery,
from which we can only escape by falling into irreligion.”*?

In these two testimonies, we can observe how Haller intended his
translation to contribute to the defense of Christian orthodoxy and to
the refutation of skeptical views that he considered so likely to spread
irreligious attitudes.

Now, Crousaz’s treatise intends to refute the skepticism of Sextus
Empiricus and Bayle, the most important ancient and modern representa-
tives of Pyrrhonism. The first part gives a general account of Pyrrhonism;
the second comprises an abridged translation of some sections of Sextus’s
Outlines of Pyrrhonism and Adversus Matematicos, with a criticism of his
main arguments; and the third part is a refutation of Bayle’s skepticism in
his Dictionary. 1 will refer to the general introduction of the work, where
Crousaz expresses his intentions and explains the causes of the influence
of Pyrrhonism in modern times.

At the beginning of his discussion, Crousaz acknowledges that his
endeavor may encounter opposition from those who think they do not need
such an explanation, for they already know what Phyrrhonism is; or from
those that doubt that there could actually be any philosophers that follow
such a strange doctrine. Nonetheless, he argues, he will not presuppose
what Pyrrhonism means, but rather will begin by explaining it thoroughly,
since his objective is not merely to attack some of the skeptic’s views but
to undermine their whole system, in order to “establish the certainty of
our cognitions on their primary foundations.”'*

Having clarified his objective, the author sets the discussion in an
imaginary scene. In this scene, he has been transported to a country in
the Indies, where he holds a conversation with a curious philosopher, who
wants to know about the foundation and development of the sciences in
Europe. The author begins his account with ancient Greek philosophy, but
moves quickly to modern times, referring to the philosophies of Bacon,
Descartes, Malebranche, Locke, and others. His imaginary listener responds
that such a diversity of philosophical systems must perplex the learned,
who most probably want to “secure the truth.” He continues arguing that,
given the diversity of doctrines, several disputes must arise, from prejudice,
partisanship, or envy, and that to examine every system and distinguish
the true from the false in each case would require an excessive amount of
time, which would make the situation even more unbearable.’® He concludes
his point by asking, “what maturity of judgment is needed to pronounce
oneself on the disputes of such illustrious partisans?”®
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In the context of this discussion, Crousaz describes the ongoing dis-
pute between dogmatists and skeptics in Europe, claiming that there are, in
fact, some who “defend the systems they hold passionately” and others who
“think that it is necessary to completely renounce their thinking . . . and
they even go so far as to deny to the human being the power of securing
any truth, either general or particular.”"”

At this point of the dialogue, the Indian philosopher expresses his
astonishment. He claims that he cannot believe there may be philosophers
who consider every knowledge uncertain or, if indeed there are, he argues
that they could not possibly live and act normally. To this objection, the
author answers that the Pyrrhonists are in fact not always hesitant, but they
abandon and resume the state of doubt. Then he explains their method,
stating that whenever a scientist or a philosopher, for instance, explains
the causes of some physical phenomenon, they object to this explanation.
If the scientist then states the principles on which the inference rests, the
skeptics object to this principle too, and so on. For “their delight in contra-
dicting, embarrassing others and holding paradoxes grows more and more
alluring with every objection. . . . But when the dispute ends, they go back
to their natural sentiments, and act and think like the rest of humans.”’®
This is the famous apraxia objection that dogmatists from ancient times
used to direct to the skeptics.” It is interesting that Crousaz, undoubtedly
knowing the force of this objection, chooses rather not to dwell on it, and
argues instead that suspension of judgment is not a constant attitude of
the Pyrrhonists. The reason lies in his intention to depict the skeptics as
having a morally flawed character. Crousaz wants to stress the Phyrrhonists’
insincerity, rather than their inability to act.?’ In fact, in the next paragraph
the Indian philosopher formulates this very criticism. He says that, being
dishonest about their doubts—for they do not hold permanently the state
of suspense—no reasonable person could ever trust them. Since they feign
insanity, insists the Indian, their views should not find favor with either
the learned or the general public. Crousaz agrees with his fellow’s criticism
and proceeds to elaborate on it—the Pyrrhonists unite laziness with vanity,
they let their obstinate passions contradict their ideas, and they delight in
opposing against each other the useful, the agreeable, and the rightful.?!

This moral criticism serves as a preamble to the issue that most
interests Crousaz: the skeptics’ attitude toward revealed religion. According
to Crousaz, the Pyrrhonists are, in fact, a very dangerous sect, insofar as
they “overturn all the obstacles that prevent the corruption of the heart
and the relaxation of customs.”” He argues, however, that the Europeans
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have gradually learned to live with the skeptics and blames the dogmatists
for their prevalence. The argument proceeds as follows: The sacred scrip-
tures offer a variety of proofs of the religious truths that are “as forceful
as demonstrations.” Although reason naturally directs us to understand
these truths, revelation has perfected them in a “brilliant and sublime” way,
so that human beings can have a more noble access to them.? In spite of
their clarity, however, we have had the temerity of altering or adorning
them in such a way that several different Christian dogmas have appeared,
leading their followers to engage in endless disputes with each other. In the
history of these disputes, every sect has become more and more dogmatic,
so that not only have invectives and anathemas been pronounced, but also
much blood has been shed.

To make things even worse, a sect of Phyrronists has arisen who claim
that reason is deceitful and its principles uncertain. They hold that those
who distrust reason are wise, and argue that religion should be founded
on faith, instead of on reason. Because of this, the author claims, they
should rather be considered as a group of “mystics.” However, their views
are so far from being uniform that there is also conflict and perplexity
among them, particularly when it comes to defining the source of their
divine inspiration.?

At the heart of this situation lies a deficiency in religious educa-
tion.?® In Europe, Crousaz says, the education of children is entrusted
to mediocre instructors, who lack the intellectual curiosity and honesty
required for the task. When a child questions the principles of religion,
instead of answering her openly, the instructors accuse the young mind of
having been influenced by the devil.?” In this way, the Europeans grow up
believing what they do out of custom, example, and authority, not on the
grounds of reasoned argument.?® Hence, it does not surprise anyone when
a Pyrrhonist claims that reason has no role in the foundation of religious
belief, for this is the realm of faith alone.

The solution, however, is not to silence the Pyrrhonists. They bring
about a corruption of customs that should actually be tolerated, along with
the undesirable effects of other heretical sects—such as the deists—in order
to avoid the even more harmful consequences of their public repression:?

If we punished the deists, we would soon conclude that we
ought to punish those who only accept a Providence that only
gives rewards and punishment in this life and not in the after-
life; then, we would consider dangerous and worth punishing
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the sentiment of those who think that the soul is by nature
mortal but immortal by God’s direct power; then we would
abuse those that believe in their immortality but would not
agree in considering it a substance different from the corporeal;
afterwards we would persecute those that believe that thinking
is not essential to the soul and that we do not always think
when we act, and that stupid men do not ever think. And, since
everyone believes to have the truth on their side, we would go
from disputes to invectives, from invectives to blows, and the
zeal for truth would become a pretext for fighting.*

The tolerant tone of the passage is, in fact, in agreement with the Enlight-
enment attitude that the Prussian Academy intended to spread. The author
is quite conscious of the risks of religious fanaticism and wants to persuade
the Indian philosopher of the importance of avoiding religious persecution
and oppression.’! He is also ready to acknowledge the social circumstances
that fostered the emergence of modern Pyrrhonism, particularly the lack
of proper religious education and the endless disputes among the different
Christian denominations.

In his introduction to the treatise, then, Crousaz acts not merely as
a conservative thinker, but also as a representative of the Enlightenment.?
His attitude toward religious skepticism is rooted in the conviction that
religious belief should be grounded in reason, and that such a foundation
proves essential for the avoidance of superstition, enthusiasm, and prejudice.
Neither does Crousaz claim a blind adherence to traditional theology, but
he rather supports a reflexive awareness of the relationship between reason
and revelation, so that Christians may reinforce the truths of revelation
with reasonable inferences and further their rational and moral goals with
the aid of revealed prescriptions.

3. Toward the Critical Attitude:
Skeptical Arguments against Skepticism

As Laursen indicates, the arguments used and popularized by the anti-skep-
tics of the Prussian Academy were in fact skeptical in nature.® We can
observe this in the previously summarized discussion of the introduction
to Crousaz’s Examen du pyrrhonisme. First, Crousaz employs the very
skeptical genre of the dialogue to explain his views against the Pyrrhonists.3*
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This strategy allows him to situate the discussion in an imaginary setting,
where the characters can freely express their opinions, objections, and
doubts. However, in contrast to most skeptical dialogues, the speakers
in the Examen are not so much refuting each other as supplementing a
more-or-less unified perspective with their alternating arguments. In fact,
Crousaz and the Indian philosopher tend to agree on the main points
of the issue (i.e., the flawed character of the Pyrrhonists, the rational
foundation of religion, the harmful consequences of the skeptical views,
etc.), differing only slightly on the degree of their negative evaluation. In
this sense, we could say that the skeptical form of the dialogue has, in
Crousaz’s writing, a rather dogmatic and explanatory aim: the objections
of the Indian philosopher are taken as opportunities to illuminate complex
circumstances and, in this way, to nuance the Indian’s evaluation of the
situation, but never to challenge his initial point of view.

Second, the very figure of an Indian philosopher, who has a more
neutral and unbiased point of view, is also a skeptical topic worth noticing.?
The function of the Indian philosopher in this dialogue is precisely to show
how absurd the skeptical views seem to a sensible spectator, who is not
involved in the passionate disputes about religion of eighteenth-century
Europe. Yet, as I have mentioned, the Indian’s role in this dialogue is not
to refute, from his own perspective, the arguments of Crousaz, but rather
to invite the author to expand them and to support the latter’s criticism
of the Pyrrhonists. Thus, the Indian offers an apparently neutral platform,
from where Pyrronism can be seen in its “true colors.”

Third, when Crousaz rebukes the religious skeptics—the so-called
“mystics”—for not having a clear way of detecting a true source of “divine
inspiration” from a false one, he is employing one of the most important
skeptical strategies, that is, the argument on the invalidity of any internal
criterion of truth.®® If a true representation or judgment cannot be objec-
tively recognized in virtue of an inherent mark, then any representation
or judgment is equally uncertain. According to Crousaz, a religion founded
on mere faith lacks such an objective character, and thus, every individual
may consider her or his own inspiration as divine, which makes a real
community of belief impossible. In other words, fideism leads to such a
variety of religious views that no agreement on any grounds, theological or
moral, is ever attainable and, hence, no unified doctrine can be defended.
This refutation of fideism by means of a skeptical topic is, in my opinion,
quite subtle. According to Crousaz, skepticism—in the form of fideism—
actually leads to a sort of subjective dogmatism that can only be disabused
through skeptical argumentation.
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Finally, it is worth noticing Crousaz’s use of the sorites in the above
passage about the need to tolerate the Phyrrhonists. If we were to punish
the Pyrrhonist, says Crousaz, we would also have to punish those who
hold that divine Providence only rewards and punishes in this life, not in
the afterlife; and if so, we would have to persecute those who think the
soul is mortal; and, then, we would have to chastise those who consider
that thinking is not essential to the soul, etc., until we finish by censur-
ing any belief without distinction.’” The sorites is also a very common
form of skeptical refutation, in spite of its logical limitations.?® Crousaz
must have been quite aware of its argumentative use and its persuasive
force.

By way of conclusion, we can see that Crousaz’s standpoint is not
easy to classify: he was not religiously orthodox, at least in his argumen-
tative style, which incorporated many skeptical strategies. Neither was he
a “free-thinker”—a term that in the eighteenth century referred mainly to
the deists and fideists—although he did advocate for a free examination of
the grounds of religious belief.> In my view, scholars like Crousaz and the
members of the Prussian Academy contributed to a progressive dissolution
of the boundaries between skepticism and dogmatism by employing skep-
tical arguments with dogmatic goals. In doing so they helped to develop
a new critical attitude, one in which the dogmatists learned the habit
of examining their own principles, while the skeptics gradually comple-
mented their practice of dialectical refutation with a reserved acceptance
of fallible conclusions. I will now refer to this difficult equilibrium, as
it is described in Kant’s Critigue of Pure Reason, in order to situate the
influence of Crousaz and the Prussian Academy in the origin of Kant’s
critical philosophy.

4. Kant’s Critigue and the Maturity of Reason

When he describes the standpoint of his “critique” of pure reason, Kant
employs the well-known metaphor of the ages of reason:

The first step in matters of pure reason, which characterizes
its childhood is dogmatic. The just mentioned second step is
skeptical and gives evidence of the caution of the power of
judgment sharpened by experience. Now, however, a third step
is still necessary, which pertains only to the mature and adult

printed on 2/12/2023 1:53 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

30 | Catalina Gonzélez

power of judgment, which has at its basis firm maxims of proven
universality, that, namely, which subjects to evaluation not the
facta of reason but reason itself, as concerns its entire capacity
and suitability for pure a priori cognitions.*

For Kant, only mature reason can exercise the critical effort that is necessary
to delineate reason’s boundaries. However, to reach this state of maturity,
reason must first have gone through the previous phases of infantile
dogmatism and youthful skepticism. Therefore, for Kant, dogmatism and
skepticism are not necessarily defective or misguided outlooks; instead,
they are immature attempts at self-knowledge, the mark of reason’s later
development. In this way, dogmatism and skepticism should be not avoided
or corrected, but rather assimilated in a new critical stance.

Tracing the origins of the term “critique” in eighteenth-century
philology, aesthetics and logic, Colin McQuillan has argued, against tra-
ditional interpretations, that Kant’s critical project was not directed to
overcoming dogmatism and skepticism, but rather to examine the prin-
ciples that lead to them.* Indeed, in contemporary Kantian scholarship,
the idea that Kant’s critical project is directed less to refuting skepticism
or dogmatism than to making use of skeptical and dogmatic methods, has
become influential.*? As Rudolf Makkreel argues: “Kant sketches a history
of pure reason in which his critical philosophy surpasses both dogmatism
and skepticism. But by his own admission, critical philosophy still makes
use of dogmatic and skeptical procedures.”® Thus, although Kant in fact
uses very derogatory language to describe both skeptics and dogmatists—
calling skeptics a “kind of nomads who abhor all permanent cultivation of
the soil” and considering dogmatism as a “worm-eaten” perspective—he
still employs the “skeptical method” in the Transcendental Dialectic to
tear down the edifice of traditional metaphysics, and he makes use of the
“dogmatic method” in the Analytic to lay out the principles of a priori
knowledge.* In this way, his critique incorporates both approaches—the
dogmatic method of inferring from principles and the skeptical method
of revising principles through thesis and antithesis—in order to ascertain
the legitimacy of reason’s claims. Once this legitimacy is obtained, reason
can be sure of its domain and establish its boundaries: “This is not the
censorship but the critique of pure reason, whereby not merely the limits
but rather the determinate boundaries of it—not merely ignorance in
one part or another, but ignorance in regard to all possible questions of a
certain sort—are not merely suspected but are proved from principles.”®
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As we have seen previously, some of the views that appear in Crousaz’s
Examen, for instance, his claim that much “maturity of judgment” is needed
to intercede in the disputes of the different Christian denominations, and
his intention of refuting skepticism in order to “establish the certainty
of our cognitions on their primary foundations,” find a parallel in Kant’s
conception of a critique of reason.*

Still, does this parallel allows us to consider Crousaz as a precursor of
the Kantian notion of critique? Is Crousaz’s obscure treatise, abridged and
translated into German by members of the Prussian Academy, an important
precedent for Kant’s project? Perhaps. However, even if Kant actually read
the German version of the text, and referred directly to it in the Lecfures
on Logic—something that Kant did not do often—in my opinion, we would
be hasty to conclude that the notion of critique was retrieved from this
work.*” One main reason for refraining from this conclusion is the fact
that Crousaz was in fact not a very original thinker.”® Thus, we can expect
that his references to a “mature exercise of reason” and to the need for a
revision of the “certainty of its principles” were rather general formulas
that circulated in Enlightenment academic circles. Most probably, Crousaz
repeated them as rhetorical devices, intended to make more persuasive his
own arguments directed to the refutation of skepticism and the defense
of Christian religion.

Yet I still believe that Crousaz’s use of skeptical argumentative strat-
egies and topics—such as the structure of the dialogue, the character of
the Indian philosopher, the argument about the invalidity of an internal
criterion of truth, and the employment of the sorifes—somehow expresses
the historical intellectual state of affairs that preceded the Kantian conception
of a critique. As Laursen mentioned, the use of skeptical strategies to refute
skepticism is a characteristic shared by most anti-skeptical members of the
Prussian Academy, and we can probably extend it to other Enlightenment
centers of learning.* Thus, what Crousaz’s text shows, in my opinion, is
the way in which eighteenth-century religious dogmatism appropriated
skeptical forms of argumentation or, as I have already claimed, how dog-
matism and skepticism intertwined and influenced each other during the
Enlightenment, so as to finally give rise to Kant’s critical philosophy. If
the critique of reason incorporates the methods of both skepticism and
dogmatism, then we can say that a good predecessor of this attitude is
one in which dogmatism incorporates skeptical strategies. This would be
an attitude not yet fully critical, but partially so. And, as I have shown
above, this is, in fact, the case for Crousaz’s work.
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Now, there are many differences between what Crousaz did and what
Kant thinks should be done in metaphysics and religion. One of them has
to do with the moral and religious attack on skepticism. The use of ad
hominem arguments that point to the faulty character of the skeptic is
clearly not the most suitable form of examination of the rational legitimacy
of a claim. Indeed, criticizing skeptical views by merely attributing to them
a corrupting influence on customs is far removed from the critical exercise
of reason. Thus, the perspective of this sort of moralist—a self-appointed
guardian of moral and religious principles—although popular, cannot be
considered critical in the Kantian sense of the term. It is instead a dogmatic
attitude, as Kant himself describes: “the presumption of getting on solely
with pure cognition from (philosophical) concepts according to principles,
which reason has been using for a long time, without first inquiring in
what way and by what right it has obtained them.”® Another important
point of divergence concerns the rational foundation of religion. Even
though neither Crousaz nor Kant thinks religion ought to be entirely
grounded on irrational faith, Kant’s critical position precisely shows that
at the basis of religion there cannot be found “truths” that are “as forceful
as demonstrations,” as Crousaz holds.” Kant’s exhibition of the dialectical
illusions that lie at the foundations of the proofs of the existence of God,
in the Ideal of Pure Reason of the Critique of Pure Reason, traces in a
very clear way the limits of reason in theological endeavors. Thus, nothing
could be further removed from Kant’s idea of a critique than Crousaz’s
optimistic rationalism regarding the “truths” of religion.?

In conclusion, inasmuch as Crousaz uses skeptical arguments to fur-
ther his dogmatic goals, it cannot be said that his outlook is yet a critical
one. But his approach does prefigure in many ways the critical exercise of
reason. Perhaps it could be said that his defense of religion is an interesting
mixture of infantile dogmatic impulses with youthful rebelliousness—the
sort of immature impetus that is necessary, but not sufficient, to make a
decisive step toward mature judgment.

5. Conclusion

In this paper, I have attempted to articulate one possible example of the
Enlightenment intellectual attitude that may have decisively preceded Kant’s
conception of a critique of reason. In my view, the Prussian Academy con-
tributed not only, as Laursen claims, to the popularization of skepticism, but
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also to the dissolution of the limits between skepticism and dogmatism—a
dissolution that was necessary to give rise to the critical examination of
human reason. Even though Crousaz’s Examen is still a dogmatic defense
of religion, his work is worthy of philosophical interest insofar as it makes
use of skeptical strategies and topics to refute skepticism. In my view,
when the traditional topics of skepticism become a weapon in the hands
of dogmatism, the method of doubt has become a species of second nature,
which can begin to be applied not only to the adversary but also to oneself.
In the Kantian critical attitude, we can see this happening: both sorts of
methods, skeptical and dogmatic, are used to examine the claims of reason
itself. Thus, skepticism and dogmatism merge in order to provide a new
ground to resolve endlessly unproductive and practically harmful disputes,
in religion as well as in other domains of human inquiry.

As for Crousaz’s Examen, 1 agree with Laursen and Matytsin in that
it cannot be readily classified as a work of orthodox apologetics.>® Rather, it
expresses the effort of a conservative form of Enlightenment, which promoted
a more reflective and tolerant religious attitude, an attitude that may have
influenced the subsequent secularizing impetus of the second half of the
eighteenth century.® Far from rejecting it as irrelevant, I think historians
of philosophy (and not only of modern skepticism) should examine more
closely its development and impact.
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Pure Sensibility as a Source of Corruption

Kant’s Critique of Metaphysics in the /naugural Dissertation
and Critique of Pure Reason

KARIN DE BOER

1. Introduction

A hallmark of Enlightenment thought, Kant’s critical philosophy has
inspired widely diverging modes of philosophical critique throughout the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries.! Given the abstruse reflections on the
conditions of possibility of cognition carried out in the Critigue of Pure
Reason, however, the significance of Kant’s notion of critique is not easy
to grasp. As a result, our understanding of the relationship between Kant
and post-Kantian modes of critical philosophy lacks precision as well. Do
we know for sure that Kant is as modern as we take him to be?

In this chapter, I answer this question in the negative. Accordingly,
I hold that Kant’s famous presentation of the Critique of Pure Reason as
a Copernican revolution is misleading.? Commentators have embraced the
image of a revolution because it suggests that Kant’s mature philosophy is
modern and highly relevant to questions we have concerning the ultimate
grounds of physics and empirical knowledge. Contextualizing Kant’s notion of
critique, I argue that the Critiqgue of Pure Reason targets eighteenth-century
German metaphysics in order to determine which of its elements need to

39

printed on 2/12/2023 1:53 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

40 | Karin de Boer

be abolished and which of its elements need to be preserved. I maintain,
in other words, that what Kant means by critique is very different from a
wholesale rejection of metaphysics.

More specifically, this chapter challenges the alleged break between
the dogmatic and critical phases of Kant’s thought by highlighting the
critical impetus of Kant’s 1770 Inaugural Dissertation. According to the
prevailing view, the Dissertation is pre-critical in that it considers the
human mind to be capable of purely intellectual cognition of things in
themselves.? I aim to show, by contrast, that Kant in this short treatise
establishes the distinction between sensibility and thought for the sake of
a thoroughgoing critique of his dogmatic predecessors and, on the other
hand, that the Critique of Pure Reason both retains and radicalizes this
critique. In this way, I hope to show that the critique of metaphysics for
which Kant is famous rests on two criteria, namely, intellectual purity
and objectivity, neither of which entails the impossibility of the scientific
metaphysical system he envisioned.

After outlining the mode of critique developed in the Inaugural
Dissertation in section 2, I turn in section 3 to Kant’s presentation of the
task carried out in the Critique of Pure Reason. Section 4 zooms in on a
number of passages from this work to show that Kant’s mature critique of
metaphysics rests on these two complementary layers of critique.

2. Kant’s Notion of Critique in
Dreams of a Spirit-Seer and the Inaugural Dissertation

While Kant’s engagement with metaphysics betrays a critical impetus from
at least 1755 onward, one of his first reflections on the act of critique can
be found in Dreams of a Spirit-Seer. Published in 1766, Dreams is a com-
plex text in which Kant elaborates his critique of Wolffian metaphysics by
attacking Swedenborg’s speculations about unembodied spirits, a strategy to
which he refers at one point as a “tiresome detour.” In the final chapter,
Kant presents this act as a mode of philosophy intended to determine the
boundaries of human reason: “But if this enquiry turns into a philosophy
that passes judgment on its own procedure and achieves knowledge not
only of objects, but also of their relation to the human understanding, its
boundaries [Grenze] will contract and its boundary-stones [Marksteine]
will be placed in such a way that the enquiry can never again stray from
its proper realm [eigenthiimlicher Bezirk].”s It is clear that Kant assigns
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these boundary-stones the task of keeping out speculations about things
such as the soul that are completely disconnected from the “data” given in
sensation.” This is not to say, however, that Kant in this work renounces
metaphysics as such. Dreams first and foremost targets judgments “such
as those concerning the way in which my soul moves my body, or the way
in which it is now or may in the future be related to beings of the same
kind.”® What Kant seeks to preserve, conversely, consists in metaphysics
qua “companion of wisdom,” that is, qua discipline devoted to questions
such as “spiritual nature, freedom and predestination, the future state” on
behalf of the moral destination of humankind.® But how can this useful
element of metaphysics be purged from the vain speculations that have so
far occupied its terrain? A clear-cut answer to this question had to wait
until the publication of the Inaugural Dissertation.

Although Kant in the Inaugural Dissertation does not explicitly refer
to the act of critique, he clearly takes the treatise to contain a critique of
metaphysics. As Kant sees it, the main problem of metaphysics so far is its
incapacity to limit itself to a purely intellectual consideration of things such as
the soul or the world. Judging, for example, that the soul occupies a space or
causes the body to move is unwarranted not because these judgments treat of
the soul, but because the concepts involved in its determination partly stem
from sensibility.”® In order to purify metaphysics from the sensible elements
by which it is infected, Kant calls for a preparatory investigation that radically
distinguishes between sensible and intellectual cognition: “The philosophy that
contains the first principles of the use of the pure intellect is metaphysics.
But the science that is propaedeutic to it teaches the distinction between
sensible and intellectual cognition; it is of this science that I am offering a
specimen in my present dissertation.”"! The task of this propaedeutic is to
critically examine, among other things, “a considerable part” of the method
employed in metaphysics so far, a method that Kant claims rests on “the
contagion of intellectual cognition by sensible cognition.”'?

One of the principles targeted in the Dissertation is Crusius’s prin-
ciple according to which “whatever is, is somewhere and somewhen.”®® Its
use in metaphysics is “subreptic,” Kant claims, because a predicate such
as “somewhere” concerns the content of our sensible representations and
cannot be attributed to things as such and, hence, to the soul or God."* If
the meaning of a predicate presupposes sensibility, in other words, it may
not be predicated and stated objectively of an intellectual concept; it may
be predicated only as the condition without which the sensible cognition
of the given concept cannot occur.'
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Unlike Dreams, the Dissertation diagnoses the problems that result
from the subreptive use of sensible predicates primarily by means of
examples taken from general cosmology. However, Kant writes that these
problems are not limited to this discipline, but “have disastrously perme-
ated the whole of metaphysics.”® In this sense, the discussion of general
cosmology in the Dissertation should be regarded as a case study rather
than a treatise on the world insofar as it can be grasped by the intellect.!”

But how does Kant think metaphysics can be cured of its infection
with sensibility? With regard to general cosmology, he argues in the first
section of the text that a concept such as “composition” can acquire two
different meanings: it can be used either as a purely intellectual concept
or as a concept that refers to the mental act of adding one element to
the next, an act that can be repeated ad infinitum. In the latter case, the
meaning of the concept relies on time and is, for that reason, not suitable
to be used with regard to the world considered as the object of general
cosmology. He writes:

It is one thing, given the parts, to conceive the composition
of the whole by using an abstract concept of the intellect, and
another thing to carry out this general concept by means of
the sensible faculty of cognition . . . that is to say, to represent
it concretely in a determinate intuition. The former is done by
means of the concept of composition in general . . . and thus
by means of universal ideas of the intellect. The latter case rests
upon the conditions of time, insofar as it is possible, by the
successive addition of part to part, to arrive genetically, that
is to say, by SYNTHESIS, at the concept of a compound; this
case falls under the laws of intuition.'8

Metaphysics goes wrong, according to Kant, if it attempts to make judg-
ments about the world qua object of the intellect by using a concept of
composition that relies on the temporal act of synthesis, in other words,
if it uses a “thick” notion of composition.

This example makes it clear that, for Kant, establishing the distinction
between sensible and intellectual cognition is a necessary step within the
propaedeutic discipline rather than an end in itself. This distinction has to
be drawn in order to show that the allegedly intellectual cognitions of which
metaphysics consists tend to be contaminated by sensible principles. By
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identifying this contamination, the propaedeutic should be able to establish
metaphysics as a purely intellectual discipline. Thus, the upshot of Kant’s
propaedeutic reflection on the method to be employed in metaphysics is
simple: “The whole method employed by metaphysics . . . amounts to this
essential prescription: great care must be taken that the principles native
to sensible cognition do not transgress their limits and affect intellectual
cognitions.” In a letter to Lambert written shortly after the Dissertation,
Kant summarizes the gist of the Dissertation in similar terms:

The large role that the most universal laws of sensibility play
in metaphysics, in which only concepts and principles of pure
reason are at issue, is unwarranted. It seems that metaphysics
must be preceded by a quite special, though purely negative sci-
ence . . . in which the validity and limitations of the principles
of sensibility is defermined, so that the latter cannot confuse
[verwirren] the judgments about objects of pure reason, as has
heretofore almost always happened. For space and time, and the
axioms for considering all things under these conditions, are,
with respect to empirical knowledge and all objects of sense,
very real and actually contain the conditions of all appearances
and empirical judgments. But extremely mistaken positions
emerge if we apply the basic concepts of sensibility to some-
thing . . . thought through a universal or a pure concept of
the understanding as a thing or substance as such, and so on.?’

Thus, Kant intended the purely negative, propaedeutic science that he
envisioned and partly carried out in the Dissertation to purge metaphysics
from principles the meaning of which presupposed space or time, in other
words, to limit the use of such principles to the realm of appearances.”
He accordingly held that the rational core of metaphysics could be sal-
vaged by reducing its domain to, first, a systematic treatment of purely
intellectual concepts and, second, judgments about the world as such, the
soul, and God by means of such concepts. Even though the Dissertation
takes issue with the role of sensible principles rather than the intellect, I
consider Kant’s 1770 reflection on the predicament of metaphysics a mode
of critique proper. As we will see, moreover, this early guise of critique
is not completely superseded by the one that dominates the Critigue of
Pure Reason.
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3. The Notion of Critique in the Critique of Pure Reason

Clearly, the idea of a propaedeutic required to turn metaphysics into a
science that we find in Dreams and the Dissertation results in the Critique
of Pure Reason. Contrary to the earlier works, however, the Critique rejects
the purely intellectual cognitions of objects that metaphysics purported
to possess. For this reason, one might expect Kant to give an account
of the aim to be achieved in the Critigue of Pure Reason that deviates
considerably from his account in Dreams and the Dissertation. In order
to determine the exact difference, this section compares this early under-
standing of critique to some of Kant’s well-known remarks on the topic in
the two versions of the Preface and Introduction of the Critique of Pure
Reason.”? On my reading, only one of the four main elements that can be
distinguished is actually new.

a. Critique as investigation into the possibility and boundaries of
metaphysics. In the Preface of the 1781 edition, Kant defines
a critique of pure reason as “the critique of the faculty of
reason as such, in respect of all the cognitions after which
it might strive independently of all experience, and hence
[as] the decision about the possibility or impossibility of a
metaphysics as such (iberhaupt), and the determination of
its sources, as well as its extent and boundaries.”® Clearly,
Kant considers reason—taken in a broad sense—to produce
the a priori cognitions of objects at stake in metaphysics. In
accordance with the Dissertation, he suggests that a critique
of metaphysics must examine these cognitions in view of their
possible sources, that is, sensibility and thought, in order to
determine the limits within which metaphysics is warranted.

b. Critique as propaedeutic to the system of pure reason. As
was mentioned above, Kant retains the idea put forward in
the Dissertation that a critique of pure reason, qua pro-
paedeutic investigation, must precede metaphysics proper.
In the Critique of Pure Reason, he repeatedly refers to the
metaphysics he intended to elaborate on the basis of this
critique as a “system of pure reason.”* As he puts it, cri-
tique, qua “science of the mere estimation of pure reason,
of its sources and boundaries,” must be regarded as “the
propaedeutic to the system of pure reason” and provide “the
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touchstone of the worth or worthlessness of all cognitions
a priori.”® This characterization is completely in line with
his earlier remarks on the topic.

c. The utility of critique. Between 1770 and 1781, Kant did
not change his mind on the usefulness of a critique of pure
reason either. In the 1781 Introduction of the Critiqgue he
emphasizes that such a critique is useful only in a neg-
ative sense: “Such a propaedeutic would . . . have to be
called . . . merely a critique of pure reason, and its utility
would really be only negative. It would not be suited for
the amplification of our reason, but only for its purification
[Lduterung] and for keeping it free of errors, by which a
great deal is already won.”?® The idea that metaphysics must
be purified is clearly in line with the Disserfation. In the
1787 edition of the Critique, Kant specifies his position by
explaining that critique plays this negative role only with
regard to the speculations that used to be developed within
the theoretical part of metaphysics. The utility of critique,
he writes, “becomes positive when we realize that the
principles with which speculative reason ventures beyond
its boundaries do not in fact result in extending our use of
reason, but rather . . . inevitably result in narrowing this
use, namely, insofar as these principles threaten to extend
the boundaries of sensibility, to which they really belong,
beyond everything, and so to shut out [verdrdngen] the use
of pure (practical) reason.”” Insofar as metaphysics draws
on principles that “in fact reach only to objects of possible
experience,” it undermines the possibility “to assume God,
freedom and immortality for the sake of the necessary
practical use of . . . reason.”?® This is the case, Kant writes,
because these principles transform that which cannot become
an object of experience into an appearance.?’ As was seen
above, Kant already in Dreams took his attack on metaphysical
speculations to serve the purpose of practical philosophy.

While the passages just cited are well known, Kant’s
specific point about the principles he mentions in this
context might easily be overlooked. Given his claim that
they “really belong” to sensibility, the principles Kant has in
mind must include the kind put forward by Crusius: since
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the principle according to which “whatever is, is somewhere
and somewhen” does not distinguish between appearances
and things insofar as they can be thought, it threatens to
put the soul and God on a par with the spatio-temporal
things governed by the laws of nature. This would threaten
the possibility to conceive of human beings as free and of
the world as a sphere within which this freedom can be
realized.®® But Kant’s critique also applies, I hold, to the use
of pure concepts such as substance and causality in Wolffian
proofs of the immortality of the soul or the existence of God.
Notwithstanding their purity, the use of such concepts relies
on sensibility and accordingly ought to be limited to possible
objects of experience alone. As I see it, Kant’s explanation in
the 1787 Preface of what is wrong with the principles used
in metaphysics only makes sense if read in conjunction with
the Dissertation. This early strand inconspicuously resurfaces
in the 1787 Preface and, as we will see, in other sections of
the Critique of Pure Reason as well.

. Critiqgue qua rejection of purely intellectual cognition of

objects. Shortly after 1770, Kant must have realized that the
mode of critique put forward in the Dissertation was not
sufficiently radical.®! In the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant is
no longer satisfied with turning metaphysics into a purely
intellectual discipline. Complementing the 1770 strand of
critique, the strand carried out in the Transcendental Analytic
seeks to demonstrate that predicating purely intellectual
concepts of purely intellectual quasi-objects is a matter
of thought rather than cognition proper. Kant considers
the “analytical part” of the work to prove “that space and
time are only forms of sensible intuition, and . . . further
that we have no concepts of the understanding and hence
no elements for the cognition of things except insofar as
an intuition can be given corresponding to these concepts,
consequently that we can have cognition of no object as a
thing in itself, but only insofar as it is an object of sensible
intuition, i.e. as an appearance.” While Kant’s new criti-
cism may seem to amount to empiricism, he distinguishes
his position from the latter in two respects. First, he holds
that the cognitions we can obtain of objects of experience
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includes a priori cognitions, that is, a priori judgments
concerned with the determinations that anything must
possess in order to count as an object of experience. Hence
the pivotal role he assigns to the question concerning the
possibility of synthetic a priori judgments.*® Second, Kant
holds that conceiving of things in themselves such as the
soul, the world as such, and God by purely intellectual means
is possible, and even necessary, on the condition that we do
not purport to obtain cognitions of objects in this way. Kant’s
new critique of pure reason entails, that is, “the limitation
of all even possible speculative cognition of reason to mere
objects of experience. Yet . .. even if we cannot cognize
these same objects as things in themselves, we at least must
be able to think them as things in themselves.”* Thus, the
Critique of Pure Reason seeks to determine not only the
limits within which the a priori use of sensible principles
is warranted, but also the limits within which pure reason,
taken in the broad sense of intellect, can obtain cognition
proper.®® In both cases, this limit is defined by the realm
of possible objects of experience: a pure concept such as
causality constitutes an a priori determination of any such
objects, but cannot be used to determine alleged objects of
pure reason such as the soul, the world as such, or God. As
far as the theoretical part of metaphysics is concerned, any
effort on the part of pure reason to determine non-sensible
objects is a matter of thought rather than cognition proper.

In order to reject the assumption of metaphysics that cognition of
objects can be achieved by means of the intellect alone, the Crifique seeks
to identify the conditions required to constitute something as an object
of cognition at all. As I see it, this task is carried out in particular in the
chapters of the Transcendental Analytic devoted to the transcendental
deduction of the pure concepts of the understanding and the account of
the schematism of the pure understanding.®® For present purposes, it suf-
fices to note that the Critiqgue seeks to demonstrate that any synthetic a
priori judgment must rely on time qua pure intuition in order to count as
cognition of an object. Such judgments, in short, must be based on pure
concepts the meaning of which presupposes sensibility, that is to say, on
thick concepts.’” It follows from this new “touchstone” that synthetic a
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priori cognitions are warranted if they pertain to appearances, but not if
they pertain to purely intellectual concepts such as the world, the soul,
and God.

Given the result of this new mode of critique, no one needs to doubt,
Kant tells the reader, whether

pure concepts of the understanding . . . as conditions of a
possible experience . . . relate a priori solely to appearances,
or whether, as conditions of the possibility of things as such,
they can be extended to objects in themselves. . . . For we have
seen there that . . . pure concepts a priori, in addition to the
function of the understanding in the category, must also contain
a priori formal conditions of sensibility (namely of the inner
sense) that contain the general condition under which alone
the category can be applied to any object.®®

Kant’s mature critique of metaphysics dominates the Critiqgue of Pure
Reason as a whole. Yet I hold that this new strand obscures the strand
it has in common with the Dissertation. In the next section I will try to
unearth this older layer within the Critiqgue of Pure Reason and, on that
basis, try to clarify their relationship.

4. The Purification and Self-Limitation of Metaphysics
in the Critique of Pure Reason

As we have seen, in the Critique of Pure Reason Kant does not abandon
his earlier view that metaphysics must be purified from all heterogeneous
elements. As he writes in the Architectonic, human reason has so far not
elaborated a metaphysics “in a manner sufficiently purified of everything
foreign to it,” that is, of the impact of empirical principles.*® To achieve
a purely intellectual mode of metaphysics, or a system of pure reason,
the capacity to think something by means of pure concepts—the pure
understanding—must be completely isolated from sensibility: “The pure
understanding separates itself completely not only from everything empir-
ical, but even from all sensibility. It is therefore a unity that subsists on
its own, which is sufficient by itself, and which is not to be supplemented
by any external additions. Hence the sum total of its cognitions will con-
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stitute a system that is to be grasped and determined under one idea.”®
This passage suggests that Kant’s 1781 critique of metaphysics no less than
its precursor hinges on the distinction between sensibility and thought
established in the Dissertation.

The analysis of space and time as forms of intuition put forward in
1770 is repeated in the Transcendental Aesthetic. But Kant now makes
use of this analysis for two complementary purposes: on the one hand, he
aims to show that concepts and principles tainted by sensibility must be
expelled from metaphysics because sensibility does not give us access to
things insofar as they can be conceived by the intellect, that is, to things
as they are in themselves. This strand of his critique is the one developed
in the Dissertation. On the other hand, Kant aims to show that pure
sensibility—in particular, time—is required to produce synthetic a priori
cognitions of any object whatsoever. Given the complementary requirement
that metaphysics be purely intellectual, this second strand entails, as the
Transcendental Dialectic seeks to demonstrate in detail, that metaphysical
cognition of quasi-objects such as the soul, the world as such, and God is
impossible. In order to clarify how Kant in the Critique of Pure Reason
conceives of the relationship between the early and mature strand of his
critique of metaphysics, I will refer to them as [1] and [2] respectively.

As T see it, Kant must have developed the more radical version of
his critique on the basis of his 1770 insight that pure concepts such as
“composition” can function either as purely intellectual determinations of
a purely intellectual object or as rules that allow the mind to carry out
the synthesis of successive representations, rules that presuppose time
qua form of intuition. Only in the latter case, I take the first Critique to
argue, can pure concepts be used to achieve a priori cognitions of objects.

While passages that bring together both strands are rare, they can be
found in both the Transcendental Analytic and the Transcendental Dialectic.
In the chapter concerned with the distinction between phaenomena and
noumena, Kant stresses that the pure understanding can and must stake
out a realm of things that can only be thought, that is, of noumena in the
negative sense of the term.*! By dint of the latter, the pure understanding
is said to “set limits” to sensibility, which I take to mean that it prevents
principles that depend on sensible determinations from encroaching upon
metaphysics qua purely intellectual discipline.*? This is strand [1] of Kant’s
critique of metaphysics. As was mentioned above, it can be traced back to
the Dissertation and is required to safeguard freedom and morality. This
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strand concerns not the alleged objectivity of synthetic a priori judgments,
but their alleged purity. According to this strand, metaphysics can develop
into a science if it establishes itself as a purely intellectual discipline con-
cerned with determining purely intellectual concepts by means of other
purely intellectual concepts.

Yet Kant moves beyond his position in the Dissertation by arguing,
in the same passage, that in order for categories to relate to objects at all,
“more than merely the unity of thinking must be given, namely a possible
intuition to which they can be applied.”® This is strand [2] of his critique
of metaphysics. It is developed most explicitly in the Schematism chapter
and, as was mentioned above, takes the upper hand in the Critique of
Pure Reason as a whole. Kant takes himself to demonstrate in this work
that cognition proper, or cognition of an object, requires that a sensible
manifold be unified according to a priori rules the application of which
involves time, in other words, “thick” versions of pure concepts such as
causality and substance. On this account, synthetic a priori cognitions of
objects are warranted insofar as they concern possible objects of experience,
but not insofar as they concern particular quasi-objects such as the world,
the soul, and God: a pure concept such as “composition,” to recall the
example from the Dissertation, is empty if used, as is done in metaphysics,
to determine the world as it is in itself.

Bringing the two strands together, Kant writes that the pure under-
standing must not only restrict the realm of sensibility, but “also immediately
[set] boundaries for itself, not cognizing these things through categories,
hence merely thinking them under the name of an unknown something.”*
Thus, unlike the Dissertation, the Critique of Pure Reason maintains that
metaphysics cannot solve the problems that afflict it unless it not only
purges its domain from sensibility, but also accepts that cognition proper
requires sensibility and, hence, that cognition proper of quasi-objects such
as the soul, the world as such, and God is impossible.

In order to clarify this point, Kant’s discussion of the first antinomy in
the Transcendental Dialectic can serve as example.® Clearly, the synthetic a
priori judgment “the world must have a beginning in time” is based on the
spurious principle according to which all things are spatio-temporal. Without
mentioning Crusius by name, Kant writes, “The cause of this illusion is that
our reason . . . contains basic rules and maxims for its use that look entirely
like objective principles, such that the subjective necessity of a certain
connection of our concepts on behalf of the understanding is taken for an
objective necessity, that is, a necessity that concerns the determination of
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things in themselves.”*® Once again, this passage echoes the Dissertation. As
was discussed above, Kant already in this work argued that principles that
involve sensibility merely concern the way in which the human mind unifies
its sensible representations. Accordingly, he claims that Crusius’s principle
holds true of appearances alone and cannot be extended to things insofar
as they can be conceived by the intellect. Even though Kant in the passage
just quoted does not refer to sensibility, I hold that, for him, principles the
meaning of which presupposes a form of intuition are nothing but ways
in which the understanding unifies given representations and consequently
cannot be used to determine the world considered as noumenon.

However, neither in 1770 nor in 1781 is Kant’s critique of meta-
physics limited to Crusius’s principle. The more interesting cases are
those where judgments that purport to be purely intellectual depend on
concepts infected with sensibility in a less conspicuous way. As I see it,
Kant does not object to a purely intellectual conception of the world qua
sum total of things in themselves: “The synthesis of the conditioned with
its condition is a synthesis of the mere understanding, which represents
things as they are.” In this case, there is no “succession” involved and,
accordingly, no erroneous infusion of the intellectual with the sensible.*® I
take Kant to hold that the pure understanding can err in two ways. First,
it can err by positing an idea of reason—the world as such—as a potential
object of cognition, whereas it is nothing but a noumenon in the negative
sense of the term.* Second, it can err by determining this alleged object
by means of pure concepts that purport to be purely intellectual, but are
actually applicable to appearances alone.

For example, by asking whether the world as such is infinite or finite
as regards its composition or divisibility, the pure understanding implicitly
relies on pure concepts the meaning of which presupposes time qua form
of intuition, namely, the act of adding one unit to the next:

The synthesis of the conditioned with its condition . . . carries
with it no limitation through time and no concept of succession.
The empirical synthesis, on the contrary, . .. is necessarily
given successively and is given only in time, one after another;
consequently here I could not presuppose the absolute totality
of synthesis and the series represented by it, as I could in the
previous case, because . . . here [the members of the series]
are possible only through the successive regress, which is given
only insofar as one actually carries it out.>
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For this reason, it cannot be said that the world as such is either infinite
or finite, and the same, Kant notes, holds for the other antinomies.?' Such
antinomies arise if the distinction between noumena and phaenomena is
ignored and the former are determined by means of concepts the use of
which is warranted with regard to the latter alone.

Metaphysics gets caught in transcendental illusion, that is, if the
pure understanding determines a purely intellectual quasi-object by means
of pure concepts infected by pure sensibility, in other words, by means of
“thick” concepts that are nothing but rules for the unification of sensible
representations. Kant summarizes this insight by noting that “transcendental
subreption” occurs if “we take the empirical principle of our concepts of
the possibility of things as appearances to be a transcendental principle
of the possibility of things in general.”? Although I cannot elaborate on
this point, I believe that Kant’s critique of rational psychology and rational
cosmology in the Transcendental Dialectic is likewise informed by the view
that metaphysics tends to draw on pure concepts the actual meaning of
which is not purely intellectual, that is, on a subreptic use of such con-
cepts.”® Thus, while the pure understanding treats the soul as a purely
intellectual object, it seeks to determine the latter by means of a concept
of substance that presupposes permanence and, hence, time.>

In sum, I take the Transcendental Dialectic—and the Critique of Pure
Reason as such—to argue that synthetic a priori cognition of objects must
rely on schematized concepts, and so on time [strand 2], but that meta-
physics cannot rely on such concepts if it is to establish itself as a purely
intellectual discipline [strand 1]. Seen in this way, the critical distinction
between “thin” and “thick” versions of pure concepts elaborated in the
Dissertation sheds light on Kant’s mature account of transcendental illusion
and the critique of metaphysics at stake in the Critique of Pure Reason.

Since, as I have argued, the mature version of Kant’s critique is more
radical than the one developed in the Dissertation, one might infer that
Kant by 1781 had become very skeptical about the prospects of a truly
scientific metaphysics. I do not think that this conclusion is warranted.
Quite the contrary: his mature critique merely targets the assumption that
the activities carried out by the intellect ought to result in the cognition
of particular objects. Yet metaphysics, as regards its theoretical part, need
not aspire to the latter. According to Kant, in order for a doctrine to be
called a science, it merely has to be “a system, that is, a whole of cognition
ordered according to principles.” Given this definition, nothing prevents
a mode of cognition concerned “not so much with objects as with our
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a priori concepts of objects as such” to develop into a “system of such
concepts,” that is, into the purely intellectual system of pure reason for
which the Critique of Pure Reason was supposed to pave the way.>

We know from the Architectonic that Kant intended to include a
rational cosmology in this metaphysical system.”® Arrived at this point, we
can briefly reconsider the Dissertation and ask how different Kant’s pro-
jected rational cosmology would have been from the cosmology sketched in
the Dissertation. Take, for example, the passage from the beginning of the
Dissertation, discussed above, insofar as it deals with a purely intellectual
conception of the world:

When a substantial compound has been given, we arrive without
difficulty at the idea of things which are simple by taking away
generally the concept of composition, which derives from the
intellect. . . . To conceive for oneself the composition of the
whole, using an abstract concept of the intellect . . . is done
by means of the concept of composition in general, insofar as
a number of things are contained under it ... and thus by
means of ideas of the intellect which are universal.”

Can this account of the world be rejected on the basis of the twofold
touchstone established in the Critique of Pure Reason? There is no reason
to assume that Kant at the time of the Dissertation conceived of judgments
that assign purely intellectual concepts to things insofar as they can be
thought as cognitions of objects in a strict sense. Such concepts, he wrote
already in 1770, are “empty of all intuition” and consequently afford us
only “symbolic cognition.”® Considered in this way, even the apparently
dogmatic strand of the Dissertation turns out to be immune to Kant’s
mature critique of pure reason.

5. Conclusion

I have argued that, from 1770 onward, Kant’s critique of metaphysics rests
on the view that the two different meanings pure concepts can acquire
limit their warranted use to either the purely intellectual determination of
noumena or the production of objects of experience. This guiding thread
has allowed me to argue, first, that the purification of metaphysics at stake
in the Dissertation makes it a truly critical work and, second, that this
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purification remains one of the aims of the critique of metaphysics carried
out in the Critique of Pure Reason.

Unlike commentaries that regard the Dissertation as an inexplicable
regression into dogmatism, my reading has no difficulties of making sense
of Kant’s famous note that the year of 1769 brought him “great light.”!
Moreover, in this note and elsewhere, Kant suggests that this breakthrough
ensued from a critical examination of antinomies and the “illusion” to
which they testified. This is in agreement with my claim that Kant’s 1781
account of the antinomies is motivated by the same concern—intellectual
purity—as the Dissertation.®

The reading I have proposed is also supported by another famous
passage, namely, Kant’s 1772 question to Herz as to the ground of the
relation between the “intellectual representations” stemming from the
“inner activity” of the understanding and the object.®® This remark arguably
announces Kant’s extensive investigation, in the Transcendental Analytic,
into the conditions that allow the human mind to obtain a priori cognition
of objects at all. While this investigation denotes an important difference
between the Dissertation and the Critique of Pure Reason, 1 hope to have
shown that its result affects neither the critical thrust of the former nor
the ambition of the latter to turn metaphysics into a purely intellectual
system of reason.%
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Critique in Kant’s Critique of Practical Reason

Why This Critique Is Not a Critique of Pure Practical Reason

AVERY GOLDMAN

Kant begins his second Critique, the Critique of Practical Reason (1788),
by explaining why the book is not called the Critique of Pure Practical
Reason. While the latter title would have paralleled the title of his first
Critique, the Critique of Pure Reason (1781/1787), he explains that practi-
cal reason does not need its pure, which is to say non-empirical, pursuits
limited.! Critique in the realm of pure (speculative) reason plays the role
of a tribunal—a “court of justice”—limiting the metaphysical tendencies
of the faculty of reason, which otherwise lead to unending controversies.?
Kant deems such a “negative” sense of critique a “discipline” that limits
the pursuit of metaphysics to the narrowly construed realm of experience.’
It is this “negative” sense of critique that Kant famously proclaims in the
Preface to the Critique of Pure Reason: “our age is the genuine age of
criticism, to which everything must submit.” However, on the first page of
his Critique of Practical Reason, Kant explains that the critique of practical
reason requires no such tribunal. This is not to say that just six years after
the publication of the Critique of Pure Reason Kant had joined forces with
anti-Enlightenment voices, renounced the “age of criticism,” and embraced
a morality of custom. Rather, he offers here an addendum to the tribunal
he institutes in the name of critique in the Crifigue of Pure Reason.

61
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In his first Critique Kant rejects the possibility of knowledge of
the ideas of reason. Reason has been limited, but Kant still hints at the
positive role played by setting such a boundary. Disciplining reason both
protects the realm of empirical cognition from metaphysical speculation
and determines the possibility of metaphysics after it has been delimited
by critique.’ Kant explains late in the first Crifigue that his critique “is not
the censorship but the critique of pure reason, whereby not merely limits
[Schranken] but rather the determinate boundaries [Grenzen] of it . . . are
not merely suspected but are proved from principles.”® In the Prolegom-
ena Kant explains that limits “are mere negations that affect a magnitude
insofar as it does not possess absolute completeness,” but boundaries refer
beyond what is negated, and so “presuppose a space that is found outside
a certain fixed location.”” Kant is referring to such a determinate “space”
of metaphysics in the preface to the first edition, when he explains that
critique will not deny our metaphysical tendency but will determine its
“extent and boundaries.”®

In the first Crifigue Kant describes such a positive sense of critique,
an investigation of the a priori principles of pure reason, as a “canon,” and
locates it in reason’s “practical use.” Kant’s third Antinomy raises just such
a possibility for reason. In pitting mechanism against freedom, its solution
offers both a “discipline” that excludes the possibility of a mechanical
explanation of the world in its entirety and a “canon,” raising the possi-
bility that pure reason could exist in the noumenal sphere as a causality
that does not contradict the mechanistic causality of phenomenal nature.
Both senses of critique are thus initiated in the Critique of Pure Reason.’

The Critiqgue of Practical Reason begins at precisely this point,
investigating the transcendental idea of freedom, and attempting to show
that such a possibility can be said to exist. In relation to practical reason,
critique is thus neither a “tribunal” nor a “discipline” that sets limits to
reason’s use, but a “canon” searching for pure reason within the boundaries
that the critique of speculative reason has determined.!’ Kant goes on to
say that once pure reason is shown to exist in the practical sphere, it will
not need to be disciplined, for, as practical rather than speculative, it has
already had its speculative pretensions denied.'

Such a development of the Kantian conception of critique in the
second Critique offers a new way to investigate the transcendental idea of
freedom raised by Kant in the first Crifiqgue. This paper will investigate not
only the broadening of the Kantian conception of critique from “discipline”
to “canon,” but also the transformation in the conception of practical rea-
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son that it affords. For it comes as some surprise that, when one finally
reaches the Dialectic of the Critique of Practical Reason, one finds Kant’s
search for pure practical reason returning to the Epicurean happiness
that he would seem to have rejected in favor of his Stoic morality. Kant
explains that while moral virtue has been shown to be “the supreme good
[das oberste Gut]” of human life, it is not “the highest good [das hochste
Gut], in the sense of the complete good, for that would require happiness
as well.”® Kant calls the combination of morality and happiness, the virtue
of the Stoic and the pleasure of the Epicurean, the “highest good,” but it
is hardly clear how these two pursuits can avoid contradicting each other.!*
By addressing Kant’s antinomy of pure practical reason, this paper will
be able to solve this apparent contradiction without denying humanity’s
“supreme good,” the transcendental freedom first broached by Kant in the
third Antinomy. What will become apparent is that critique for Kant is not
only a “discipline” that guards against error, but a “canon” that works to
extend the reach of pure reason. This extension, initiated by the pursuit of
transcendental freedom, will lead Kant to defend the pursuit of (Epicurean)
happiness alongside the pursuit of (Stoic) moral responsibility.

1. The Moral Law

Kant famously addresses the question of free will in his third Antinomy,
in the Transcendental Dialectic of the Crifique of Pure Reason. By this
point in the book Kant has defended a mechanistic account of nature by
narrowing the defense of causality to the world as it appears to us, that
of phenomena. The Transcendental Analytic addresses the conditions of
the possibility of such appearances within the spatio-temporal limits set
by the Transcendental Aesthetic and deduces mechanistic causality as one
of the twelve a priori concepts of the understanding.

The Transcendental Dialectic takes up the investigation at this point.
While the categories have been deduced from the limited field of spatial
appearances designated by the Transcendental Aesthetic, the categories
of relation, substance, causality, and community, are not in themselves
limited to appearances.’® Kant’s Transcendental Dialectic follows these
three categories as they direct us, beyond appearances, to the uncondi-
tioned, to the ideas toward which the syllogisms point. The first concept
of relation, that of substance, points toward the thinking subject and so
relates to psychology; the second, causality, points toward the unity of all
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appearances and so to cosmology; and the third concept, community, points
toward the unity of all thought and so to theology.!® These extensions of
the categories are, Kant explains, “necessary . . . as they are grounded in
the nature of human reason, even if these transcendental concepts lack a
suitable use in concreto.”'” The extension of our concepts is, thus, shown
by Kant to follow “from the nature of our reason” even if no object can
be determined for them.'® In the second edition of the first Critique, Kant
adds a footnote that goes even further, naming the “transcendental con-
cepts” toward which reason, in each of the three cases, proceeds: the first
of these inquiries, psychology, is connected to the metaphysical idea of
immortality; the second, cosmology, is connected to the idea of freedom;
and the third, theology, is tied to the idea of God."”

What is particularly noteworthy, in the context of this chapter, is the
second of these ideas, freedom. Mechanistic causality is said to have as its
“proper end” the idea of freedom.?’ While we are accustomed to Kant’s
complex solution to the distinction between phenomenal mechanism and
noumenal freedom, it is worth pointing out just how odd it would have
been to have read such a connection of mechanism and freedom for the
first time. The completion of the series of mechanistic causes, which is to
say determinism, would seem to exclude all possibility of human freedom;
and yet, Kant claims that freedom, human freedom and not God’s, is the
idea to which mechanism points. Leibniz’s defense of freedom makes use
of the impossibility of completing just such a series. For Leibniz, while
God is all knowing, human reason includes both necessary truths and
contingent ones, both of which follow the principle of sufficient reason,
and yet contingent truths, in evading analysis, permit human freedom.?
So, for Leibniz, human freedom is neither opposed to the rational nor
located at its completion; rather, freedom can be said to take place within
the region of such “contingent futurities”—rational truths that cannot yet
be explained.?? Kant, on the other hand, raises freedom as the idea toward
which the entire series of conditions proceeds. It is not an unexplained
cause but something distinct from the chain of causes, and yet it is still
related to the series of causes in some as of yet unexplained manner. In
the introductory discussions of the Transcendental Dialectic, Kant says
nothing about how the idea of causality is to be thought to relate to that
of freedom. Kant addresses this question in the Antinomy of Pure Reason
chapter of the Transcendental Dialectic.

In the introductory material to the Antinomies, Kant explains that
“reason demands an absolute totality on the side of conditions.”? Such a
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demand leads Kant into the third Antinomy. If reason directs us to com-
plete the series of appearances, then how can freedom be anything apart
from this causal chain? Kant’s third Antinomy begins from the perspective
developed in the Transcendental Analytic. Causality, as an a priori concept of
understanding, is a condition of the possibility of experience. This is made
most explicit in the second Analogy of Experience.?* The a priori concept
of substance has already been shown in the first Analogy of Experience to
explain how what appears successively can be understood to be a persisting
object.®® In the second Analogy Kant asks how the subsisting substance
can be conceived. If substance is distinguished by the persistence of what
is successive, Kant now asks how what is not only successive, but is, in
fact, altered in such succession, can be said to persist. The answer that
Kant offers is that all alterations that relate to the persisting substance
“occur in accordance with the law of the connection of cause and effect.”¢
Without such a law we would not be able to explain how substance both
subsists (first Analogy) and alters (second Analogy).?” While the Transcen-
dental Deduction has argued for the dependence of experience on the a
priori concepts of the understanding, Kant, in the Analogies, explains that
when conceived as the rules governing spatial appearances, such a priori
concepts of relation produce the “principles [Grundsdtze],” or empirical
rules, of experience.?® All “alteration” of substances can be said to follow
the law of causality such that “all change (succession) of appearances” can
be said to be merely the transformation of what subsists.

The third Antinomy begins from this point. The question for Kant
is whether such an account of the dependence of all alteration of sub-
stance on the a priori concept of causality rules out the possibility of a
conception of freedom distinct from the chain of nature. This is to ask:
Can Kant offer a more robust account of freedom than that of Leibniz’s
ever diminishing region of “contingent futurities”? Kant’s thesis attempts
to prove that distinct from causal nature a causality by means of freedom
must also be embraced. To do so, Kant begins with the opposite assump-
tion, “assume that there is no other causality than that in accordance with
laws of nature,” proceeding, as he will in the antithesis as well, by means
of the reductio ad impossibilem (proof by contradiction).?’ If there is only
natural causality, then everything that happens presupposes a prior state,
and such prior states themselves presuppose prior states. Kant explains
that such a conception of nature, as that which is defended in the sec-
ond Analogy, claims that “nothing happens without a cause sufficiently
determined a priori.” And yet, at any given time analysis of the complete
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series of causes is impossible; there is no “first beginning” only a relative
or “subordinate [subalfern]” beginning.’! But here the law of causality
contradicts itself, as it says both that everything that happens has a cause
that can be explained, and that, in fact, at any given time we have no
such explanatory reach. And so, by means of a proof by contradiction, we
can say that our assumption was mistaken. To claim that there is only
natural causality leads to a contradiction, and thus we have proven that
there must be a causality apart from nature, in which something can be
said to happen spontaneously and not only as following from prior acts.

The antithesis attempts to prove the opposite, that everything that
happens in the realm of appearances is governed by the laws of nature, so
there is no freedom, only causal necessity. Kant again proceeds by assuming
the opposite: assume that freedom as a type of causality could be proven
to exist alongside natural necessity. If this were the case, Kant explains,
then this causality would be an absolute beginning, the start of a series
with nothing that precedes it. But natural causality explains that every
action presupposes “a state of the not yet acting cause,” of a cause that is
itself the effect of another cause.® This is precisely what causal freedom
denies, so the assumption that there exists a causal freedom apart from
natural necessity, with which the antithesis began, is proven false. The
antithesis has shown that freedom, as a further type of causality, cannot
exist alongside natural causality. Thus, in the third Antinomy, the thesis
has proven that freedom exists, and the antithesis has proven the opposite,
that freedom cannot exist.

Where does this leave us? The mathematical antinomies offer only
contradiction, as they remain within the realm of appearances, arguing
over whether the world has a beginning in space and time (first Antinomy)
and whether composite substances are made up of simple parts (second
Antinomy). The dynamical antinomies, however, “insofar as they are suited
to the ideas of reason,” can be “mediated to the satisfaction of both par-
ties.”*® While the mathematical antinomies make opposing claims within
the phenomenal realm, the dynamical antinomies do not. While one claim
remains within the sensible, that of nature’s causality, the other, freedom,
points beyond the series of conditions and so addresses the intelligible
realm.? Kant explains that “in this way reason can be given satisfaction and
the understanding can be posited prior to appearances without confound-
ing the series of appearances, which is always conditioned, and without
any violation of principles of understanding.”®® Freedom would violate
the “principle of understanding” by proclaiming the possibility of a cause
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that was not itself a temporal event, if it claimed that such a beginning
anew was a phenomenal event. Kantian freedom raises the possibility of
“beginning a state from itself,” not in the phenomenal realm but in the
noumenal realm.* Kant describes such causality by means of freedom as
the “transcendental idea of freedom” and explains that the “practical con-
cept of freedom” is “grounded upon it.”?” And yet, the “idea” of freedom is
raised merely “problematically, as not impossible to think.”® Kant does not
explain in the first Critigue how a positive account of practical freedom, a
“canon,” can be attained, claiming that “how such a faculty is possible is
not so necessary to answer’—at least, we must add, in this work.®

Kant first addresses the question of how one pursues the goal of
practical freedom that is raised by the idea of transcendental freedom in his
Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals (1785). There Kant introduces the
conception of a good will, as the only thing “in the world, or indeed even
beyond it, that could be considered good without limitation.”*® Such a will,
Kant explains, is not defined by anything that it could attain for us.*' It is
good, Kant explains, insofar as it can be conceived to “stand under objective
laws (of the good)” and so as distinguishing itself from the mechanical
laws of nature.”? Kant explains that while we are unable to deduce such
moral laws, we can test the maxims of our actions to see whether they
could in any way conform to such an objective, moral law. The categorical
imperative affords such a test, elucidating how we can test the maxims of
our actions, deeming the will worthy of the goal of practical freedom. Kant
explains that such an imperative, which commands the will not for this
or that hypothetical goal, but universally, offers a “practical law.”* Such
a law commands you to “act only according to the maxim through which
you can at the same time will that it become a universal law.”** Without
any positive content for the moral law, the categorical imperative tests the
maxims to distinguish whether they could be universal laws of nature and
whether, in willing them, you are also willing them universally. By willing
them universally, you are subjecting yourself to the universal law. Kant
goes on to describe a will that pursues the universality of the law itself as
autonomous—as a law unto itself.*> In this way Kant distinguishes rational
beings who possess a causality distinct from the natural necessity that is
the sole cause of non-rational beings.*6 Such autonomous, rational beings
are, Kant explains, free.*”

Kant makes clear that further inquiry is needed to explain the idea of
reason toward which this kind of freedom points.*® In the third and final
section of the Groundwork, Kant explains that the concept of freedom
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that has been elucidated so far is a negative one. The third Antinomy has
raised the possibility of free action, undetermined by material causality,
and the first two sections of the Groundwork have explained the way that
we can test the maxims of our actions in order to rid the will of mech-
anistic causes. Freedom is, in this way, defined negatively: we can strive
toward practical freedom directed by such a test of our maxims, ensuring
that the maxims of our actions, at a minimum, conform to the categorical
imperative. Transcendental freedom is thus conceived in terms of critique
as a tribunal, a discipline, determining that our actions could be guided
by a causality distinct from that of mechanism. What this causality entails,
what sort of claim concerning pure reason follows from this conception of
freedom, remains unclear, but Kant suggests that the relation of the good
will and the universal law it pursues is a “synthetic proposition.”® The
question, according to Kant, concerns how they are joined together—how
can the will conceive of itself as choosing in a manner that is consistent
with the law? The answer to this question promises a positive and not
merely a negative account of the connection between the good will and
the moral law.

2. The Highest Good

In the third section of the Groundwork, Kant explains that, in addition
to the negative conception of freedom offered by the categorical impera-
tive, there is also a positive one expressed in the principle of morality—a
canon to compliment the discipline.’® To claim not just that one’s actions
are undetermined by natural necessity, but that universal maxims deem
one’s will absolutely good, is to go beyond a mere negative definition of
morality, since no mere analysis of the idea of the good will distinguishes
the ideal state of its maxims. Kant describes such a positive or synthetic
claim as requiring some third cognition in a manner similar to the role
that “the sensible world” plays in distinguishing empirical causes. The
sensible world, the world of empirical objects, must be given in order to
synthetically connect empirical causes with their effects, and so subsume
experience under the category of causality.”! Freedom, understood positively,
as a canon and not merely a discipline, points toward a “third” thing that
allows for our synthetic confidence that the maxims of the good will are
universalizable. Kant goes on to say in the third section of the Groundwork
that this “third” thing must be a priori.5 But what such positive freedom
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might be, what pure practical reason offers transcendental freedom as such
a “third cognition,” Kant does not develop in this elusive section.

It is perhaps a surprise to see Kant, in the third section of the
Groundwork, pointing beyond the transcendental idea of freedom to an
idea of reason from which such freedom can be deduced. Kantian morality
has typically been conceived in terms of the negative test of the categorical
imperative, so any reference to a positive statement of the idea of morality
would seem to claim more than what Kant’s critique of metaphysics per-
mits. Kant, however, offers an account of how ideas of metaphysics can be
retained without leading us into endless controversies in the first Critique.
Kant is most explicit about this in relation to the cosmological idea—the
idea of the world in its entirety. Kant’s solution of the third Antinomy is to
view mechanistic causality as only an explanatory principle of phenomena,
the world of mere appearances, permitting one to conceive of an alternate
form of causality in the noumenal realm of things in themselves. While
the solution to the third Antinomy rejects the possibility of the complete
determination of the world, it maintains such an idea as a regulative prin-
ciple that directs “an indeterminately continued regress (in indefinitum).”>

In the Appendix to the Transcendental Dialectic of the first Critique
Kant describes this use of metaphysical ideas as the “hypothetical use of
reason.”™ In relation to the cosmological idea, it is to view the world “as
if it began absolutely,” even though such absolute beginning is indetermin-
able.% Thus, the disciplining of reason undertaken in the Transcendental
Dialectic still allows us to make use of the ideas of reason in ways that
avoid error. Freedom, however, as raised in the solution to the third Antin-
omy, offers no such direction. Transcendental freedom does not even afford
the conceptual determinacy that is found in the ideas of reason, which
are derived from a priori concepts that go beyond the limits of possible
experience and, as such, lack empirical determinacy.’ Freedom is merely
negatively defined as that which evades mechanistic causality, so it would
seem that such freedom does not even constitute a regulative principle.
This is the picture of Kantian morality derived from the first two sections
of the Groundwork, but Kant’s introduction of the question of pure reason
in the third section raises the possibility that pure practical reason might
have more to offer the pursuit of morality.

Unfortunately, Kant goes on in section three of the Groundwork to
say that in this work he cannot explain the idea of pure reason from which
freedom must be deduced. However, just three years later, Kant addresses
the same issue in the opening pages of the Critique of Practical Reason.
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There Kant takes up the discussion of transcendental freedom precisely
at this point, attempting to show not only how one can strive for such a
practical goal, but also how such a conception of transcendental freedom
can be said to exist within the context of the critique of metaphysics offered
in the Transcendental Dialectic of the first Crifigue. In the opening pages
of the second Critigue, Kant promises to undertake this investigation of
the conception of pure reason to which transcendental freedom can be
said to refer.>” And he does so in the Dialectic of Pure Practical Reason,
where he explains that practical reason, like speculative reason, seeks
the unconditioned for the conditioned. In the case of speculative reason,
this dialectic leads to the attempt to extend the determination of causal
conditions to their completion in the third Antinomy. In practical reason,
the dialectic seeks the “totality of the object of pure practical reason.”®
In other words, it pursues the unconditioned totality of which the moral
law is a part. Kant calls this unconditioned goal “the highest good [das
hochste Gut].”

An investigation of the highest good, as the practical idea of pure
reason, seems strange. The moral law might have been assumed to be
just such a good and the categorical imperative allows us to pursue it.
In the Critique of Practical Reason, however, Kant goes further, claiming
that our consciousness of this moral law is “a fact of reason [ein Faktum
der Vernunft]” and, indeed, “the sole fact of pure reason.” What sort of
“fact” this is, however, remains elusive.® Kant says that the “fact of pure
reason of which we are a priori conscious . . . is apodictically certain,”
but he also explains “that no example or exact observance of it can be
found in experience,” so that the “objective reality of the moral law cannot
be proved by any deduction.”®! And yet, Kant concludes, such a fact “is
nevertheless firmly established of itself.”®> The moral law establishes itself
as an undeniable fact of which we are conscious but its “objective reality”
cannot be deduced. Kant explains that the fact of the moral law is neither
drawn from the sensible world, nor determined by the theoretical use of
reason.® And yet, Kant explains, such a fact “points to a pure world of the
understanding and, indeed, even determines it positively and lets us cognize
something of it, namely a law.”%* The fact of reason is not an idea of reason,
an unattainable object of metaphysical speculation, but, as a consciousness
of the moral law, it is an intimation of the noumenal sphere.®® If the third
Antinomy shows us that a causality apart from natural necessity is at least
possible, and the categorical imperative explains how it can be pursued,
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then the “moral feeling” of “respect” describes our motivation, the fact of
reason that offers its foundation in our human nature, and “even determines
it positively.”® Is this then the completed “canon,” the positive account
of pure reason that Kant, in the first Critique, had suggested was located
in the practical sphere?®” If so then it would seem that there would be no
reason for Kant to continue the search for this positive sense of critique
into the Dialectic, pursuing pure practical reason as he does, toward the
“highest good.”®

Kant explains, while the moral law is given to us as a “fact of rea-
son,” and is thus the “sole determining ground of the will,” it is merely
“formal,” offering the form of law according to which practical freedom
can be determined.® Kant describes the “fact in which pure reason in us
proves itself actually practical” as “autonomy,” as the “consciousness of
freedom of the will.”™ The will is conscious of itself as both “subject to
laws of causality” and “determinable in an intelligible order of things.””
And it is such a consciousness, promoted by the moral feeling of “respect,”
that directs the will to elucidate the categorical imperative, the test for the
universality of its maxims. But such universality remains formal; it is the
law of a possible universal, an affirmation that our actions do not offend the
moral law that could be developed from this fact of reason. But what, the
Dialectic asks, can be said beyond the formality of this moral order, what
is the idea of practical reason toward which the “fact of reason” is directed?

Kant cautions us that “the highest good” that the Dialectic pursues
should not supplant the moral law and its “fact of reason” as the “deter-
mining ground” of the good will.” We should not let ourselves be tempted
to think that we can attain knowledge of this “highest good,” for not only
would that lead our practical reason into the metaphysical illusions of
speculative reason, but it would also risk corrupting the will. Kant explains
that, “if one assumes any object under the name of a good as a determining
ground of the will prior to the moral law,” even the highest good, “and
then derives from it the supreme practical principle, this would always
produce heteronomy and supplant the moral principle.”” If the highest
good is what directs us to pursue the moral law, then even the highest
good would interfere with our autonomy, replacing it with heteronomy.
And so the Dialectic of the second Crifigue investigates the highest good,
not in order to replace the fact of reason as it directs us to the moral law,
but as an attempt to augment it, to ask about that toward which the “fact
of reason” points. In this sense the “fact of reason” initiates the positive
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account of critique, reason’s canon, which is aided by the categorical
imperative. And the idea of the “highest good” promises to augment this
positive account of pure practical reason that had been distinguished only
negatively in the third Antinomy.

What, then, is the “highest good”? Kant explains that there is some
ambiguity in the term “highest,” as it could refer either to that which is
itself highest, in this case “the supreme [supremum] good,” the moral law;
or it could refer to the “complete [consummatum] good,” which includes
“happiness [Gliickseligkeit]” as well as “the supreme good” of the moral
law.™ It is the latter conception of a “complete” good that Kant intends
by the “highest” good. The highest good is not just being worthy of hap-
piness, but actually attaining it, with virtue produced by the moral law as
its “supreme” condition.” Kant describes the completeness of the highest
good as “the ideal of the highest good” and the summum bonum, which
consists in “morality coupled with happiness to the highest degree.””® The
categorical imperative allows us to test our maxims, determine that we are
not motivated by any expected result, and so pursue the moral law, the
“supreme” good. This is the negative sense of critique, a court of justice
whose goal is not to determine whether we have achieved the moral law, in
fact claiming nothing about the law itself, but only to mark out the territory
within which morality can be conceived. What has now been added to the
negative sense of critique is the beginning of the positive critique promised
by Kant in section 3 of the Groundwork and the first page of the Critique
of Practical Reason. The negative test of the categorical imperative itself
presupposes the idea of the highest good for the human being, the unity
of morality and happiness that offers itself as an elusive goal.

In relation to practical reason, critique is thus not a “discipline,” a
tribunal that sets limits to reason’s use. Instead, it is a “canon” searching
for pure practical reason without overstepping the boundaries that the
investigation of speculative reason has determined. But what exactly does
this “canon” entail for practical reason? In the Canon of Pure Reason
chapter of the Transcendental Doctrine of Method that closes the first
Critique Kant explains that the interests of reason, both speculative and
practical, relate to three questions:

1. “What can I know?”
2. “What should I do?”
3. “What may I hope?”””

printed on 2/12/2023 1:53 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

Critique in Kant’s Critique of Practical Reason | 73

The first is the topic of the Critique of Pure Reason, the second that of
the Critique of Practical Reason, and the third, Kant explains, relates to
“happiness,” understood as “the satisfaction of all of our inclinations.””
Happiness, Kant explains, offers only pragmatic rules of prudence, mere
hypothetical imperatives, but no role for reason. In its pursuit of the law
of morality, reason, in the form of the categorical imperative, determines
only “the worthiness to be happy.”” In his Groundwork of the Metaphysics
of Morals (1785) Kant makes this point in a striking fashion, explaining
that reason is so ill suited for the pursuit of happiness that if happiness
were its goal, misology would be its fate.®

And yet, in the Dialectic of the Critique of Practical Reason, written
just seven years after the first edition of the first Critiqgue, and three years
after the Groundwork, Kant reintroduces the question of happiness into
the search for pure practical reason. The highest good of a human being is
said to include not only the formal freedom offered by such self-governance
but also material happiness. Kant is able to defend a Stoic conception of
practical freedom only by introducing a conception of pure reason that
raises the possibility of Epicurean happiness. And while the second Critigue
will be shown to have merely introduced the postulates of pure reason
to which we are committed in our pursuit of the highest good, it raises
important questions about the possible coexistence of virtue and happiness
in Kant’s moral philosophy. If reason authorizes the pursuit of not only
virtue but also happiness, then has Kant changed his view and affirmed
that happiness is rationally determinable?

3. The Antinomy of Practical Reason

Kant addresses such questions in the Antinomy of Practical Reason. The
issue, he explains, concerns how virtue and happiness, the two constitutive
parts of the positive sense of critique, are connected in the highest good.®
Kant says they are either analytically connected, which would mean they
are identical, so that virtue is happiness, and happiness virtue; or else they
are connected synthetically, as cause and effect, one producing the other.?
Kant explains that the two great Ancient traditions accepted the analytic
nature of this relationship—Stoics claimed that to be conscious of one’s
virtue is happiness, while Epicureans claimed that to be conscious of the
means to attain one’s happiness is virtue.®* And yet, Kant explains, neither
school quite accepted the equivalence of virtue and happiness, with the
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Stoics claiming that virtue is the complete good and happiness is merely
an effect of the awareness of one’s virtue; and the Epicureans claiming that
happiness is the complete good and virtue merely the means of achieving
it. Kant has argued that the difference between virtue and happiness is
more pronounced, that they are neither identical nor coextensive, that the
virtuous person might not be happy, and that the happy person is often
not virtuous.® The question for Kant is then how happiness and virtue can
be said to constitute the highest good, not empirically as an a posteriori
combination, but a priori, affording that to which transcendental freedom
points merely negatively.®

Kant offers two possibilities for the highest good, the two sides of the
antinomy of practical reason. Kant explains that the thesis, that the desire
for happiness is “the motive [die Bewegursache] to maxims of virtue,” has
been proven false in the Analytic of the Critique of Practical Reason.®
The antithesis, that virtue is “the efficient cause [die wirkende Ursache] of
happiness,” also appears false, since the effects of virtuous actions are not
determined by the moral disposition of the will but by the mechanical laws
of nature. What then can be said of the highest good to which freedom is
ultimately directed? Kant explains that this antinomy appears unsolvable,
as neither side of the antinomy appears able to determine the highest good.
However, Kant explains, the highest good can be conceived as attainable
when, in a manner reminiscent of the third Antinomy, the phenomenal/
noumenal distinction is invoked. The thesis, the Epicurean idea that hap-
piness leads to virtue, is absolutely false; yet the antithesis, the Stoic idea
that virtue leads to happiness, is not absolutely false. If one distinguishes
the noumenal from the phenomenal realms, then virtue in the noumenal
realm need not exclude the possibility of happiness in the phenomenal realm.
Virtue could lead to happiness. Kantian moral autonomy (Stoic virtue) can
be conceived as necessarily connected to happiness (Epicurean pleasure)
by means of the idea of “an intelligible author of nature.”®’

Kant already hinted at such a defense of the pursuit of happiness
in the Analytic of the second Crifique, and so prior to the elucidation of
the antinomy of practical reason. In the concluding “Critical Elucidation”
Kant explains that “this distinction of the principle of happiness from
that of morality” is not “an opposition between them.”®® The pursuit of
pure practical reason does not mean that one must renounce happiness,
“only that as soon as duty is in question one should renounce claims to
happiness.”® In this we already have a first version of the solution to the
antinomy of practical reason. Happiness can be thought to be consistent
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with morality as long as its pursuit does not take precedence over the
negative test of the moral law. As Kant had earlier stated, while “the law
of morality commands,” in the pursuit of happiness “the maxim of self-love
(prudence) merely advises.”*

Kant does not here offer any explanation of how one is to pursue both
morality and happiness, only that they can be conceived as consistent when
conceived in relation to the idea of a noumenal God. In this one might
be tempted to claim a similarity with the solution to the third Antinomy
in the first Critigue. There Kant raises the possibility of human freedom
as a causality that escapes mechanistic necessity, without developing an
account of how such a noumenal causality could be attained. Kant leaves
such an undertaking to the Groundwork and the second Critique. Here
too Kant initiates a further project, that of investigating the way that
the pursuit of happiness can be thought to be consistent with morality,
a task that is begun in the final sections of the Critique of the Power of
Judgment (1790) and continued in Kant’s political writings. I will address
such a development of the possibility of the highest good raised in the
Antinomy of Practical Reason in what follows, but it is first important to
explain how this solution differs from that of the third Antinomy. In the
third Antinomy, the possibility of freedom limits claims about mechanical
causality. Freedom is possible when we refrain from claiming knowledge
of the world in its entirety. Metaphysics is limited, disciplined, while the
formulation of a further, positive canon of pure reason is begun. The second
Critique contributes to the development of this canon, but the task of its
critique is to establish pure reason’s rightful claims, not to discipline its
groundless pretensions. While the antinomy of practical reason does not
lead to an investigation of how morality and happiness can be achieved in
this life, it does explain the metaphysical presuppositions of their possible
combination. Kant follows the solution to the antinomy of practical reason
with an investigation into what must be claimed on behalf of pure reason
such that the highest good can be determined in this way. The task of
the book, elucidating pure practical reason, culminates in the Postulates.

Kant explains that the “will determinable by the moral law” has its
“necessary object” in the highest good, encompassing both morality and
happiness.’! Kant’s task in the sections of the Postulates is to explain what
pure practical reason must presuppose in order to claim that the highest
good, as such a “necessary object,” is at least in principle achievable. Kant
explains that by a postulate he means “a theoretical proposition” that cannot
be demonstrated but that nevertheless follows from a practical law.”> He

printed on 2/12/2023 1:53 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

76 | Avery Goldman

begins with the moral law. What must we presuppose in order to claim
the possibility of the will’s conformity with the moral law? The complete
conformity of the will with the moral law would be “holiness [Heiligkeit],”
a perfection, Kant explains, unattainable by human beings.”® Only progress
toward such a goal is possible for human beings, but if we are to think of
this progress as infinite, and so not merely as progress to an achievable,
merely human end (which would then replace the goal of complete confor-
mity with the moral law), then we must presuppose the endless existence
of rational beings, and so postulate the immortality of the soul.

Kant then moves on to the question of happiness. He asks what must
be presupposed such that we can conceive of the correspondence of happi-
ness and morality, and so of the highest good. The answer Kant offers is
that since the moral law in no way promises happiness, the highest good
requires the presupposition of the possibility of their correspondence. Kant
explains that what is required is “the existence of a cause of all nature,
distinct from nature,” a cause that could permit nature, and the mech-
anistic happiness achieved therein, to correspond to the moral law.* To
presuppose such a cause apart from nature that permits the highest good
is to postulate the existence of God.

Interestingly, in summing up the discussion of the postulates, Kant
refers to three postulates of pure reason, including freedom alongside the
soul’s immortality and God’s existence.”® Kant explains that by freedom he
does not mean the mere negative conception that is raised in the third
Antinomy of the first Critigue. There mechanistic analysis of nature is
limited by the possibility of transcendental freedom. Freedom, conceived
as a postulate, is “considered positively (as the causality of a being insofar
as it belongs to the intelligible world).”® While the third Antinomy raises
the possibility of such freedom, the second Critique designates such “inde-
pendence from the sensible world” as a postulate that must be presupposed
in order to pursue the highest good.””

The moral law leads Kant to uncover the highest good of the will
that the moral law commands. And what has now been added is that such
a highest good presupposes the postulates, the soul, freedom, and God,
offering the long-awaited account of pure practical reason. The ideas of
reason that theoretical reason cannot cognize, and that offer only regu-
lative principles after their speculative pretentions have been disciplined,
offer practical reason “(transcendent) thoughts [(franszendente) Gedanken)|
in which there is nothing impossible.”® And such “thoughts” are already
presupposed in the command of the moral law. Such thoughts are not
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cognitions. The limit on cognition introduced in the first Crifigue has
not been transgressed. The ideas of reason that theoretical reason cannot
determine have had their “objective reality [objektive Realitdt]” distinguished
by practical reason.” While we still cannot “show how their concept refers
to an object,” the highest good of the human will (morality and happiness)
requires the ideas of reason to be “postulated [postuliert].”1

4. The Complete Good

This reintroduction of the ideas of reason in the Dialectic of the Critique of
Practical Reason neither introduces a reified goal that conflicts with Kantian
freedom nor merely returns us to the solution to the third Antinomy;!*!
rather, Kant is able to explain the postulates of pure practical reason in
relation to the highest good in a manner that raises the possibility of the
consistency of the pursuit of both freedom and happiness. Kant’s solution
to the antinomy of practical reason—that morality, and the categorical
imperative that permits its pursuit, need not conflict with happiness—not
only generates the practical postulates of immortality and God, elucidating
pure practical reason, but also raises the possibility of such contentment
within the context of a life lived in pursuit of freedom. Yet Kant does
not develop such an analysis in the second Crifigue, as the highest good
merely introduces the postulates to which we are committed by our moral
inquiries and so demonstrates pure reason in the practical sphere. Kant
has clearly distinguished freedom, that is, Stoic moral virtue, from the
pursuit of Epicurean happiness, which is not our supreme good but remains
a constitutive element of our highest good. If happiness is both distinct
from the moral law and at least potentially consistent with it, then the
question for Kant is how we can pursue it, how such a constitutive good
can be conceived as an end for us.

It is in the third Critigue that Kant investigates such ends. While
the first Critigue deems God, the theological idea, to be unknowable,
Kant already announced in the appendix to the Transcendental Dialectic
that such an idea can still be used regulatively, directing inquiry into the
“absolute unity” of the mechanistic laws of possible experience.!”? Kant
calls this the “hypothetical use of reason.”'®® The third Critique further
develops this claim, introducing the reflecting power of judgment in order
to explain how reason pursues its ends hypothetically when guided by
the theological idea as a regulative principle. Such a regulative principle

printed on 2/12/2023 1:53 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

78 | Avery Goldman

directs the reflecting power of judgment to pursue unity when none can
be mechanistically determined, and so promises that nature is governed by
rules, the “purposiveness” of nature for our reflecting judgment.

In the closing sections of the third Critique, after having earlier
prioritized the internal purposiveness of living organisms, Kant returns
to the external purposiveness of natural systems. Teleological, reflecting
judgment permits us to search for systematic unity in the varied causal laws
that determine nature. And it is here that Kant broaches the question of
teleological judgments concerning humanity’s place in nature and returns
to the question of happiness. He explains that if we investigate plants and
ask why they exist, we are lead on the path of teleological inquiry to the
herbivores that eat them.!* If we at some point ask “for what is the natural
kingdom good,” then we cannot determine “a final end” of nature, an end
or purpose apart from its phenomenal appearance; however, by judging
nature’s purposes reflectively we are offering ourselves as the perspective
from which such systematic unity is to be judged.!® We who judge are “the
ultimate end” of the nature we judge, not because we posit that nature exists
in a particular way apart from our judging, but because without such an
assumption, without such a regulative principle, we would not be able to
judge nature as a system and we would be limited to elucidating discrete
mechanistic laws.!” While we are not nature’s “final” end, we cannot help
but posit ourselves as the “ultimate” end of our judgments. Kant explains
that we judge such an end or purpose in terms of both the “happiness
[Gliickseligkeit]” and the “culture [Kulfur]” of the human being.!’” Both
happiness and culture are teleological judgments of the external purposive-
ness of nature. So the theological idea functions not only as a postulate of
the highest good, offering the possibility of the moral life as happy in the
second Critique, but also as a regulative principle that directs the pursuit
of the systematicity offered by the theological idea in the third Crifique,
which includes both happiness and culture.

Kant makes one final suggestive distinction in §83 of the Crifique
of the Power of Judgment. While both “happiness” and “culture” offer the
human being as the end of nature, it is culture that offers “the ultimate
end [den letzten Zweck]” of our reflecting judgment of nature.'® Kant
explains that while neither happiness nor culture offers an end apart
from the mechanistic laws of phenomenal nature, culture prepares us for
morality, which departs from phenomenal nature, and so offers itself as our
ultimate end and as a preparation for the final, moral end that we are.!”
Kant describes such an ultimate end as “the culture of training (discipline)
|die Kultur der Zucht (Disziplin)],” the pursuit of “the liberation of the
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will from the despotism of desires.”'!? In this way such a culture of disci-
pline offers itself as the ultimate end of nature insofar as it prepares us to
pursue our freedom, and treats us as a final end with a causality distinct
from that of nature. Kant then goes on to explain that when nature offers
itself too abundantly, there is less incentive to develop such an end, which
explains why “inequality among people,” and competition among them for
limited resources, is needed to promote the culture of discipline. If there
is no competition with others, and if our needs are so generously met by
nature’s beneficence, then we will not be encouraged to investigate our
freedom from such mechanistic desires.!'! With competition and need we
are both threatened from without by others and internally dissatisfied
with our situation, and this “splendid misery” leads to the development
of a culture of discipline that reaches its high point, Kant explains, in a
cosmopolitan organization of states.!?

The question of how culture can be said to benefit human beings
as rational ends is the teleological project of Kant’s historical-political
writings, but what is already clear is that the idea of God that is deemed
in the second Critigue a postulate of pure practical reason is in the third
Critique the regulative principle of teleological judgment that directs the
pursuit, not only of human happiness, but also of the political system that
disciplines us, prepares us for our moral lives, and stands as our ultimate,
if not final, end.®

The Critique of Practical Reason announces on its first page that it is
not a critique of pure practical reason, not a discipline to rein in speculation.
In the sphere of practical reason, critique can be understood as a canon,
a positive attempt to justify pure practical reason. The antinomy in which
pure practical reason comes to the fore in relation to the highest good,
the summum bonum, is the culmination of this canon, for it explains that
the moral law must presuppose not only the possibility of human freedom,
but also the postulates of the immortality of the soul and the existence
of God, if it is to claim to represent not merely “the supreme good [das
oberste Gut]” but also “the highest good [das hochste Gut],” in the sense
of “the complete good [das vollendete Gute]” of a human being.!*

Notes

1. Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, ed. and trans. Paul Guyer and
Allen W. Wood (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998), A395. All references
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On an Aesthetic Dimension of Critique

The Time of the Beautiful in Schiller’s Aesthetic Letters

MARIA DEL ROSARIO ACOSTA LOPEZ

“To thinking belongs movement as well as the arrest of thoughts.
Where thinking comes to a standstill in a constellation saturated with
tensions—there the dialectical image appears. It is the caesura in the
movement of thought. Its position is naturally not an arbitrary one.
It is to be found, in a word, where the tension between dialectical
opposites is greatest.”

—Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project'

1. From a Critique of Aesthetics to Aesthetics as Critique

The National Schiller Museum in Marbach holds Schiller’s two annotated
copies of Kant’s Critique of Judgment. A mere glance at the markings
and notes that Schiller wrote the first time he read Kant’s third Critique
show how, for Schiller, what was most fundamental about this work—and
what was already, at the time, fundamental for his own aesthetics—were
the passages where the connection between ethics and aesthetics is either
evident or can be traced.? This connection, however, is not only to be found
in those places where Kant would most evidently admit it. For Schiller, the
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singular experience of the beautiful, analyzed by Kant as reflective aesthetic
judgment, is not only relevant to ethics in the experience of the sublime,
as a mere indication of a moral character, or as a symbol of the good.?
Already at the core of the transcendental analysis of the judgment of taste,
in the specific response of the cognitive faculties to the resistance of the
“pbeautiful object” to be subsumed by the concepts of the understanding,
Schiller recognizes the “free play” of the understanding and imagination
as an ethically relevant concept. As one can see in many of the essays he
wrote in response to, and, in his mind, as a continuation of Kant’s critical
project, Schiller finds in Kant’s aesthetics something more than a mere
transcendental critique—and, as I would like to argue here, also something
more than a mere transcendental conception of critique.

As Dieter Henrich suggests, to understand Schiller’s reading of Kant,
one needs to understand that, for Schiller, “beauty had to be something
more fundamental than the mere modification of a cognitive activity
which makes no difference to human beings.” It is starting with this very
same modification, however, that beauty for Schiller can be understood,
as Henrich writes, as something more “fundamental” for philosophical
critique. Rather than reading Kant’s analysis of the judgment of taste in
the Analytic of the Beautiful of the Critique of the Power of Judgment as
a specific activity of thought, related to, even if not entirely delimited by,
our cognitive mental capacities, Schiller understands Kant’s conception
of aesthetic pleasure as the opening of an entirely different dimension of
experience. By making possible another relation within ourselves, and, as a
consequence, another relation to others and to the world, beauty becomes
for Schiller the opening of another perspective that can eventually be turned
into an attitude, a disposition, a way of being and thinking that Schiller
will call “aesthetic.” The singularity of the aesthetic provides for Schiller,
in itself, a standpoint for critique.’

Such a standpoint is not, as it would have been for Kant, a tran-
scendental perspective on the conditions of the possibility of experience,
and, therefore, on the delimitations of the territory that will provide
justification for our judgments. This is, as we know, Kant’s project of a
critique of aesthetics, or, even more precisely, Kant’s analysis of aesthetic
judgments as an essential part of his critical project. Schiller’s philosophical
project, however, is not transcendental but rather historical-political. By
this I mean that Schiller is not preoccupied with studying the conditions
of the possibility for every possible experience. He is, rather, interested
in understanding what he sees as a modern, and thus historically deter-
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mined, mode of experience—alienated, subjected to forms of violence that
come from a misinterpretation of both sensibility and reason as coercive
forces—and in uncovering and questioning the conceptual categories that
give shape to it. Critique in Schiller—and the standpoint provided for it by
the experience of the beautiful—is thus a philosophical-historical activity,
one that is not only preoccupied with addressing the historical conditions
of the present, but even more so, the very conceptions of history and of
experience that are a-critically assumed and structurally operative (and the
latter even more so because of the former) in his present.

Thus, the “aesthetic,” in Schiller, is not just one way of being among
others. If Schiller read Kant’s third Critigue as an ethical and political work,
this is because the aesthetic dimension is, for Schiller, already the critical
dimension par excellence. And critique, here, becomes something else, dif-
ferent from the Kantian project, and closer to what we today understand by
this term, as a material, historical critique, made possible by a standpoint
that allows us to imagine an otherwise, by diagnosing the contradictions
lying at the core of the present.® Schiller, I want to argue, is an important
moment in the history of this change. More specifically, it is his reading of
Kant’s aesthetics, and his particular understanding—and misunderstanding,
as some have also argued—of the nature of Kant’s critical philosophy, that
allows for the change from transcendental to historical-political critique
to take shape in his work.”

In order to show how Schiller’s work brings about this change, one
must follow the double gesture performed in its conceptual development. On
the one hand, it is important to understand the move from Kant’s critique
of aesthetics to Schiller’s idea of aesthetics as critique. On the other hand,
it is also necessary to explore the ways in which this turn requires Schiller
to develop a different conception of philosophical critique, a redefinition
of its task that draws on aesthetics as a critical standpoint. My purpose is
therefore twofold. I want to understand how in Schiller aesthetics becomes,
on the one hand, a critical dimension. 1 also want to understand how this
leads in turn, in Schiller’s work, to an aesthetic dimension for critique.

Such a project requires a careful analysis of Schiller’s essays on
aesthetics after his reading of Kant, one that I cannot develop thoroughly
here. This paper is therefore the second part of a more extensive argument
that I have started elsewhere and that will also have to be continued else-
where. In a first part of this project, I consider Schiller’s first attempt at
a systematic reading of Kant in his 1793 letters to Korner, published as
Kallias or Concerning Beauty.® In these letters, one can see how Schiller
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is already concerned with understanding how the critical dimension of
aesthetics—and, furthermore, aesthetics as critique—is made possible by
Kant’s emphasis on beauty’s resistance (Widerstand) to conceptual deter-
mination.’ Such a resistance—that, in the case of Schiller, belongs also
to the “beautiful” object and not only to the exclusively subjective realm
of aesthetic pleasure—brings to light a mode of relation (of judgment, of
experience) that not only resists categorization, but also, and simultaneously,
exhibits the violence involved in categorization.! By making it visible and
opening a form of relation that suspends the violence of this operation,
both the judgment and experience of the beautiful, on the one hand, and
the existence of the beautiful object, on the other, call for another mode
of being that is, in fact, opened up and made possible by this resistance.!!

Thus, Schiller’s attention to the connection between beauty and
resistance, in Kant’s analysis of the judgment of taste, leads to a conception
of resistance as a force or a power (Kraft) in beauty that defies, without
opposing, the forms of violence (Gewalt) otherwise imposed on imagination
by the understanding, or, in Schiller’s terms, imposed on sensibility by an
abstract use of reason, imposed on matter by (a simplistic understanding
of) form.” This, in turn, allows for a shift in Kallias from the idea of a
resistance in beauty, to the idea of beauty as resistance. Resistance, I argue,
becomes the inaugurating gesture for a new mode or kind of philosophical
critique made possible by aesthetics—one that Schiller extends to, or better,
never conceives apart from, historical-political critique.®

In this second part of the project, I want to explore the way Schiller
developed his initial reading of Kant’s Critique of the Aesthetic Power of
Judgment in his Aesthetic Letters. I am most intrigued, here, by the way
that resistance, as Schiller interprets it in Kallias, following Kant, as a
suspension or permanent delaying of all determination, is related in the
Aesthetic Letters to a particular experience of temporality—both a sus-
pension of temporality and the temporality of suspension—that Schiller
associates with Kant’s description of the experience of the beautiful as
a “lingering” (weilen).** Thus, Schiller develops in the Aesthetic Letters
what was in Kallias just one aspect of beauty as resistance, namely, the
potentiality of aesthetic experience to suspend or interrupt violence (the
violence of categorization). This time, however, Schiller adds the histor-
ical perspective to the analysis. Beauty not only serves as a model for
resistance, the suspension or interruption of an operation of the cogni-
tive faculties; it is also the point of departure for an interruption of the
violence entailed in the modern—and alienating—reduction of experience
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to productivity and of thought to knowledge, displaying therefore the
potentiality of the aesthetic dimension (inaugurated and opened up by,
but not reduced to, beauty) to render inoperative the forms of violence
that, according to Schiller, saturate his historical present. This gives way,
as I will show, to a conception of critique as interruption or suspension
of the logics and structures at work in the present, and as an opening,
within time, of another time, another set of historical possibilities that
are contained within the present, through what Schiller describes as the
“real and active determinability” inaugurated by the experience and the
time of the beautiful.’®> Hence, suspension and interruption become, in
Schiller’s (second) response to Kant’s aesthetics, the fundamental gestures
of aesthetic critique—or, better still, fundamental gestures of a dimension
of critique opened up and configured by aesthetics.

My argument is structured in two parts, following what I consider
to be the two forms of suspension at play in Schiller’s own argument.
In section 2, I want to pay attention to Schiller’s transformation in the
Aesthetic Letters of what he had understood in Kallias as resistance—the
suspension of conceptualization that takes place in Kant’s analysis of the
judgment of taste and the very specific relation between the faculties that
results from this suspension. For Schiller, this inaugurates a new possibility
of temporality, and with it, a new philosophical standpoint to relate to time
and history. This will allow me to move, in the third and final section,
from the particular experience of time inaugurated by the beautiful to the
suspension or opening within time made possible by beauty—an experience
of a caesura or interruption saturated with possibilities for conceiving the
present otherwise. Thus, I will move, following Schiller, from the suspension
of time made possible by beauty to the time of suspension inaugurated by
the beautiful; from the description of the kind of experience made possible
by the suspension of determination to suspension as the time and the
temporality of the beautiful, a time simultaneously subtracted from and
full of time, as Schiller will describe it, which makes of beauty a radical
opening in the present of the present’s possibilities of interruption.

2. A Standstill at the Greatest Tension:
Aesthetics as a Critical Dimension

The fact that Schiller understands aesthetics—and, precisely, Kantian
aesthetics—as inaugurating a new dimension for thought, and, with it,
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introducing a new standpoint for critique, is made visible in the presen-
tation of his project in the first part of the Aesthetic Letters. Given the
historical and political turmoil of the present times (the Lefters were
written between 1793 and 1795, in the midst of the events unchained by
the French Revolution), Schiller writes, an investigation on aesthetics and
the question of the beautiful may seem superfluous. However, he insists,
“I hope to convince you that the subject I have chosen is far less alien
to the needs of our age than to its taste. More than this: if we are ever
to solve the problem of politics in practice we must take the path of aes-
thetics |durch das dsthetische den Weg nehmen muss), because it is only
through beauty that we make our way to freedom.”'¢ Schiller appeals to
the urgency and the necessity of another path, different from an empirical,
historical-political perspective, in order to take up the double task he lays
out for the Aesthetic Letters.

On the one hand, Schiller wants to present a diagnosis of his time—a
critical assessment of the causes of the forms of violence that, as symptoms
of a more structural illness, seem to pervade the modern human condition
(including, but not limited to, the political sphere). The language of illness
and diagnosis is not arbitrary, since Schiller was trained as a physician
and always understood the task of philosophical critique as one closely
connected to medical diagnosis, treatment, and remedy, or even (in a
slightly less optimistic tone in his later essays) as a form of inoculation.!

On the other hand, the aesthetic path seems to make possible a
standpoint that, in addition to making these forms of violence visible,
together with their structural causes, will also provide a way out of the
corrupted way of thinking—tainted by these very same structures—per-
vasive in modernity. Schiller speaks here of a vicious circle, and of the
aesthetic dimension or pathway as the only standpoint capable of escaping
the forms of power dominating the present. He writes: “But this is not
perhaps to argue in a circle? . . . how under the influence of a barbarous
constitution is character ever to become ennobled? To this end we should
presumably have to seek out some instrument not provided by the state,
and to open up living springs that, whatever the political corruption, would
remain clear and pure.”'® The aesthetic—and especially art as the first step
toward the opening of an aesthetic dimension in the present—allows for
a perspective that not only escapes the logics of the present, but also, as
we will see, interrupts its reductive and overdetermining logics. Already
from its very way of being, from its own presentation (Darstellung) and
resistance to conceptualization, and therefore to any appropriation by the
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logics of production, the experience of beauty challenges the ways of being
to which historical forces seem to condemn everything that exists and is
produced under their scope.'

This critical dimension of the aesthetic is provided, Schiller continues,
by what he describes as a “pure rational concept of beauty,”? which is
Schiller’s own translation of a transcendental perspective, that is, the task
Kant has undertaken in his Critique of Aesthetic Judgment. Since experi-
ence, in its current historical circumstances, does not show itself as the
“pbest judgment seat before which an issue as this can be decided,” there
is the need to appeal to a “concept of beauty derived from a source other
than experience” or “deduced from the sheer potentialities of our sensu-
ous-rational nature.”?! “True,” Schiller continues, “this franscendental way
will lead us out of the familiar circle of human existence . . . but . . . he
who never ventures beyond actuality [Wirklichkeit] will never win the prize
of truth.”? It is clear from these quotations, as from many others in the
Aesthetic Letters, that Schiller is reading Kant’s analysis of the beautiful
as an alfernative perspective to historically overdetermined modes of exis-
tence—and not only, as Kant intends, as another mode of relation between
the faculties of cognition that explains and justifies the use of another
analysis and deduction of our judgments of taste. “Transcendental” here
means for Schiller therefore not so much the conditions of possibility for
every possible experience, as is the case in Kant, but rather, as Schiller
puts it, the conditions of possibility for our historical (and thus modern)
human condition. “Beauty,” Schiller writes, “has to be shown to be a nec-
essary condition of human being.”?® In beauty, in the kind of experience
that it represents when analyzed from a Kantian transcendental perspective,
Schiller finds a critical standpoint that, as a suspension of the modes of
existence pervasive within the present, can allow for a critical interruption
of its determinations.

This particular interpretation of the transcendental as an analysis
of the conditions of the possibility of our human condition is one of the
reasons why Schiller reads Kant’s description of the free play of the fac-
ulties in the Critique of Judgment not only as an analysis of the specific
kind of pleasure proper to the beautiful, and thus as an explanation of
the conditions of the possibility for our judgments of taste (that is, for
both the singular pleasure that grounds them and the universal demand
for assent with which they are associated in Kant). The play between the
faculties that allows in Kant for a reciprocal action between understanding
and imagination, where the one is unable to determine the other given the
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unconceptualizable nature of the experience of beauty, and, therefore, where
both “freely” perform their activities and mutually enliven their powers,
also represents for Schiller an alternative to the two one-sided relations
between the faculties—and beyond the faculties, between our “natural
drives,” that is, our sensuous and rational “natures”—that Schiller sees
as a consequence of the present historical circumstances.?*

It is history, according to Schiller, that has led both reason and
sensibility to develop independently of each other as empty and arbitrary
versions of what they could and should be when considered together, as
different but complementary drives of human nature. He writes: “It was
culture [Kultur] itself that inflicted this wound upon modern humanity
[Menschheit] . . . the intuitive and the speculative understanding now
withdrew in hostility to take up positions in their respective fields, whose
frontiers they now began to guard with jealous mistrust; and with this
confining activity to a particular sphere we have given ourselves a master
within, who not infrequently ends up suppressing the rest of our potenti-
alities.?®” This is the reason why, Schiller continues, “with us [moderns],
one might almost be tempted to assert, the various faculties appear as
separate in practice as they are distinguished by the psychologist in the-
ory.”? Kant’s analytical description of the separation of the faculties in his
critical philosophy (Schiller is thinking here, particularly, of Kant’s notion
of freedom as a rational suppression of our sensuous impulses) is therefore
not only transcendental, but rather coincides, in the case of modernity,
with a diagnosis of the present and the forms of domination and violence
that are, for Schiller, entailed by the abstract separation of our natural
human drives. Either the barbaric domination of (a one-sided notion of)
reason over and against the forces of imagination and sensibility, or the
reaction of sensibility to this arbitrary domination in a violent regression to
the natural state: these are the two modes of relation between the human
drives that describe for Schiller a typology of violence, perpetuated by, and
installed at the core of, modernity—the two ways in which “humanity can
be at odds with itself.”?” “In other words,” Schiller continues, they are “the
two extremes of human depravity, and both united in a single epoch!”?

The relation between the faculties or drives is very different in the
case of the beautiful, where the particular resistance to being conceptualized
suspends the forceful determination that the understanding exercises over
imagination, giving way to a very different kind of relationship. In the expe-
rience of the beautiful, Schiller writes, “the activity of the one [drive] both
gives rise to, and sets limits to, the activity of the other . . . [in such a way
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that] each in itself achieves its highest manifestation precisely by reason of
the other being active.”® Kant’s free play of the faculties thus introduces
an alternative to what Schiller sees as the one-sided determinations and
forms of domination that are characteristic of modernity.*® Continuing his
previous investigations in Kallias, he describes beauty as the exhibition of
another idea of humanity, and consequently, as the opening of another
realm of existence. Both in its presentation, and in the experience it makes
possible, beauty opens another dimension, another perspective from which
we can judge, and act, in the world. The aesthetic, Schiller insists, is both
a condition and a disposition, a character and a perspective for judgment.®

Simply through its presentation (Darstellung), beauty suspends the
violence of both rationality and sensibility taken in isolation, in abstrac-
tion from one another, and thus, in an empty misinterpretation of their
powers.®? The presentation of the beautiful, we know from Kallias, not
only displays this possibility (makes it possible by way of its appearance)
but also communicates it as an invitation and an exhortation to actualize
it. As Schiller writes in Kallias: “That is why the realm of taste is the
realm of freedom—every object of natural beauty outside me is a happy
citizen who calls to me: be free like me.” The experience of beauty is for
Schiller not only, as in Kant, a momentary suspension of our usual way
of relating to the world, one that, as much as it enables for an enlivening
of the faculties and even, as Kant puts it, provides a particular “feeling of
ourselves,” is not really meant to fundamentally change our relation toward
the world.** For Schiller, to experience beauty means also to be somehow
already summoned into an aesthetic disposition, to be called toward a
transformation of the relationship we hold toward ourselves—a call that,
as with Kant’s experience of beauty, we do not simply choose whether or
not to respond to; rather, it catches us by surprise in the harmonious free
play of our faculties.

Such an experience, for Schiller, does not remain exclusively in the
realm of pleasure. It is much more powerful and has a real effect on our
determinations. Schiller writes: “Should there be cases in which he were
to have this twofold experience simultaneously, in which he were . . . at
one and the same time to feel himself matter and come to know himself
as mind, that he would in such cases have a complete intuition of his
human nature . . . they would awaken in him a new drive that, precisely
because these two drives cooperate within it, would be opposed to each
one of them considered separately.”® Beauty is, itself, a force and a drive,
not merely the reconciliation of the opposition between the rational and
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sensible, formal and material drives, but the drive that allows the other
drives to balance one another in the tension and the difficult, fragile,
suspension that is made possible by their opposition. This is what Schiller
calls in the Lefters the “play drive,” following Kant’s description of the free
“play” of the faculties in the judgment of taste.

It is in this way, Schiller writes, that in beauty the sensible and ratio-
nal drives “overcome their respective forms of violence [iAre bestimmende
Gewalt gegenseitig aufheben] and bring about a negation by means of an
opposition. . . . The scales of the balance stand level when they are empty;
but they also stand level when they contain equal weights.”® It is not by
opposing violence that beauty achieves the interruption of its vicious cir-
cle, but rather by exhibiting and eliciting in us another kind of relation
between the faculties. And it does so, not by eliminating the tension between
them (which would mean merely a reconciliation between the drives), but
rather by bringing the faculties to a standstill at the highest point of their
opposition (Wechselwirkung), deactivating thereby the violence (Gewalf)
implicated in the one-sidedness of their exercise. Schiller writes:

Exclusive domination by either of his two basic drives is for
him [man] a state of constraint and violence, and freedom
[made possible by beauty] lies only in the cooperation of both
his natures. The man one-sidedly dominated by feeling . . . will
be released and set free by means of form; the man one-sidedly
dominated by law . . . will be released and set free by means
of matter. In order to be adequate to this twofold task, beauty
will therefore reveal herself under two different guises. First, as
tranquil form, she will assuage the violence of life, and pave the
way that leads from sensation to thought. Secondly, as living
image, she will arm abstract form with sensuous power, lead
concept back to intuition, and law back to feeling.’”

The aesthetic state, for Schiller, is thus conceived as a state, a relation,
and a way of being outside violence. By suspending the logics that make
violence possible in the first place, it renders these forms of violence
inoperative, allowing for another kind of relationship between faculties
that would otherwise seek unilateral domination.*

The form of critique offered by beauty, and thus by the aesthetic
dimension and perspective that it allows and elicits, is on the one hand
a diagnosis of Schiller’s time—it makes visible the one-sidedness of the
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two main forms of violence that dominate the age. On the other hand, it
is also a force or a drive that suspends these forms of violence. Beauty as
critique (or as a critical standpoint) interrupts the vicious circle of violence.
Rather than positing itself in a relation of opposition to violence (engaging
thereby in a dialectical relation to it that would only end up reinstituting
its causal power), the aesthetic offers an alternative that renders violence,
and its structural causes, inoperative. Instead of criticizing merely the
effects of violence, aesthetics as a critical dimension dismantles the very
structures on which violence is grounded. As we are about to see, this is
made possible, above all, by displacing the temporal framework required
for its operation. I will devote the last section of this paper to explaining
what this means for Schiller and what this means for his conception of
aesthetics, or, better, given the specific character of aesthetic experience, for
what I see in Schiller’s work as the development of an aesthetic dimension
of critique.

3. The Time of the Beautiful: An Aesthetic Dimension of Critique

The analysis of the pleasure of the beautiful in Kant’s Critique of the Power
of Judgment is tied to a very particular form of causality. Only under the
framework of causality, Kant argues, can the beautiful be understood as
pleasure, even though this pleasure cannot be the immediate result of the
experience of the object, in which case the pleasure of the beautiful would
be no different from the agreeable, nor can the judgment merely precede
pleasure, in which case the latter would not constitute the (universally
communicable) ground for the judgment of taste.*® Thus, Kant writes, the
solution to “whether in the judgment of taste the feeling of pleasure precedes
the judging [Beurteilung] of the object, or the latter precedes the former,”
constitutes “the key to the critique of taste.”*’ The question of the succession
of the pleasure by the judging or the judging by the pleasure—even though
we come to learn throughout the analysis that we need to consider them
also simultaneously, or even better as one and the same—is one that Schiller
will consider very carefully, in light of what we have seen so far, namely,
the kind of suspension that the free play of the faculties represents in the
judgment of taste, and of its consequences for the “temporal framework”
that constitutes and is constituted by the experience of the beautiful.
Already in Kallias Schiller starts to consider the aesthetic as an
“outlook,” a standpoint, whose framework, following Kant, must disrupt
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temporal logics of means and ends. Schiller writes: “We never want to see
coercion [Zwang], even if it is reason itself which exercises it; we want
even nature’s freedom to be respected because “we regard every being in
aesthetic judgement as an end in itself” and “it disgusts (outrages) us, for
whom freedom is the highest thing, that something should be sacrificed
for something else, and used as a means.”® Beauty, indeed, disrupts the
temporality of succession, namely, the temporality required for any logics
of means and ends which, for Schiller, as representative of an instrumen-
tal form of reason, constitutes the framework that makes the operation
of violence possible—or at least, as Schiller analyzes it in the context of
Kallias, that makes possible the “sacrificial” and coercive domination of
the imagination by the understanding and of reason over and against the
“freedom” of nature.*? The aesthetic, indeed, not only understood as an
experience, but even more so as a criterion of judgment, demands that we
disrupt the very temporality required by instrumentality, or, at least, that
we consider experience under a framework different from the temporal
succession required by the logics of means to ends.

Schiller is here following Kant, for whom the analysis of the singu-
larity of the pleasure of beauty in the Critique of the Power of Judgment
forces him to introduce the paradoxical formula of “purposiveness without
a purpose”—a “causality in itself,” Kant explains, that is only occupied with
“maintaining the state of the representation of the mind and the occupation
of the cognitive powers without a further aim.”? It is this very particular
causality, without any further aim, that leads Kant to characterize the
experience of the beautiful as a form of suspension. Kant writes, “we linger
[weilen] over the consideration of the beautiful because this consideration
strengthens and reproduces itself.”** Whether this means that the beautiful
brings with it and inaugurates its own kind of temporality is not entirely
clear in Kant’s text.*> What is clear, however, is that the experience of the
beautiful needs to suspend the normal temporal framework that is pre-
supposed in any other form of experience. The pleasure of the beautiful,
if it is causal at all, is a form of causality that cannot be understood with
reference to its effect, even though it must still be comprehended as pur-
posive, as end in itself—or, one could even imagine, if “lingering” describes
the structure of the experience, as a means without an end.

This is, in any case, the way Schiller interprets Kant on this point.
He writes: “While every other state into which we can enter, refers us
back to a preceding one and requires for its termination a subsequent
one; the aesthetic alone is a whole in itself, since it comprises within
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itself all the conditions of both its origin and its continuance. Here alone
do we feel ripped out of time [aus der Zeit gerissen].”*® It is not only that
the experience of the beautiful suspends the order of temporality, ripping
us out of time and dismantling the frameworks through which violence
operates. Precisely in its capacity for suspension, the beautiful seems to
introduce and to sustain an interruptive mode of experience, one that is
itself experienced precisely as suspension—the suspension of time, being
out of time, but also, in a way, as the “lingering” also suggests, being
“over” time. This capacity for suspension, for placing ourselves outside of
time—without losing sight, however, of the purposiveness of this linger-
ing—is what Schiller, since the beginning of the Letfers, associates with
art’s capacity to offer a standpoint for critique. He writes, “The artist is
indeed the child of his age; but woe to him if he is at the same time its
ward or, worse still, its minion! . . . His theme he will, indeed, take from
the present; but his form he will borrow from a nobler time, nay, from
beyond time altogether [jenseits aller Zeit].”*

Beauty as the standpoint for critique does not find its sources in a
better time, another time in history, perhaps, that may serve as its inspi-
ration. Instead, it is in an experience “outside” of time that allows for the
artist to “return, as a stranger, to its own century; not, however, to gladden
it by his appearance, but rather, terrible as Agamemnon’s son, to cleanse
and to purify it.”*® Beauty, therefore, is not from another time. It makes
possible and inaugurates, in its capacity for suspension, an outside of time
while also, simoultenously, remaining within time; namely, a critical stand-
point that finds its source (Quelle) in a form of experience that Schiller
characterizes as “whole in itself,” neither active nor passive, neither past
nor present, but whole in its potentiality, its capacity for “preparing the
shape of things to come.””

This mode of potentiality offered by beauty does not come exactly, as
is also the case in Kant’s judgments of taste, from a lack of defermination
or actualization. The verb weilen in German suggests both a lingering and
a tarrying as much as a delay and a deferral.’® In Kant, this means that the
moment of conceptual determination in the case of the judgment of taste
is somehow indefinitely postponed. What is obtained through the deferral
of determination is not merely indetermination but rather determinability.
Here I follow Rodolphe Gasché’s interpretation of this moment in Kant’s
Critique of the Power of Judgment. Gasché writes, “To judge an undetermined
empirical thing as beautiful, is merely to state that it can be intuited (in its
appearing) as having the phenomenal form of something deferminable in
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principle; that is, something with open determinability.”> This is not the
language used by Kant, but it is precisely the language that Schiller uses,
when reading Kant, to describe the standpoint opened up by beauty—the
aesthetic dimension of critique—that comes to be through the suspension
of every determination, while preserving them all. “This condition of real
and active determinability,” Schiller continues, “is the aesthetic.”*

Real determinability is not, Schiller clarifies, “complete absence of
determination.”™ Instead, it is the combination of “such sheer absence of
determination, and an equally unlimited determinability, with the greatest
possible content.”® This is made possible, Schiller explains, by the play
drive, which is to say by the balancing out of the sensuous and the formal
drives, which produces in turn a new drive, one capable of sustaining,
at the same time, the combination and the canceling out of the forces
involved in each one of the drives. Schiller writes, “the problem is therefore
at one and the same time to destroy and to maintain the determination
of the condition—and this is possible in one way only: by confronting it
with another determination.” This is, as we have seen above, what the
experience of the beautiful makes possible, by creating a new drive, the
play drive, which is not the result of the negation of the other two drives,
the sensuous and the formal, but rather of the balanced relation between
them. As Schiller continues: “our psyche passes then from sensation to
thought via a middle disposition in which sense and reason are both active
at the same time . . . this middle disposition . . . preeminently deserves
to be called . . . aesthetic.”

The aesthetic, as a perspective and dimension for thought, “does
not reside in the exclusion of certain realities,” Schiller insists, “but in
the absolute inclusion of all.” It is a standpoint that can contemplate
and linger over the present without having to operate through the usual
distinction between possibility and actuality, since through beauty, thanks
to the suspension of the temporal order that we experience in the free
encounter and reciprocal action (Wechselwirkung) between our sensible
and rational drives, we enter into the realm of real (existing) potentiality.
Schiller writes, “In the pleasure we take in knowledge we distinguish
without difficulty the transition from passivity to activity and are clearly
aware that the first is over when the latter begins. In the delight we take
in beauty, by contrast, no such succession of activity and passivity can be
discerned.”® Precisely in its capacity for suspension, the beautiful inaugu-
rates in turn an interruptive experience of temporality, one that is itself
experienced precisely as suspension. Thus, the suspension of temporality
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in the beautiful—and of the usual distinctions between cause and effect,
activity and passivity—opens up another experience of temporality, a tem-
porality of another kind. Not a temporality in another time, however, but
one opened up in the midst of the present. “That drive,” Schiller writes,
“in which both the others [drives] work in concert (permit me for the
time being to call it the play drive), would be directed therefore towards
overcoming [suspending while preserving] time within time [die Zeit in
der Zeit aufgeheben].”

This capacity for suspension not only guarantees the critical dimen-
sion of the aesthetic. It is also, Schiller realizes, the temporality of the
beautiful, and thus, the temporality of a mode of potentiality that the
beautiful inaugurates for critique. The time of the beautiful s the time
of critique, the time of interruption and suspension, that renders all the
historical determinations inoperative but determinable; that opens, in
the midst of time, and within time, an inoperative-interruptive mode of
experience. Beauty gives time enough time to introduce a pause in the
heart of the present, to produce a standstill where the forms of violence
that are operative in the present are not only made visible but brought to
a halt, in order to conceive, to imagine and to give shape, even if only as
an image, to things to come.®’ This image, however, is not just one image
among others. It results from the encounter of all the forces inhabiting
the present; it is saturated with their tension. And it does not generate
just one possibility among many; on the contrary, it changes the realm
of the possible, giving shape to something radically different in kind in
the realm of experience, something other than time, another time, that
historical time cannot suppress even if it can also not hold onto.

I find the ambiguity of the phrase “the time of the beautiful” intriguing,
since it seems to contain precisely an ambiguity involved in the multiple
interpretations of Schiller’s aesthetical-political project. On the one hand,
the Aesthetic Letters could be interpreted as a call to step into another
time. The time of the beautiful in this case would correspond to the usual
interpretation of Schiller, which attributes to him a teleological philosophy
of history, whose end and goal would indeed be the “beautiful State” under-
stood both as a character (a disposition, a state of mind) and a political
project (the overcoming of the natural state as well as the abstract and
merely formally understood moral state, along with the kinds of violence
that each reproduces, given their structural roles in the implementation of
the Enlightenment project). On the other hand, following the interpretation
I have proposed, “the time of the beautiful” could refer to the experience
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of a different kind of temporality, inaugurated and made possible by the
experience of the beautiful—a radical opening and interruption within the
present of “another time”—that disrupts the logics—the conceptual and
temporal frameworks—that make violence possible in the first place. This
“time of an otherwise” is, for Schiller, the time of a potentiality that the
beautiful makes possible and inaugurates for critique. Thus, the time of
the beautiful is, from this perspective, here and now. It is the time opened
up by the critical dimension of aesthetics, and makes possible, thereby, an
aesthetic dimension for critique.
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the “anthropological view [Schdtzung],” and of the aesthetic character as criteria
for judgement [Beurtheilung]. See Friedrich Schiller, “Letters on the Aesthetic
Education of Man,” in Essays, ed. Walter Hindereder and Daniel Dahlstrom (New
York: Continuum, 2001), Letter 4, 93, and Letter 20, 146, respectively; Friedrich
Schiller, “Uber die dsthetische Erziehung des Menschen in einer Reihe von Briefen,”
in Schillers Werke—Nationalausgabe (cited hereafter as NA), ed. Julius Petersen
und Gerhard Fricke (Weimar: Hermann Bohlaus Nachfolger, 1963), 20:316 and 376.
However, he will refer explicitly to the aesthetic as a “perspective” (Gesichtspunkt)
and “standpoint” (Standpunct) only later, in his text “Concerning the Sublime.” See
Friedrich Schiller, “Concerning the Sublime,” in Essays, 81; and Friedrich Schiller,
“Uber das Erhabene,” NA 21:49-50. I will not be able to devote space in this paper
to the analysis of this later essay. For a detailed analysis, see Maria del Rosario
Acosta Lopez, La tragedia como conjuro: el problema de lo sublime en Friedrich
Schiller (Bogota: Universidad Nacional de Colombia, 2008), 321ff.

6. Hence the quote that serves as an epigraph to this chapter, the con-
nection to which I will not be able to develop, but which I would at least like to
suggest here; namely, a connection (closer than is usually recognized) between
Schiller’s conception of critique, as opened up by the aesthetic realm, and the kind
of philosophical critique we usually trace back to the tradition of critical theory.
That is, a conception of critique as historical materialism, or, as is very clearly the
case in Benjamin’s work, a critique of historical and political forms of violence.
The very idea that inspired this volume, as J. Colin McQuillan and I suggest in
the introduction, is to remind us of those connections that are usually forgotten
in the process of compartmentalizing the history of philosophy and the different
traditions of philosophical critique.

7. The question of Schiller’s misappropriation and/or misunderstanding of
Kant is characteristic of Schiller’s philosophical secondary literature, particularly in
the twentieth century. For a detailed recount of this see Frederick Beiser, Schiller
as Philosopher: A Re-Examination (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 1-12.
See also Beiser’s “Un lamento,” in Friedrich Schiller: Estética y Libertad, ed. Maria
del Rosario Acosta Lopez (Bogota: Universidad Nacional, 2008). Rather than denying
these misappropriations, in my own work on Schiller I have been interested in making
them productive, showing how Schiller’s idiosyncratic reading of Kant is only one
side of a very rich and consistent philosophical project, already on the way by the
time Schiller read Kant, and for which Kant’s aesthetics and practical philosophy
were a fundamental source of inspiration, even if not always taken rigorously and
to “the letter.” I have developed different productive sides of this misappropriation
elsewhere; among others, see Maria del Rosario Acosta Lépez, “;Una superacion
estética del deber? La critica de Schiller a Kant,” Episteme N.S. 28, no. 2 (2008),
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3-24; Maria del Rosario Acosta Lépez, “Making Other People’s Feelings our Own:
From the Aesthetic to the Political in Schiller’s Aesthetic Letters,” in Who Is This
Schiller Now?, ed. Jeffery High, Nicholas Martin, and N. Oellers (London: Camden
House, 2011), 187-203; and Maria del Rosario Acosta Lépez, “The Resistance of
Beauty: On Schiller’s Kallias Briefe in Response to Kant’s Aesthetics,” Epoche 21,
no. 1 (2016), 235-249.

8. Schiller, Kallias, 145-84; Schiller, HA 2: 352-81.

9. Schiller, Kallias, 145-84; Schiller, HA 2: 353.

10. The German word for “violence” is Gewalt, which Schiller uses in Kallias
as opposed to “force” or “power” (Kraft) to denote an unjustified, unilateral, and
pernicious use of one’s drives, faculties, or potentialities. However, one also needs to
be careful about the different connotations, not always self-evident, of the German
word Gewalt. The English translations of Schiller’s texts are a clear sign of the
difficulties of translating this notion as consistent with its context. I will make a
point of indicating the presence of the word in Schiller’s quotes, and of changing
the translation when I consider it necessary to maintain some consistency with the
German. For a thorough discussion of this word and its connotations, see Peter
Fenves’s contribution in this volume.

11. See Acosta Lopez, “The Resistance of Beauty,” 235-249. By emphasizing
on resistance as an essential moment of beauty, Schiller is already blurring the
distintinctions between beauty and the sublime. In this paper I am mostly concerned
with Schiller’s conception of the beautiful in his reading of Kant’s Analytic of the
Beautiful. However, when Schiller speaks of aesthetic experience, particularly in
the Aesthetic Letters, one needs to think of the beautiful and the sublime as two
different points of the same spectrum of experiences that Schiller is considering
under this concept. Thus, even though the sublime will not make an appearance
in my paper—and it rarely makes an appearance in the Aesthetic Letters—it is
in the background of Schiller’s analysis of the aesthetic. The third part of this
project will have to deal with the specificity of the question of the sublime and
how it contributes, in its own way, to Schiller’s development of a new concept of
critique. See for now Acosta, La tragedia como conjuro, and Acosta, “Making Other
People’s Feelings Our Own.”

12. See Schiller, Kallias, 164-165; Schiller, HA 2: 367-368.

13. And, as I argue elsewhere, also never conceived apart from a philosophical
critique of historical-political violence. See Maria del Rosario Acosta Lépez, “The
Violence of Reason: Schiller and Hegel on the French Revolution,” in Aesthetic
Reason and Imaginative Freedom: Friedrich Schiller and Philosophy, ed. Maria
del Rosario Acosta Lopez and Jeffrey Powell (Albany: State University of New York
Press, 2018), 59-82.

14. Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment, 107 (Ak. 5: 222).

15. Schiller, “Aesthetic Letters,” Letter 20, 145; Schiller, NA 20:375.

16. Schiller, “Aesthetic Letters,” Letter 2, 90 (translation modified); Schiller,
NA 20:312.
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17. See for instance Friedrich Schiller, “Concerning the Sublime,” 83; Schil-
ler, NA 21:51. For an analysis of this metaphor in connection to the question of
the role of aesthetics as critique in Schiller, see Acosta Lopez, La tragedia como
conjuro, 321ff. Also, this is the reason why, as we are about to see in the pages
below, Schiller moves from the language of faculties to the language of drives, and
thus from the Kantian transcendental analysis of the relation between imagination
and understanding to the more general “anthropological” reflection, as Schiller calls
it, on the relation between the sensuous and the rational drives, or the sensuous
drive (sinnliche Trieb) and the formal drive (Formtrieb). This is just one of those
instances of “misappropriation” of Kant’s argument that are productive for under-
standing Schiller’s own take on the potentialities lying in the “aesthetic” standpoint.

18. “Aesthetic Letters,” Letter 9, 107-108; Schiller, NA 20:332.

19. Schiller is, of course, aware that even art can be appropriated and made
into an instrument of the State. But art, when it remains free and autonomous, can
also be and remains always the site where another possibility is to be “exhibited”
(darstellf) to us. By means of this exhibition, art and beauty become the first step
toward the development of a critical disposition toward the logics of one’s historical
present. This is guaranteed not through its contents, but rather through the kind
of experience, and the kind of pleasure, it elicits. As we are about to see, this is
all tied to Schiller’s reading of Kant’s free play of the faculties.

20. Schiller, “Aesthetic Letters,” Letter 10, 114; Schiller, NA 20:340.

21. Schiller, “Aesthetic Letters,” Letter 10, 114-115; Schiller, NA 20:340.

22. Schiller, “Aesthetic Letters,” Letter 10, 115; Schiller, NA 20:341.

23. Schiller, “Aesthetic Letters,” Letter 10, 115; Schiller, NA 20:340.

24, Kant speaks here of the “animation of both faculties,” of “an activity that
is indeterminate but yet . . . in unison” between them, and of the “facilitated play
of both powers of the mind (imagination and understanding), enlivened through
mutual agreement.” See Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment, 104 (Ak. 5:219).

25. Schiller, “Aesthetic Letters,” Letter 6, 99 (translation modified); Schiller,
NA 20:322-323.

26. Schiller, “Aesthetic Letters,” Letter 6, 98; Schiller, NA 20:322.

27. Schiller, “Aesthetic Letters,” Letter 4, 95 (translation modified); Schiller,
NA 20:318. The entire passage reads: “But man can be at odds with himself in two
ways: either as savage, when feeling predominates over principle; or as barbarian,
when principle destroys feeling. The savage despises civilization and acknowledges
nature as his sovereign mistress. The barbarian derides and dishonors nature, but,
more contemptible than the savage, as often as not continues to be the slave of
his slave.”

28. Schiller, “Aesthetic Letters,” Letter 5, 96; Schiller, NA 20:319.

29. Schiller, “Aesthetic Letters,” Letter 14, 125; Schiller, NA 20:352.

30. Not only Kant, but also Fichte, are here in the background of what
Schiller describes in the Letters as the Wechselwirkung between the two drives:
“Once you postulate a primary, and therefore necessary, antagonism between these
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two drives, there is of course, no other means of maintaining unity in the human
being than by unconditionally subordinating the sensuous drive to the rational.
From this, however, only uniformity can result, never harmony, and man goes
on forever being divided. Subordination there must, of course, be; but it must be
reciprocal. . . . Both principles are, therefore, at once subordinated to each other
and coordinated with each other, that is to say, they stand in reciprocal relation
[Wechselwirkung] to one another: without form no matter, and without matter
no form. (This concept of reciprocal action, and its fundamental importance, is
admirably set forth in Fichte’s Fundaments of the Theory of Knowledge, Leipzg,
1794.)” See Schiller, “Aesthetic Letters,” Letter 113, 121; Schiller, NA 20:348. The
role of this reciprocal relation or effect (Wirkung), as conceptualized by Fichte,
and its connection to Schiller’s reformulation not only of a way of being, but also
of a way of thinking and doing, even writing, philosophy, can be traced back to
their dispute regarding Fichte’s denial of publication by Schiller in Die Horen. See
Maria del Rosario Acosta Lopez, “On the Poetical Nature of Philosophical Writing:
A Controversy about Style between Schiller and Fichte” in Philosophers and their
Poets: The Poetic Turn in German Philosophy Since Kant, ed. Charles Barnbach
and Theodore George (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2019), 21-46.

31. See Schiller, “Aesthetic Letters,” Letter 20, 146; Schiller, NA 20:376.

32. Moreover, as I have shown elsewhere concerning Schiller’s analysis of
the beautiful in Kallias, this mode of relation displayed and exhibited by beauty
introduces for Schiller the possibility of another conception of freedom, another
mode of relation between the sensible and the rational, whereby lawfulness remains
operative but is no longer experienced as a constraint. This is connected to Schiller’s
interpretation and extension of Kant’s conception of purposiveness without a pur-
pose in the Analytic of the Beautiful. Schiller refers to this as “aesthetic freedom”
and even speaks about an overcoming of duty through the aesthetic. See Schiller,
“Aesthetic Letters,” Letter 19, 143 (“the opposition of two drives gives rise to free-
dom”); Schiller, NA 20:373; and also his long footnote at the end of the twentieth
letter, Schiller, “Aesthetic Letters,” Letter 20, 146; Schiller, NA 20:376. See Acosta
Lépez, “The Resistance of Beauty,” 241ff.

33. Schiller, Kallias, 173 (translation modified); Schiller, HA 2:375.

34. Kant speaks of the “subject feeling itself” in the experience of the beau-
tiful. See Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgement, 89 (Ak. 5:204).

35. Schiller, “Aesthetic Letters,” Letter 14, 126; Schiller, NA 20:353.

36. Schiller, “Aesthetic Letters,” Letter 20, 145 (translation modified); Schil-
ler, NA 20:375.

37. Schiller, “Aesthetic Letters,” Letter 17, 136; Schiller, NA 20:365.

38. This is also the case, for Schiller, with the conception of the political
that an aesthetic perspective allows to undertake. Schiller is very clear about this
in his comparison between the “forms of production” involved in artisanal and
artistic operations, and the very particular form of relation between form and

printed on 2/12/2023 1:53 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

On an Aesthetic Dimension of Critique | 109

matter, and even more importantly, between means and ends, that is required by
the political. He writes: “When the artisan lays hands upon the formless mass in
order to shape it to his ends, he has no scruple in doing it violence [Gewalt]; for
the natural material he is working merits no respect for itself, and the concern
is not with the whole for the sake of the parts, but with the parts for the sake of
the whole. When the artist lays hands upon the same mass, he has just as little
scruple in doing it violence [Gewalt]; but he avoids showing it. For the material he
is handling he has not a whit more respect than has the artisan; but the eye that
would seek to protect the freedom of the material he will endeavor to deceive by a
show of yielding to this latter. With the pedagogic or the political artist things are
very different indeed. For him human being is at once the material on which he
works and the goal toward which he strives. In this case the end turns back upon
itself and becomes identical with the medium; and it is only inasmuch as the whole
serves the parts that the parts are in any way bound to submit to the whole. The
statesman-artist must approach his material with a quite different kind of respect
from that which the maker of beauty feigns toward his. The consideration he must
accord to its uniqueness and individuality is not merely subjective, and aimed at
creating an illusion for the senses, but objective and directed to its innermost
being.” See Schiller, “Aesthetic Letters,” Letter 4, 94; Schiller, NA 20:317-318.

39. Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgement, 102 (Ak. 5:217).

40. Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgement, 102 (emphasis added, Ak. 5:217).

41. Schiller, Kallias, 159; Schiller, HA 2:362.

42. 1T am aware that all these are a number of unexplained steps in the
argument. Schiller goes from one to the next in his Kallias letters, but each one
of these needs justification. I have offered a careful reading of Schiller’s different
moves—and particularly, in what is relevant in this specific passage, of his move
from the resistance of the beautiful object to an understanding of this resistance as
the appearance of freedom in nature, in Kallias—in Acosta Lépez, “The Resistance
of Beauty,” 235-249.

43. Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgement, 107 (Ak. 5:222).

44. Thid.

45. T owe the idea of such a temporality, coming out of the Critique of
Judgment and Kant’s analysis of the “time of the beautiful,” to Khafiz Kerimov,
one of my students at DePaul, who does a superb job interpreting Kant’s Crifique
of Judgment in the light of the question of time. See “The Time of the Beautiful
in Kant’s Critique of Judgment,” Epoche 24, no. 1 (2019).

46. Schiller, “Aesthetic Letters,” Letter 22, 149 (translation modified); Schil-
ler, NA 20:379.

47. Schiller, “Aesthetic Letters,” Letter 9, 108; Schiller, NA 20:333.

48. Ibid.

49. Schiller, “Aesthetic Letters,” Letter 9, 109; Schiller, NA 20:334.

50. See also Kerimov, “The time of the beautiful.”
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51. Rodolphe Gasché, The Idea of Form: Rethinking Kant’s Aesthetics (Stan-
ford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2003), 35 (emphasis added).

52. Schiller, “Aesthetic Letters,” Letter 20, 145; Schiller, NA 20:375.

53. Ibid.

54. Tbid.

55. Ibid.

56. Ibid.

57. Schiller, “Aesthetic Letters,” Letter 18, 139; Schiller, NA 20:367.

58. Schiller, “Aesthetic Letters,” Letter 25, 164; Schiller, NA 20:396.

59. Schiller, “Aesthetic Letters,” Letter 14, 126 (translation modified); Schil-
ler, NA 20:353.

60. This introduction of time within time, the need to give (historical) time
some more time to go where it needs to go, is related to Schiller’s criticisms of
the French Revolution and what he describes as the “unpreparedness” of the times
to actualize the demands of a still too abstract ideal of reason. Schiller writes, “If,
then, reason does away with the natural state (as she of necessity must if she would
put her own in its place), she jeopardizes the physical man who actually exists
for the sake of a moral man who is as yet hypothetical; risks this very existence
of society for a merely hypothetical idea of society. She takes from humankind
something they actually possess, and without which they possess nothing, and
refers them instead to something that they could and should possess. . . . Before
they have had time to cleave unto the law with the full force of their moral will,
she [reason] would have drawn from under their feet the ladder of nature.” See
Schiller, “Aesthetic Letters,” Letter 3, 91; Schiller, NA 20:314. The aesthetic as a
middle term starts to take shape in Schiller’s Letfers precisely as the possibility of
introducing a passage that allows for time to catch up with itself. The aesthetic
state rips time open, therefore, to make more time for what otherwise can only
manifest itself as violence. The idea of a middle term is substituted progressively
in Schiller’s argument throughout the Lefters by the idea of a new drive, a new
state, the “aesthetic,” which is no longer conceived exclusively as a means, but
precisely, as we have seen, as the interruption of any logic that defines history in
terms of means and ends. See also Acosta Lopez, “The Violence of Reason,” 71ff.
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Not Yet a System, Not Yet a Science

Reinhold and Fichte on Kant’s Critique

J. COLIN McQUILLAN

I am just as sincerely convinced that nothing following Kant’s spirit
of genius, could contribute more to philosophy than Reinhold’s sys-
tematic spirit.

—Fichte, Concerning the Concept of the Wissenschaftslehre (1794)!

Through the work of Kant, and still more through that of Fichte,
the idea of a science, and particularly of philosophy as a science, has
been established.

—Hegel, “The Essence of Philosophical Criticism” (1802)2

1. Introduction

Although he promises that his Critique of Pure Reason (1781/1787) will
finally set metaphysics on the “secure path of science,” Immanuel Kant
warns his readers, in the Introduction, that they will not find in its pages
a complete system of the science of metaphysics.® Kant explains that his
critique undertakes “the mere estimation of pure reason, of its sources and
boundaries, as the propaedeutic to the system of pure reason.” Critique is,
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as such, a “special science” that will clear the way and lay the foundation
for the system of pure reason and the science of metaphysics that Kant
hoped to present under the titles The Metaphysics of Nature and The
Metaphysics of Morals.®

Despite his reputation as a systematic philosopher, Kant never com-
pleted the system he promised. He claims, in a 1785 letter to Christian
Gottfried Schiitz, that his Mefaphysical Foundations of Natural Science
(1786) is an application of the principles contained in The Metaphysics of
Nature, even though Kant had not yet published the work in which he was
supposed to demonstrate these principles.® The fragments contained in the
Opus postumum (written 1796-1801, published 1936-1938) are meant to
bridge the gap between the principles Kant articulated in the Metaphysi-
cal Foundations and physics, understood as “a system of the special laws
of nature,” so they are no substitute for the general principles that were
supposed to be contained in The Metaphysics of Nature. Kant eventually
published a work with the title The Metaphysics of Morals (1797), but it
is hard to see it as the completion of his system of the science of meta-
physics. It contains a variety of principles that are not discussed in The
Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals (1785) or the Critique of Prac-
tical Reason (1788), but Kant admits in the Preface that the work contains
only the “metaphysical first principles” of right and virtue.” It excludes
the numerous principles that would govern the application of these “first
principles” to particular cases, even though these principles are essential
for the construction of “a system of pure reason” according to the first
Critique.® Consequently, it is hard to avoid the conclusion that Kant failed
to make metaphysics a science, according to his own definition, even if he
did manage to set metaphysics on the right path and lay a foundation on
which other philosophers could build.

In this chapter, I would like to focus on two post-Kantian philoso-
phers who saw Kant’s failure to complete the system he had promised as
one of the greatest weaknesses of his critique, but also as an opportunity
to achieve something that Kant had not. Karl Leonhard Reinhold was one
of Kant’s earliest and most vigorous defenders, but, in time, he came to
regard Kant’s critique as merely the first step toward a complete system
and science of philosophy. In his Elementarphilosophie, Reinhold sought
to go beyond Kant’s critique and formulate a single first principle from
which every other principle, in every other part of philosophy and, indeed,
in every other science, could be derived. Johann Gottlieb Fichte concurred
with Reinhold’s criticisms of Kant and took over his attempt to ground
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philosophy in a single principle in his Wissenschaftslehre, though Fichte had
notably different ideas about the kind of principle with which philosophy
and science must begin. By examining Reinhold’s and Fichte’s objections
to Kant’s critique in greater detail, I hope to shed new light on Kant’s
critique and illuminate the way the concepts of “critique,” “system,” and
“science” were understood by post-Kantian philosophers.

2. Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason

Before we turn our attention to Reinhold and Fichte, it will be helpful to
consider the passage in which Kant distinguishes his critique from a complete
system of pure reason.’ This passage is found in the Introduction to the
Critique of Pure Reason, where it is preceded by three other definitions of
critique in the Preface to the first (A, 1781) and second (B, 1787) editions.
There, Kant says his critique is a court of justice, a critique of faculty of
reason, and an attempt to transform the method of metaphysics. As a court of
justice, the critique of pure reason dismisses reason’s groundless pretensions
and asserts its rightful claims about metaphysics—a subject Kant considers
too important to abandon to indifference.’ As a critique of the faculty of
reason, Kant’s critique determines what we can know a priori, which estab-
lishes the possibility of metaphysics.!! And, as an attempt to transform the
method of metaphysics, Kant’s critique insists that human reason can and
should measure its own capacity for a priori cognition, instead of seeking
the conditions of our knowledge in external objects.’? This leads, finally, to
the account of the critique of pure reason in the Introduction, where Kant
describes his critique as “a special science” that has as its object “the mere
estimation of pure reason, of its sources and boundaries,” and which serves
as “the propaedeutic to the system of pure reason.”®

In the Introduction, Kant calls his critique “a special science” to
distinguish it from the complete system of pure reason. He says that
such a system would have to be based on the “exhaustive application” of
the “organon of pure reason,” which he defines as “a sum total of those
principles in accordance with which all pure a priori cognitions can be
acquired and actually brought about.”’* But he admits that an organon
“requires a lot” that cannot be accomplished while “it is still an open
question whether such an amplification of our cognition is possible at all
and in what cases it would be possible.”’® To answer this question, and
lay the foundation for the system he hoped to construct, Kant holds that

printed on 2/12/2023 1:53 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

114 | J. Colin McQuillan

a critique must first determine whether and how much we can know a
priori. He had already suggested as much when he defined his critique
as a critique of the faculty of reason and indicated that this critique was
necessary to determine the possibility of metaphysics in the Preface to the
first (A) edition; yet the passage from the Introduction differs from the
definition in the Preface, because it goes beyond the assertion of reason’s
rightful claims, the demonstration of our capacity for a priori cognition,
and the transformation of the method of metaphysics. Kant’s critique is
also a special science that serves as “the propaedeutic to the system of pure
reason” and “a preparation, if possible, for an organon, and, if this cannot
be accomplished, then at least for a canon, in accordance with which the
complete system of the philosophy of pure reason, whether it is to consist
in the amplification or mere limitation of its cognition, can in any case at
least someday be exhibited both analytically and synthetically.”’® The con-
struction of this system is the ultimate goal of the critique of pure reason.

Kant indicates, in the passage from the Introduction, that the object of
the “special science” that he presents in the first Crifique is “pure reason”
(reine Vernunft). Kant says cognition is “pure” (rein) when “no experience
or sensation at all is mixed in, and that is thus fully a priori.”\” “Reason”
(Vernunft) is defined in the Introduction as “the faculty that provides the
principles of cognition a priori.”' This definition is broad enough to include
principles derived from the faculties of sensibility, the understanding, and
reason, since the pure forms of sensible intuition (space and time), the
pure concepts of the understanding (the categories), and the concepts of
pure reason (the transcendental ideas) are all sources of a priori cogni-
tion.”® The pure forms of sensible intuition and the pure concepts of the
understanding are constitutive principles, because they are the universal and
necessary conditions of the possibility of our knowledge and experience of
objects.” The ideas of reason serve as regulative principles, guiding reason
in its search for systematic order and unity in nature, even though their
objects—God, freedom, and the immortality of the soul—cannot be given
in experience.?! None of the principles that Kant derives from the faculties
of sensibility, the understanding, and reason are derived from experience or
sensation, not even the pure forms of sensible intuition, so they can all be
included in the system of “pure reason” as it is defined in the Introduction.

The same passage in the Introduction explains the relationship
between Kant’s critique, the system of pure reason, and transcendental
philosophy. Kant uses the term “transcendental” to refer to cognition
that is concerned “not so much with objects but rather with our a priori
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concepts of objects in general,” so he defines transcendental philosophy as
“a system of such concepts.”” A few paragraphs later, he expands on this
definition and says transcendental philosophy constitutes “a philosophy
of pure, merely speculative reason,” though it excludes “the concepts of
pleasure and displeasure, of desires and inclinations, of choice.”” Curi-
ously, Kant thinks these practical concepts are related to feelings, “which
belong among empirical sources of cognition,” and, therefore, lack the
purity that defines transcendental philosophy.?* Even if transcendental
philosophy is only concerned with the part of pure reason that is “merely
speculative,” which Kant seems to be using as a synonym for “theoretical”
in this context, it is still included in the system of pure reason that he
proposes earlier in the Introduction, since transcendental concepts are a
priori cognitions. What is more, Kant says that the critique that is to lay
the foundation for this system can be understood as a “transcendental
critique,” since it “does not aim at the amplification of the cognitions
themselves, but only at their correction, and is to supply the touchstone
of the worth or worthlessness of all cognitions a priori.”®® Transcendental
critique must be distinguished from the “completed system of the phi-
losophy of pure reason,” but Kant insists that such a system is possible,
because its object “is not the nature of things, which is inexhaustible, but
the understanding, which judges about the nature of things, and this in
turn only in regard to its a priori cognition.”?® Because we do not need
to search for this cognition externally, in nature, but only in our own
understanding, he concludes that it “cannot remain hidden from us.”?” He
is also convinced that the quantity of this cognition is “small enough to
be completely recorded, its worth or worthlessness assessed, and subjected
to a correct appraisal,” so he does not think the scope of the search for
the a priori concepts that constitute transcendental philosophy and the a
priori cognitions that belong to the system of pure reason will pose any
impediment to completion of these systems.?

In the Introduction, Kant says transcendental philosophy is “only
an idea, for which the critique of pure reason is to outline the entire
plan architectonically, i.e., from principles, with a full guarantee for the
completeness and certainty of all the components that comprise this
edifice.”” This statement is meant to emphasize, again, the propaedeutic
nature of Kant’s critique and the incompleteness of the system of pure
reason. However, we get a glimpse of what Kant expected the completed
edifice of the system of pure reason to look like in the chapter on The
Architectonic of Pure Reason at the end of the first Critigue. There Kant
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proposes to complete the task of his critique by “merely outlining the
architectonic of all cognition from pure reason.”® He begins by drawing
distinctions between rational and empirical cognition, and then divides
rational cognition into cognition from concepts and cognition from the
construction of concepts, which allows him to distinguish philosophy from
mathematics. Philosophy is a system of rational cognition from concepts,
though it admits a distinction between a propaedeutic, which “investigates
the faculty of reason in regard to all pure a priori cognition,” and the
system of pure reason itself, which contains the entirety of “philosophical
cognition from pure reason in systematic interconnection.” Kant identi-
fies the former (propaedeutic) with critique and the latter (system) with
metaphysics. Metaphysics may be further divided into “the metaphysics
of the speculative and the practical use of pure reason and is therefore
either metaphysics of nature or metaphysics of morals.” Kant says the
former “contains all rational principles from mere concepts (hence with
the exclusion of mathematics) for the theoretical cognition of things; the
latter, the principles which determine action and omission a priori and
make them necessary.”! This appears to contradict Kant’s remarks about
practical philosophy in the Introduction, since it suggests that practical
concepts may be pure, rather than empirical, and, thus, may be included
in a system of pure reason. But he clarifies, later in the Architectonic, that
transcendental philosophy is a part of metaphysics in a “narrower sense,”
insofar as it “considers only the understanding and reason itself in a system
of all concepts and principles that are related to objects in general, without
assuming objects that would be given (Ontologia).” As such, it is only a
part of the science of metaphysics, which extends beyond transcendental
philosophy to include all of the principles of a priori cognition, whether
they are derived from the faculties of sensibility, the understanding, or
reason, and whether they are theoretical or practical. This conception of
the science of metaphysics is identical, in both form and content, to the
system of pure reason that Kant discussed in the Introduction.

In the years following the publication of the Critique of Pure Reason,
Kant pursued a number of different projects. He published a revised second
(B) edition of the first Critiqgue in 1787, which was soon followed by a
second Critique (Critique of Practical Reason, 1788) and a third Critique
(Critique of the Power of Judgment, 1790). He also published numerous
works on natural science, moral philosophy, religion, politics, and history,
many of which were popular, several of which were controversial, and
some of which were censored. He even began publishing textbooks based
on lecture courses he had delivered on anthropology (Anthropology from
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a Pragmatic Point of View, 1798), logic (Immanuel Kant’s Logic, 1800),
physical geography (Immanuel Kant’s Physical Geography, 1802), and
pedagogy (On Pedagogy, 1803). Yet he never published the Metaphysics
of Nature he promised in the first Critique, despite the fact that he had
published the Metfaphysical Foundations of Natural Science in 1786 and
had begun working on the transition between the metaphysical foundations
and the science of physics in 1796. Nor does the Metaphysics of Morals
that he published 1797 present an exhaustive account of all the a priori
principles of practical philosophy, as one would expect from a work with
that title. The incompleteness of the system Kant had described in his
Introduction and outlined in the Architectonic chapter was painfully obvious
to post-Kantian philosophers like Reinhold and Fichte, despite their initial
enthusiasm for Kant’s critique.

3. Reinhold’s Elementary Philosophy

Reinhold gained his reputation as a defender of Kant’s philosophy through
his Letters on the Kantian Philosophy (1786-1787, 1790, 1792), which first
appeared in Der Teutsche Merkur in 1786-1787. In his Letters, Reinhold
presents Kant’s critique as the solution to two problems. Following Kant,
Reinhold sees philosophy at the end of the eighteenth century as a “bat-
tleground of endless controversies,” in which philosophers have embroiled
themselves in pointless disputes, failed to answer the questions that matter
the most, and, as a result, diminished the authority of reason. The pan-
theism controversy, which set the defenders of rational philosophy against
the proponents of religious faith, was merely a local manifestation of a
more global crisis of faith in reason.®? Reinhold believed that both could
be resolved through Kant’s critique. By demonstrating the possibility of
metaphysics, the impossibility of an apodictic proof of God’s existence, and
the practical necessity of faith in morality and religion, Reinhold thought
Kant’s critique had shown both sides of the pantheism controversy, the
dogmatic rationalists as well as the religious skeptics, that philosophy could
do justice to competing claims and resolve its “endless controversies.”?
In the process, Reinhold thought Kant had determined which questions
philosophers could answer and which questions they could not, placing
the authority of reason on a firm foundation for the first time.

The popular success of Reinhold’s Letters won him Kant’s support and
a position as Professor Extraordinarius at the University of Jena, where he
began lecturing on Kant’s philosophy in 1787. In his essay “On What Has
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Been Happening with the Kantian Philosophy” (1789), Reinhold shifts his
focus from the salutary effects of Kant’s critique for morality and religion
to its theoretical achievements. He presents Kant’s critique as a response
to the decline of the Leibnizian-Wolffian philosophy and the rise of four
new systems: Spinozist dogmatism; supernaturalism, inspired by Pascal;
dogmatic skepticism, inspired by Hume; and a popular philosophy that
remains indifferent to abstruse metaphysical questions.®* Reinhold thinks
Kant’s first Critique refutes all these new systems by presenting a “complete
and perfectly satisfying theory of the human cognitive faculty, the only
possible source of universally accepted principles and the system of all sys-
tems founded on the nature of the human mind.” Reinhold contends that
materialism and spiritualism are both refuted by Kant’s critique, because
both depend on claims about the nature of things in themselves. Nor can
skepticism, in either its dogmatic or popular forms, be defended in the
face of the “universally valid” principles of Kant’s critique, which proves
that metaphysics is possible. Yet that does not mean Kant’s philosophy had
or would achieve universal acceptance. Reinhold compares Kant’s critique
to the Protestant Reformation, which threatened everything that was sup-
posed to be certain; Newtonian physics, whose mathematical sophistication
perplexed its supporters as well as its critics; and the rise of Cartesian and
Leibnizian-Wolffian philosophy, both of which were “initially rejected as
unconditionally as they were subsequently adopted and advanced.”® Given
these historical precedents, Reinhold does not think we should be surprised
that Kant’s critique has not been “universally accepted.””

Despite his praise for Kant’s critique, there is one point that Reinhold
thinks Kant has overlooked. At the end of “On What Has Been Happening,”
Reinhold accuses Kant of presenting a theory of the human cognitive
faculty that relies on a “merely presupposed” concept of representation
(Vorstellung), even though Kant appeals to that concept “on every page”
of the first Critique.®® This realization led Reinhold to write works like
his Essay on a New Theory of the Human Faculty of Representation
(1789), Contributions to the Correction of Previous Misunderstandings
of the Philosophers (1790/1794), and On the Foundation of Philosophi-
cal Knowledge (1791). Together, these works are often called Reinhold’s
“Elementary Philosophy” (Elementarphilosophie).*® Each one is meant to
define and defend the conception of representation that is missing from
Kant’s critique, relying solely on “consciousness as it functions in all people
according to basic laws.” After arguing, in his Essay on a New Theory, that
“it is absolutely impossible to reach agreement about the universally valid
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concept of the cognitive faculty while there is different thinking about the
nature of the faculty of representation,” Reinhold goes on to describe the
nature of this faculty and the conception of representation that is associated
with it.*! The faculty of representation is, for Reinhold, the set of inner
conditions that are necessary for representation.”? In the end, he identifies
the faculty of representation with consciousness, though he distinguishes
consciousness from both the object that is represented in consciousness
and the representing subject that possesses this consciousness.** The object
that is represented constitutes the content of a representation, while the
faculties of the representing subject determine the way that content will
be represented—as sensation, thought, intuition, concept, or idea. Still,
the subject and object of representation are both distinguished from one
another and related to each another in our consciousness of a represen-
tation, so Reinhold concludes that consciousness itself is the ultimate
condition of representation.

Reinhold repeatedly insists, in his Essay on a New Theory and in
later works, that consciousness cannot be defined and is impossible to
explain.** It is simply a fact that we are conscious and that the subject
and object of our consciousness are related in representation.”® Instead
of trying to define or explain this fact through other terms, Reinhold
argues, we should regard the terms that are employed in philosophical
discourse and the logic of its arguments as conscious representations. As
such, Reinhold thinks philosophical terms and arguments can be explained
by the principle of consciousness, which states that “in consciousness,
the subject distinguishes the representation from the subject and object
and relates the representation to both.”*® In his Contributions, Reinhold
calls this principle “the fundamental doctrine” and “first principle” of his
Elementary Philosophy, because it explains the content and form of all
our representations and cannot be explained by anything prior to our
consciousness of a representation. Even the term “representation” and the
claim “the principle of consciousness is the first principle of philosophy”
must be understood as conscious representations, consisting of a subject
and a object that are both distinguished and related by the subject in our
consciousness of each representation. Consciousness is, thus, immediate
and original.*” It is the source and condition of all representations, of all
cognitions, as well as the cognitive faculty that was the subject of Kant’s
critique. Since his Elementary Philosophy demonstrates a principle that
is more fundamental than any of the principles Kant demonstrates in the
first Critique, and upon which Kant’s critique can be shown to depend,
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Reinhold thinks the principle of consciousness justifies his claim to have
presented a truly “elementary” philosophy—a philosophy so basic and so
necessary for any other science that it can be identified with philosophy in
itself and as such, what Reinhold will call “philosophy without surnames”
in On the Foundation.*®

Reinhold’s Contributions and On the Foundation make the case
for the principle of consciousness as the first principle of all philosophy
and all science. Reinhold maintains, in these works, that Kant’s critique
is neither systematic nor scientific, because it is not grounded on a first
principle like the principle of consciousness. Kant’s distinction between
critique and system comes to represent, for Reinhold, the partiality and
uncertainty of his philosophy. For example, he argues in On the Foundation
that, however successful Kant was in “demonstrating that the foundation
of philosophical knowledge lies in the possibility of experience” in the
first Critique, he still cannot deny that “his newly uncovered foundation
fails to ground the whole of philosophical knowledge; on the contrary, it
can only ground one part of it.”* Reinhold explains that “the only part of
philosophical knowledge that Kant grounded is that philosophical science
properly called metaphysics,” which is “the science of objects proper, that
is to say, of objects that are distinguished in consciousness from all mere
representations or the properties of representations.”’® Kant’s critique
demonstrates that “any metaphysics not meant to be the science of objects
of possible experience is untenable, unfounded, and contradictory,” but it
remains merely a propaedeutic to the system and science of metaphysics,
because it does not contain the “first principle . . . to which metaphysics
owes its systematic unity and its rank as philosophical science.”' Reinhold
thinks he has provided this first principle, the principle of consciousness,
in his Elementary Philosophy. Consequently, he takes himself to have
completed what Kant’s critique began, and to have finally discovered “the
ultimate and proper foundation of philosophy” as a system and a science.?

The beginning of the second (1794) volume of the Contributions
suggests that “the only possible system of scientific philosophy without
surnames” is still “to come” (kzinftige) and can only be constructed “bit
by bit” (nach und nach). Reinhold could be said to have made some prog-
ress toward the completion of his system through the discussions of the
foundations of morality, religion, and taste in the second volume of his
Contributions; however, he does not derive any of these foundations from the
principle of consciousness, so their relation to the Elementary Philosophy
as a whole remains unclear. His subsequent vacillations between Fichtean
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idealism (1798), the realism of C. G. Bardili (1800), and the philosophy of
language in his later works (1806) further suggest that Reinhold’s Elemen-
tary Philosophy suffered the same fate as Kant’s critique—a propaedeutic
to an unfinished system.

4. Fichte’s Wissenschaftslehre

Like Reinhold, Fichte first became known to the German public as a Kan-
tian. In 1792, he anonymously published his Atfempt at a Critique of All
Revelation, in which he tries to demonstrate the possibility of revelation
from a priori principles and establish the criteria necessary for distinguishing
true revelations from false ones.?® The work was thought by many to be
Kant’s own, until Kant publicly identified Fichte as the author in a letter
he published in the Allegemeine Literatur Zeitung.>* On the strength of
this publication, and the apparent endorsement of Kant’s statement con-
cerning its authorship, Fichte was appointed to the position Reinhold had
vacated at the University of Jena when he moved to Kiel in 1793. Before he
took up his new position, however, Fichte spent several months in Zurich
studying Reinhold’s Elementary Philosophy. Fichte’s notes from this period
are contained in his Personal Meditations on Elementary Philosophy/
Practical Philosophy (1793/1794), which show a great deal of sympathy for
Reinhold’s philosophy, but also reveal his concerns about the principle of
consciousness. At several points in the Personal Meditations, Fichte notes
that the principle of consciousness seems to presuppose the concept of the
“l.” He also points out that the concepts of the self, consciousness, and
representation depend on one another and constitute a circle, instead of
being derived from a single foundational principle.%

Fichte’s ambivalence about Reinhold became public in a review of
Gottlob Ernst Schulze’s Aenesidemus, Or Concerning the Foundations
of Professor Reinhold’s Elementary Philosophy, Together with a Defense
of Skepticism Against the Pretensions of the Critique of Reason (1792).
Schulze had raised a number of objections to Reinhold’s principle of con-
sciousness, noting, first, that it is “not an absolutely first principle,” since
it is a proposition and, as such, its validity is established by logic and, at
the most basic level, by the principle of non-contradiction; second, that
the principle of consciousness is “not a proposition completely determined
through itself,” because it is determined by the distinctions and relations
between the subjects and objects of our representations; and, finally, that
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the principle of consciousness does not “express a fact” that is beyond
definition or explanation.’ Fichte responds to each of these objections in
his review. He argues that Reinhold is right to think that the principle of
non-contradiction is founded on the principle of consciousness, since the
formal validity of logic must be established through an examination of the
relation between the subject and object of a representation in conscious-
ness.”” Fichte also defends Reinhold against the charge that the principle
of consciousness is not self-determining on the grounds that distinctions
and relations must be understood through the concepts of identity and
difference, which are grounded in our consciousness of a representation.
It is only within this consciousness, and not outside it, that the distinc-
tions and relations between the subject and object of a representation
can be determined.®® However, Fichte will concede that Schulze is right
when he says that the principle of consciousness cannot be regarded as a
“fact” of consciousness. Fichte says he is “convinced that the principle of
consciousness is a theorem which is based on another first principle, from
which, however, the principle of consciousness can be strictly derived, a
priori, and independently of all experience.” “Such a principle does not
have to express a fact,” he continues, “it can also express an act.”®® The
rest of his review suggests that the first principle to which he refers is
an act of intellectual intuition through which the subject an object of
empirical representation are “originally posited” in our consciousness by
an “absolute subject.”®! Although this act differs in important ways from
Reinhold’s principle of consciousness, Fichte thinks it performs the same
function as Reinhold’s principle. As the ultimate condition of the possi-
bility of representation, it can be regarded as the first principle of all of
philosophy as a system and a science.

Fichte published Concerning the Concept of the Wissenschaftslehre
(1794) as an introduction to the system that would be based on his new
first principle. In the Preface, he pays tribute to Kant’s “spirit of genius”
as well as Reinhold’s “systematic spirit” before introducing his own system,
which goes by the name Wissenschaftslehre. This title could be translated
literally as “Doctrine of Science,” but Fichte often says it could simply be
called “science” (die Wissenschaft) or “the science of science in general”
(die Wissenschaft von einer Wissenschaft tiberhaupt).5? Instead of trying
to survey the whole of his “science of science” in Concerning the Concept,
Fichte presents the work as a “critique” similar to Kant’s Critique of Pure
Reason. According to Fichte, critique is “not metaphysics, but lies beyond
metaphysics. It is related to metaphysics in exactly the same way that
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metaphysics is related to the ordinary point of view, and metaphysics is
itself explained by critique.”®® This is actually a novel conception of critique,
because it implies that a critique is not merely a propaedeutic to a system,
but rather that it has an explanatory function. Instead of formulating and
presenting the basic principles from which subsequent principles can be
derived, Fichte thinks his “critique” of the Wissenschaftslehre “describes
the relation of the Wissenschaftslehre to ordinary knowledge and to those
sciences which are possible from the standpoint of ordinary knowledge,
and it describes this in terms of the content of knowledge.”® To this end,
Fichte focuses on the form and content of scientific knowledge; the need
for an absolutely certain first principle; how such a principle can be demon-
strated; and how the principles of every other science can be derived from
an absolutely first principle. He does not develop his account of the act
that posits a representation in consciousness and distinguishes the subject
(I) and object (not-I) of that representation. Nor does Fichte defend his
reference to intellectual intuition in the Review of Aenesidemus from the
objections Kant, Reinhold, and their followers might have raised against
the appeal to a faculty whose existence Kant had denied in the Crifique
of Pure Reason.®® Those arguments are reserved for a later presentation of
the Wissenschaftslehre, because Fichte thinks they are part of the Wissen-
schaftslehre and would, as such, be out of place in a critique that explains
what it means for the Wissenschaftslehre to be a “science of science.”

It could be argued that Fichte never finished his Wissenschaftslehre,
just as Kant never finished the system of pure reason he promised in the
first Critiqgue. Unlike Kant, however, Fichte attempted, on a number of
different occasions, to present the whole of his “science of science.” His
first attempt, published as Foundations of the Entire Wissenschaftslehre
(1794-1795), contains extensive discussions of the “first, absolutely uncon-
ditioned principle” of the Wissenschaftslehre along with the foundational
principles of theoretical and practical philosophy. It is in this work that
Fichte defends the claims he first advanced in the Review of Aenesidemus,
arguing, for example, that the act of self-positing by the absolute I consti-
tutes the “absolutely unconditioned first principle” of the Wissenschaftslehre,
because all human knowledge depends on the existence of consciousness
(I am) and its identity (I am I) to determine the form and content of the
relationship between the subject (I) and object (not-I) of our representations.
Unless we recognize this act of self-positing as the ultimate condition of
all knowledge, Fichte thinks we are doomed to a kind of dogmatism that
denies our freedom and turns the subject into an object—a conclusion that

printed on 2/12/2023 1:53 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

124 | J. Colin McQuillan

Fichte believes even the most consistent dogmatist, like Spinoza, could
not actually accept.®® Similarly, he argues that this first principle must be
given through intellectual intuition, because any thought or action can be
shown, upon reflection, to depend on an immediate awareness of oneself,
not only as the subject that represents an object, but as the consciousness
that unites subject and object within itself, through its own activity—a
position that Fichte identifies with idealism, the counterpoint to Spinozist
dogmatism.®” It is on the basis of these arguments that Fichte proceeds to
discuss the principles of theoretical philosophy, which explain the reciprocal
determination of subject (I) and object (not-I) in any act of representation;
and practical philosophy, which concern the activity of the subject (I) to
determine the object (not-I) in accordance with its own ends.%®

Instead of proceeding to a more articulated division of the kinds and
parts of theoretical and practical philosophy, Fichte’s next contribution to
the Wissenschaftslehre presented the same material according to a new
method. He hoped this would make his work more comprehensible to those
who remained unconvinced by the Foundations, but he apparently failed
to achieve this lofty goal. Fichte abandoned his Atfempt at a New Presen-
tation of the Wissenschaftslehre (1797) after publishing two introductions
and a first chapter. Subsequent presentations of the Wissenschaftslehre
suffered the same fate. Even if Fichte was convinced that his deductions
were “universally valid,” they never attained the “universal acceptance” he
thought they deserved, so, instead of moving on and completing his system,
he returned to the same material again and again in a futile attempt to
make his readers understand.

5. Critique, System, Science

Kant responded to the charges, leveled by Reinhold and Fichte, that he had
failed to complete the system he had promised in his “Declaration Con-
cerning Fichte’s Wissenschaftslehre” (1799). Kant’s Declaration, published
in the same journal in which he had identified Fichte as the author of the
Attempt at a Critique of All Revelation, denounces the Wissenschaftslehre
as a “totally indefensible system” and maintains that the “pure theory of
science (reine Wissenschaftslehre) is nothing more than logic, which is
purely formal and cannot lead to any material knowledge of objects, and
is, therefore, completely inadequate to the task of constructing a system
and science of metaphysics. Kant also declares the charge that “I have
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intended to publish only a propaedeutic to transcendental philosophy and
not the actual system of this philosophy” to be “incomprehensible,” since
“I have praised the completed whole of pure philosophy in the Critique
of Pure Reason as the best indication of its truth.”” It remains unclear
whether Kant now wants his readers to think the first Critigue contains
the completed system of pure reason or whether his affirmation of the
possibility of completing such a system in the first Critique is to be treated
as evidence of his commitment to going beyond a mere propaedeutic. The
former would contradict a number of statements he made in the first Cri-
tique, where Kant explicitly said that his critique was only a propaedeutic
to the system of pure reason and the science of metaphysics, but it was
defended by several of Kant’s followers.™ The latter would highlight his
failure to complete the Metaphysics of Nature and the gap that separates
the Metaphysics of Morals he had published in 1797 and the one he had
promised in the Architectonic chapter of the first Critique. Neither of
these interpretations would have satisfied his critics, nor did they stop the
German idealists from pursuing new and even more radical conceptions
of system and science than Reinhold and Fichte.

Kant’s praise for “the completed whole of pure philosophy” would not
have satisfied Reinhold, because, no matter how much Reinhold admired
Kant, and no matter how much he had already departed from the orig-
inal plan for his Elementary Philosophy by the time Kant published his
Declaration, the point of Reinhold’s criticism is that a propaedeutic is not
enough. Kant had failed to complete the system of pure reason his critique
had not only praised but promised. Even if Kant had made more progress
toward the completion of The Metaphysics of Nature and The Metaphysics
of Morals than he actually did, Reinhold’s criticism still would have argued
that Kant’s critique had not laid their foundation properly.

Kant’s system was supposed to be grounded in a small set of a priori
principles, which he took to be satisfactory, as long as their universality and
necessity could be demonstrated and other a priori principles of theoretical
and practical philosophy could be derived from them. Reinhold’s concep-
tion of a system was more radically foundationalist than Kant’s. Reinhold
thinks a system should be—indeed, has to be—derived from a single, first
principle—a principle that not only precedes every other principle in the
system, but determines them, without having been determined by them.
This poses numerous challenges for the construction and defense of the
Elementary Philosophy, since Reinhold insists that its first principle have
to precede and determine the validity of basic logical principles such as
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the principle of non-contradiction. Yet he still insists, at least during the
late 1780s and early 1790s, that the principle of consciousness could meet
this challenge and ground a system in a way that Kant’s critique could
not. That is why, in a chapter on the relationship between his theory of
the faculty of representation and Kant’s critique in the first volume of the
Contributions (1790), Reinhold argues that the principle of consciousness
is prior to Kant’s accounts of sensibility, concepts, and ideas in the first
Critique.™ It is also the reason why Reinhold thinks his Elementary Philos-
ophy remains faithful to the spirit of Kant’s critique. By providing Kant’s
critique, and, indeed, all of philosophy with a foundation, the Elementary
Philosophy is taking an important step toward the completion of the system
of “pure philosophy” that Kant had outlined in the Critique of Pure Reason.

It is likely that Fichte would have echoed these sentiments, though he
would have had additional reasons to object to Kant’s Declaration. Fichte
follows Reinhold in maintaining that even the most basic logical principles,
like the principle of non-contradiction, have to be derived from a more basic
philosophical principle, so he would reject Kant’s claim that the “pure the-
ory of science” (reine Wissenschaftslehre) is “nothing more than logic.” He
would also reject Kant’s claim that the Wissenschaftslehre is “purely formal”
and “cannot lead to any material knowledge of objects.” Fichte insists, in
Concerning the Concept, that “a science is supposed to be something unified
and whole,” so he denies that the Wissenschaftslehre is “purely formal.””
Indeed, he maintains that the Wissenschaftslehre grounds both the formal
and material dimensions of science, its method as well as its content, since
both are necessary for scientific knowledge. Fichte also contends that the
Wissenschaftslehre provides the foundational principles necessary for knowl-
edge of objects and discusses these principles at length in the second part
of the Foundations, which is devoted to theoretical philosophy.

However, Fichte also thinks it is necessary for the Wissenschaftslehre
to go beyond these principles to explain “the possibility of any first prin-
ciples whatsoever—to show how, to what extent, under what conditions,
and perhaps to what degree anything at all can be certain, as well as what
the phrase ‘fo be certain’ means.”™ It is this explanation that makes the
Wissenschaftslehre critical, since Fichte thinks a critique concerns “the
possibility, the real meaning, and the rules governing such a science” as
philosophy or metaphysics.” Thus it could be argued that, in addition to
failing to complete the system of pure reason that he announced in the
first Critique, Kant also failed to make metaphysics a science because
he misunderstood the conditions under which a part of philosophy like
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metaphysics could become a science. For Fichte, the ultimate foundation
of scientific knowledge is not the pure forms of intuition or the pure
concepts of the understanding, but a free act of the absolute I that posits
both the I and the not-I, their differences as well as their relations. Even if
Fichte’s account of this act is inspired by Kant and remains “in the spirit”
of Kant’s critique, it also implies that Kant’s critique remains incomplete
both as a theory of science and as a system.
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Schelling’s Philosophical Letters
on Doctrine and Critique

G. ANTHONY BRUNO

My whole tendency and I believe the tendency of all men who ever tried
to write or talk Ethics or Religion was to run against the boundaries
of language. This running against the walls of our cage is perfectly,
absolutely hopeless. Ethics so far as it springs from the desire to say
something about the ultimate meaning of life, the absolute good, the
absolute valuable, can be no science. What it says does not add to our
knowledge in any sense. But it is a document of a tendency in the
human mind which I personally cannot help respecting deeply and I
would not for my life ridicule it.

—Wittgenstein, “A Lecture on Ethics™

I can only say: I don’t belittle this human tendency; I take my hat off
to it. And here it is essential that this is not a sociological description
but that I speak for myself.

—Wittgenstein, in Waismann, “Notes on Talks with Wittgenstein”?

1. Introduction

In 1795 and 1796, Schelling published an essay in two parts in Philosoph-
ical Journal of a Society of German Scholars, co-edited by Fichte and
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Niethammer. While they appeared under the familiar title Philosophical Let-
ters on Dogmatism and Criticism (Philosophische Briefe iiber Dogmatismus
und Kriticismus), the first part was originally entitled Philosophical Letters
on Dogmaticism and Criticism (Philosophische Briefe iiber Dogmaticismus
und Kriticismus). Without informing Schelling, Niethammer replaced
“Dogmaticism” with “Dogmatism,” assuming the author had intended a
term more common among philosophers and germane to readers of Kant.?
Additionally, the text’s English translation mistranslates “Dogmaticismus”
as “dogmatism” at two key junctures.* These historical matters obscure
what is, in fact, an important philosophical matter, namely, Schelling’s
appropriation of Kant’s distinction between critique and doctrine in the
former’s attack on dogmaticism.

The Letters repurpose Kant’s distinction in response to the surging
interest in philosophical systematicity in Germany in the 1780s and 1790s.
They argue that a system is constituted by “perpetual striving,” an activity
whose goal is “the object of an endless task.” According to Schelling, critique
furnishes the method of striving for any system, including dogmatism—by
which he means Spinozism. Critique secures this method by investigating
the subject’s essence, namely, the freedom by which she lives the system of
her choice. Critique accordingly favors no system, not even criticism—by
which Schelling means Fichteanism. By contrast, dogmaticism flouts critique
by asserting the actual attainment of doctrinal or systematic knowledge.
Dogmaticism mistakes a system for “an object of knowledge” rather than
“an object of freedom,” indulging a delusion to which Schelling thinks
critics and dogmatists—Fichteans and Spinozists—are equally susceptible.

Removing publication and translation errors surrounding the Letfers
reveals that whereas “dogmatism” and “criticism” refer to the systems of
Spinoza and Fichte involved in the pantheism controversy of the late eigh-
teenth century, “dogmaticism” invokes one of Kant’s chief methodological
distinctions. As we will see, Schelling relies on the distinction between
critique and doctrine in asserting that the Crifique of Pure Reason provides
the “universal methodology” by which alone Spinozism and Fichteanism
may be authentic systems for living.”

In section 2, I articulate Kant’s distinction between critique and
doctrine. In section 3, I explicate Fichte’s claim for the identity of critique
and doctrine, which rests on his idea of intellectual intuition. In sections
4 and 5, T account for Schelling’s rejection of Fichte’s identity claim by
reconstructing the Letfers’ two-step argument that critique concerns the
spirit in which one pursues a system and that this pursuit is inconsistent
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with intellectual intuition. According to this argument, a system is nothing
beyond our activity of striving to realize it practically—nothing beyond
its livability—and insofar as intellectual intuition feigns this activity’s
completion—its achievement of a doctrine—it is dogmaticist and thus
unlivable. We will see that this argument expresses the Letffers’ metaphil-
osophical pluralism, a commitment to the valid multiplicity of systems,
which Schelling defends often throughout his career.

2. Kant’s Distinction

In the Preface to the first Crifigue, Kant provides a definition of a critique
of reason that is meant to orient the reader through the text as a whole.
He says that our power of judgment demands of reason “the most difficult
of all its tasks, namely, that of self-knowledge, and to institute a court of
justice, by which reason may secure its rightful claims while dismissing
all its groundless pretensions, and this not by mere decrees but according
to its own eternal and unchangeable laws; and this court is none other
than the critique of pure reason itself.”® Self-knowledge is described in
this definition as the absence of delusion regarding the claims to which
reason is entitled. Self-knowledge is furthermore portrayed as emerging
from a trial in which reason’s claims are pressed for their entitlement. So
defined, a critique of reason may appear to consist strictly in providing a
transcendental deduction in response to the question quid juris regarding
reason’s right to the categories, a right which grounds the possibility of
judgments that are universal and necessary yet ampliative. This appearance
would agree with the idea that the first Critigue must solve what, in the
Introduction, Kant calls the “real problem of pure reason,” namely, the
possibility of synthetic a priori judgments.®

However, Kant clarifies his definition in the next sentence: “by this
I do not understand a critique of books and systems, but a critique of the
faculty of reason in general, in respect of all the cognitions after which
reason might strive independently of all experience, and hence the decision
about the possibility or impossibility of a metaphysics in general, and the
determination of its sources, as well as its extent and boundaries, all, how-
ever, from principles.”!® According to this clarification, critique includes,
yet exceeds, the “real problem of pure reason,” for while it must solve this
problem by determining the “sources” of reason’s a priori cognitions, it
must also determine the “boundaries” of such cognitions. As Kant says in
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the Discipline of Pure Reason, “philosophy consists precisely in knowing
its bounds.”!! Thus, the sort of self-knowledge attained through critique is
knowledge of oneself within one’s proper cognitive limitations.

Kant’s full definition of a critique of reason helps to clarify his later
assertion that “without critique” nothing can “bring [us] to self-knowledge.”*?
It also serves to contextualize his distinction between critique and doctrine.

In the Preface and Introduction, Kant assigns critique a methodological
function. He says that critique aims “to transform the accepted procedure
of metaphysics,” calling it a “method” that “catalogues the entire outline
of the science of metaphysics, both in respect of its boundaries and in
respect of its entire internal structure.””® This method assesses “the worth
or worthlessness of all cognitions a priori,” which has the “negative” utility
of correcting the use of pure reason. Critique thus differs from doctrine,
which, beyond a mere corrective, purports to amplify cognitions of pure
reason through an organon. Whereas cataloging the a priori principles of
reason’s correct use yields a “canon,” an “organon of pure reason would be
a sum total of those principles in accordance with which all pure a priori
cognitions can be acquired and actually brought about. The exhaustive
application of such an organon would create a system of pure reason.” By
asserting the “exhaustive application” of a priori principles in an organon,
a doctrine lays claim to metaphysics as a science. Critique, by contrast, is
simply “the propaedeutic to the system of pure reason.”™*

Doctrine expresses what Kant calls the “prejudice” that speculative
reason can make progress in metaphysics without critique, a prejudice
he labels “dogmatism.””® Dogmatism is a state of self-delusion in which
reason’s habit of “groundless pretensions” “leads to groundless assertions”
and “thus to skepticism.”'® Hence, it impairs philosophy’s “aim of reveal-
ing the deceptions of a reason that misjudges its own boundaries and of
bringing the self-conceit of speculation back to modest but thorough self-
knowledge by means of a sufficient illumination of our concepts.”” Without
self-knowledge secured through critique, reason’s maturation stalls at the
“childhood” of dogmatism.'®

Kant connects the foregoing concepts in the Analytic of Principles:
“although, for the expansion of the role of the understanding in the field
of pure cognitions a priori, hence as a doctrine, philosophy seems entirely
unnecessary or rather ill-suited, since after all its previous attempts little
or no territory has been won, yet as critique . . . philosophy with all of its
perspicacity and art of scrutiny is called up (even though its utility is then
only negative).”® The endless controversies and inevitable skepticism to

printed on 2/12/2023 1:53 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

Schelling’s Philosophical Letters on Doctrine and Critique | 137

which dogmatism leads show that philosophy, which consists in “knowing
its bounds,” is best suited for self-knowledge rather than self-delusion—for
critique instead of doctrine.

3. Fichte’s Identity Claim

Although Fichte claims to inherit the spirit of Kant’s philosophy, he pred-
icates his Wissenschaftslehre on identifying critique and doctrine, not dif-
ferentiating them. It is crucial to grasp Fichte’s argument for this identity
claim if we are to comprehend Schelling’s defense of Kant’s distinction in
the Lefters. First, in 1794 Schelling publishes and sends Fichte On the
Possibility of a Form of Philosophy in General, which is indebted to Fichte’s
On the Concept of the Wissenschaftslehre published that year. Fichte then
sends Schelling fascicles of Foundations of the Entire Wissenschaftslehre,
inspiring Schelling in 1795 to write Of the I as Principle of Philosophy.
Thus, by the time Schelling writes the Leffers, he is steeped in Fichte’s
work. Second, the Letfers attack the idea of intellectual intuition and the
idea that critique secures more than the method for philosophy. Since both
of these ideas support Fichte’s argument for the identity of critique and
doctrine, their development in his early Jena texts bears considerably on
our understanding of Schelling’s rejection of the identity claim.

We can see in a prefatory way that the Wissenschaftslehre is critical,
insofar as it defines our “first demand” as the turn toward the first-person
standpoint, yet doctrinal, insofar as it sets as our first “task” the grounding
of a systematic account of experience on a first principle.?’ On the one
hand, it is by a critical turn inward that we determine the conditions of
experience. Our first demand is thus, not only the Kantian requirement of
securing reason’s right to its claims, but the equally Kantian requirement
of regarding reason as self-determining in the deduction of this right, as
subject and object of critique. As Fichte says in On the Concept, his science
“is not something that exists independently of us and without our help. On
the contrary, it is something which can only be produced by the freedom
of our mind.””! On the other hand, critique is not merely the propaedeutic
to a system. Fichte transforms critique into a system grounded on a first
principle, namely, the absolute freedom of reason or “the 1.”?? Enshrining
freedom as a first principle is necessary to refute dogmatism, the system
that nihilistically rules out human freedom. Fichte describes dogmatism
in the Foundations as “appealing to the supposedly higher concept of the
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thing” or “the not-1.” Positing such a principle is “franscendent, since it
goes on beyond the I. So far as dogmatism can be consistent, Spinozism
is its most logical outcome.”” Dogmatism is refutable only if philosophy’s
first principle can be known to be the I and the Wissenschaftslehre thereby
proven to be the one true doctrine.

Positing a first principle depends, as Fichte says in the 1797/98
Attempt at a New Presentation of the Wissenschaftslehre, on the kind of
person one is.?* This may tempt us to ascribe to him the view that one may
legitimately endorse dogmatism and genuinely live as a Spinozist. Yet we
find that, for Fichte, one is either a willful or a failed idealist. In the Foun-
dations, he says that there is “no explaining how any thinker should ever
have been able to go beyond the I . . . if we did not encounter a practical
datum which completely accounts for this phenomenon. It was a practical
datum . . . which drove the dogmatist on beyond the I ... namely, the
feeling of a necessary subordination and unity of the entire not-I under
the practical laws of the 1.7 A dogmatist cannot explain how to transcend
the first-person standpoint of the I, for her philosophy expresses a “prac-
tical datum” that conflicts with her nihilistic view, namely, her feeling
of freedom, of “a necessary subordination” of the world to her “practical
laws.” Her very act of positing the not-I as first principle betrays this datum
insofar as she seeks to reconcile the world with her practical perspective.
As Fichte says in the New Presentation, something in a dogmatist’s “inner
self” agrees with her idealist opponent.?® Thus, although one cannot be
forced to accept idealism, as this acceptance “depends on freedom,”?” and
while one can at most be “summoned”® to embrace one’s freedom, the
dogmatist undermines her system through the performative contradiction
of positing a principle that rules out this practical datum. Fichte concludes
that the “only type of philosophy that remains possible is idealism,” from
which it follows that a person must either rise to “the level of idealism”
and act in good faith or else fail to do so and live in bad faith.?

Embracing freedom is a cognitive act that Fichte calls “intellectual
intuition.” This term does not appear in the Foundations. Fichte introduces
it in his 1794 review of Schulze’s 1792 Aenesidemus and develops it, after
Schelling’s Letters, in the 1796-99 Wissenschaftslehre Nova Methodo lectures
and in the New Presentation. However, we can see that the concept behind
the term is at work in the Foundations if we consider Fichte’s description
of philosophy’s first principle in the Aenesidermus review.

As Paul Franks has shown, Schulze’s attack on Reinhold in Aeneside-
mus elicits Fichte’s qualified concession.’® Fichte agrees that Reinhold’s
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principle—that every act of consciousness is mediated by representa-
tion—cannot be a first principle. But he denies that this is because, as
Schulze holds, the mind must be immediately conscious of objects as
transcendentally real. Rather, Fichte argues that acts of consciousness
mediated by representation form a regress unless the mind has immediate
awareness of a single unconditioned ground. Reinhold’s principle cannot
express this ground, for it asserts that consciousness is always mediated by
representation, which means that grasping this principle is itself mediated
by representation. But representation, Fichte says, is “empirically given”
and so conditioned: Reinhold’s principle is thereby homogeneous with
what it conditions, which forms a regress.3! Thus, it cannot express an
unconditioned ground.

Fichte’s review locates philosophy’s first principle in “an Act” of the
I, which the Foundations will describe as “that Act which does not and
cannot appear among the empirical states of our consciousness, but rather
lies at the basis of all consciousness and alone makes it possible.” In the
review, he says that the I is “posited” and “realized through intellectual
intuition, through the 7 am, and indeed, through the I simply am, because I
am.”® This prefigures his formulation in the Foundations that “the I exists
because it posits itself, and posits itself because it exists.”* Finally, Fichte’s
claim against Schulze that “[o]Jur knowledge can extend no further” than
intellectual intuition of the I is echoed in the Foundations’ claim that the
I's self-positing is the principle of “all human knowledge.” Thus, while the
term recedes briefly in the early Jena period, the concept of intellectual
intuition plays a crucial role in the Foundations.

For a detailed account of intellectual intuition, however, we must
look to the Nova Methodo. As we saw, proving that idealism is the one true
doctrine depends on positing a principle that expresses an unconditioned
ground. To this end, Fichte summons us to think the I and to observe
that, whatever we represent, the I is active in this. Grasping the concept
of the I as essentially active allows us then to observe that, in thinking
this very concept, “the thinking subject and the object one is thinking of,
the thinker and the thought, are here one and the same.”® We overcome
both subjective and objective conditions in thinking the I, for, in doing so,
subject and object are inseparable. As Fichte says in the Foundations, the
I is both “the active, and what the activity brings about.”” Cognizing the
I as “a subject-object” thus secures an unconditioned ground. Fichte calls
this cognition “intellectual intuition.” It apprehends the I's “self-positing,”
the freedom whereby it pervades all representation.®® This apprehension is
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intellectual, since it does not depend on passive sensation, yet intuitive,
since it is not mediated by either subjective or objective conditions.*

In an 1801 reply to Kant’s 1799 public repudiation of the Wissenschaft-
slehre,” Fichte clarifies that his use of “intellectual intuition” is meant to
signify apprehension, not of an object, but of reason’s own activity. It is, he
says, “cognition of reason itself by means of reason itself.” Although this
recalls Kant’s view of critique as a kind of self-knowledge, and while Fichte
attributes this idea’s “discovery” to Kant, he adds that Kant “failed to carry
it through to completion,” namely, by converting critique into a “system”
or doctrine.”! How does intellectual intuition facilitate this conversion?

In his review, Fichte chides Schulze for demanding a thing-in-itself
outside the I's activity: “[the I] is the circle within which every finite under-
standing, that is, every understanding that we can conceive, is necessarily
confined. Anyone who wants to escape from this circle does not understand
himself and does not know what he wants. . . . Within this circle, on the
other hand, [critique] furnishes us with the greatest coherence in all of our
knowledge.”® The idea of the thing-in-itself is “a piece of whimsy, a pipe
dream, [and] a non-thought” insofar as it feigns a faculty “different from
ours.”® This agrees with Kant’s view that critique corrects the self-delusion
by which one craves an alien perspective: “complaints . . . that we do not
understand through pure reason what the things that appear to us might
be in themselves . . . are entirely improper and irrational; for they would
have us be able to cognize things, thus intuit them, even without senses,
consequently they would have it that we have a faculty of cognition entirely
distinct from the human not merely in degree but even in intuition and
kind, and thus that we ought to be not humans but beings that we can-
not even say are possible, let alone how they are constituted.”** Despite
their idealist accord, however, Fichte rejects Kant’s insistence on thinking
the thing-in-itself. In such thinking, “one always thinks of oneself, as an
intellect striving to know the thing.”*® The idea of the thing-in-itself is
“nothing but another way of looking at the I"*® and is otherwise “a pure
invention which possesses no reality whatsoever.”*” Critique rightly confines
us to the circle of the I's activity, but it errs in retaining the idea of the
thing-in-itself. But what exactly is Kant’s error, given that he denies this
idea any actuality and regulatively rehabilitates it for theoretical reason’s
systematic ends?

According to Fichte, the idea of the thing-in-itself is the remnant of
a needless deception. In the Transcendental Dialectic, Kant describes tran-
scendental illusion as the “natural and unavoidable” confusion of the “sub-

printed on 2/12/2023 1:53 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

Schelling’s Philosophical Letters on Doctrine and Critique | 141

jective necessity of a connection of our concepts” with “objective necessity
in the determination of things in themselves.”® It is the illusion that we
know, not appearances, but “things in general in a systematic doctrine.”
Fichte denies that we can diagnose an illusion without thereby removing
it: “[Kant refers to] a deception that continually recurs, despite the fact
that one knows that it is a deception. . . . To know that one is deceived
and yet to remain deceived: this is not a state of conviction and harmony
with oneself; instead it is a state of serious inner conflict.”® Transcendental
illusion is a deception that can be “completely extirpated,” for we ourselves
have “invented” the thing-in-itself,! and must be extirpated, on pain of a
divided standpoint in which, as Kant himself admits, we “irremediably” chase
“false hopes,” “even after we have exposed the mirage.”? Once we see that
appearances compose “our commonly shared truth,” the “false philosophy”
of the thing-in-itself “will fall away—like scales from our eyes—never to
recur again.”” The Wissenschaftslehre presents critique freed from this idea,
having refuted the system grounded on the thing-in-itself, that is, on the
dogmatist’s not-I. As we saw, it does so by means of intellectual intuition.
This, then, is how intellectual intuition converts critique into a doctrine: in
cognizing the I as the absolute ground of experience, it decisively vindicates
a system that is no longer threatened either by Spinozistic dogmatism or
by transcendental illusion.

4. Schelling’s First Premise

Freedom is the practical datum expressed by positing any first principle,
a datum that apparently refutes Spinozism. This insight inspires Fichte to
defend our intellectual intuition of the I as the ground of the sole possible
system, from which he infers the identity of critique and doctrine. In the
Letters, Schelling argues that critique strictly concerns our endless striving
for doctrine and that intellectual intuition is only the pretense of achieving
this goal. We will see that this two-step argument supports his rejection
of Fichte’s identity claim.
In the Fifth Letter, Schelling declares,

Nothing, it seems to me, proves more strikingly how little of the
spirit of the Critique of Pure Reason the majority have grasped
than the almost universal belief that the Critique of Pure Rea-
son belongs to one system alone, since it precisely must be the
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peculiarity of a critique of reason that it can favour no system
exclusively, but rather must either truly establish, or at least
prepare, a canon for all. Of course, the universal methodology
belongs to a canon for a// systems as a necessary part; but noth-
ing worse can befall such a work than if one takes the method
that it sets up for all systems as the system itself. . . . [T]he
Critique of Pure Reason is not destined to establish any one
system exclusively. . . . Rather, as far as I understand it, it is
destined precisely to deduce from the essence of reason the
possibility of two directly opposed systems and to establish a
system of criticism (conceived in its completion) or, better said,
of idealism as well as, directly opposing it, a system of dogma-
tism or of realism. . . . The Critigue of Pure Reason alone is
or contains the actual doctrine of science [Wissenschaftslehre]
because it is valid for all science.*

This passage wrests from Fichte both the claim to critique and the title of
Wissenschaftslehre, ascribing them to the “canon” and “method” whereby
criticism and dogmatism can with equal validity be pursued. I will examine
in turn the premises that lead to this conclusion.

To advance the premise that critique concerns our striving for doc-
trine, Schelling reassesses the practical datum that Fichte discerns in the
dogmatist. Rather than dismiss her feeling of freedom as self-refuting,
Schelling situates it within a “consistent dogmatistic ethics.”® In the
Fifth Letter, he asks, “why did Spinoza present his philosophy in a system
of ethics? Certainly he did not do so in vain. Of him, one can really say:
‘he lived in his system.” But surely he also thought of it as more than a
theoretical castle in the sky, in which a spirit like his could hardly have
found the calm and the ‘heaven in understanding’ in which he so visibly
lived and moved.” Spinoza’s is an ethics in that it offers a way of living
in accord with nature by rendering nature fully intelligible. Systematic
knowledge of nature is the “highest good” for Spinoza because the mind
is active to the extent that it understands: the more it knows, the more
it acts from virtue.’” Instead of the nihilism that appalls Fichte, Schelling
sees in dogmatism the desire common to all systems: to live in systematic
knowledge of the world.®® As he says in the Seventh Letter, dogmatism,
“like any other ethics,” aims to solve “the problem of the existence of
the world.” Schelling thus reserves for Spinoza a capacity that Fichte
unqualifiedly denies to him, namely, action. This is why he ascribes “vol-
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untary annihilation” to dogmatism, for although Spinoza concludes that
we are not free, he is moved by an active “love of the infinite” to live
out his doctrine.® By drawing attention to the “practical intention” that
drives Spinoza’s ethics, Schelling underscores what the practical datum of
dogmatism shares with that of criticism.®

Stressing Spinoza’s practical starting point may appear to ignore his
necessitarian conclusions. However, dogmatism can no more definitively
prove its conclusions than can criticism, for this requires intellectual
intuition, which, as Schelling’s second premise will show, is unlivable.

Returning to the first premise, if we grant that dogmatism and
criticism both start from a desire for systematic knowledge, why should
we regard critique as investigating this practical datum, rather than the
bounds of our cognitive faculty? Schelling claims that adducing the “weak-
ness” of this faculty affords merely a privative conception of our essence,
on the basis of which we cannot fully lay claim to the laws of experience.
By contrast, adducing what he calls “the freedom of minds” affords a
positive conception of our essence.®? Schelling develops this conception
by considering what makes the dispute between criticism and dogmatism
possible in the first place.

In the Third Letter, Schelling argues that no real dispute occurs
between systems “except in a field they had in common.” Their shared
field of dispute is not the absolute, in which “the strife of different systems
would never have arisen.”® It rather originates in an “original opposition
in the human mind.”® Schelling describes this opposition in terms of “the
last great question (to be or not to be?).”% What is the precise meaning of
this question and how does it account for systems’ shared field of dispute?

Experience raises the question of how we amplify our cognition or how
we “come fo judge synthetically.” Schelling claims that systems disagree,
“not about the question whether there are any synthetic judgments, but
about a decidedly higher question concerning the principle of that unity
which is expressed in the synthetic judgment.”® Experience raises the
question of the unconditioned “principle” that unifies synthetic judgment.
It thereby draws criticism and dogmatism into the “domain of practical
philosophy,” which “demands the act through which [the unconditioned]
ought to be realized.” We have seen why experience ultimately raises
a “practical” problem. Recall that systems confront “the problem of the
existence of the world,” which, at root, is the problem of how one should
decide to live. We can therefore see why systems’ shared field of dispute
arises from an opposition “in the human mind,” in the subject who faces a
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momentous decision. Experience confronts us with the question of whether
to live by one system rather than another—of whether “to be or not to
be” in accord with that system.®

This, then, is why Schelling construes critique as investigating “the
freedom of minds” rather than the bounds of our cognitive faculty.® Striving
for systematic knowledge in response to the world’s existence is a positive
feature of our essence. As Schelling says in the Sixth Letter, “Which of
the two [systems] we choose depends on the freedom of spirit which we
have ourselves acquired. We must be what we call ourselves theoretically.
And nothing can convince us of being that, except our very striving to
be just that. This striving realizes our knowledge of ourselves, and thus
this knowledge becomes the pure product of our freedom. We ourselves
must have worked our way up to the point from which we want to start:
one cannot reason oneself up to that point, nor can others.”” Critically
construed, freedom is the decision to “be,” to practically strive to realize
the unconditioned according to one or another system.

Notice that deciding to be an idealist or a realist is not the con-
clusion to an argument. Endorsing a system “depends on the freedom of
spirit” by which one responds to the problem of how to live.™ For this
very reason, Schelling infers that either of dogmatism and criticism “is
just as possible as the other, and both will coexist as long as finite beings
do not all stand on the same level of freedom.”” As a matter of freedom,
these systems are equally possible: however much Schelling prefers ide-
alism, dogmatism remains a practical possibility. Crucially, these systems
would remain equally possible even if all subjects came to occupy either a
realist or an idealist level of freedom, for their opposition is “original” to
the human mind. Thus, whereas Fichte restricts systematicity to the “level
of idealism,” Schelling recognizes distinct—and valid—maodes of freedom.

Schelling thus arrives at his first premise. Since the mode of striving
is what differentiates an idealist from a realist, critique must delve into
the “peculiar spirit”” in which one strives to live out the realization of the
unconditioned. Criticism differs from dogmatism, “not in the ultimate goal
which both of them set up, but in the approach to it, in the realization
of it. . . . And philosophy inquires into the ultimate goa/ of our human
vocation only in order to be able to answer the much more urgent ques-
tion as to our vocation itself.”” This explains Schelling’s declaration above
that the first Critigue must “deduce from the essence of reason the very
possibility of two exactly opposed systems.” Reason’s essence consists, not
in cognition, but in the decisive spirit by which one strives to “be.” As
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he says in the Sixth Letter, “if we want to establish a system and, there-
fore, principles, we cannot do it except by an antficipation of the practical
decision. We should not establish those principles unless our freedom had
already decided about them; at the beginning of our knowledge they are
nothing but proleptic assertions or . . . original insuperable prejudices.”™
We will now see that, insofar as knowledge begins with the prejudice of
deciding to realize a system, it is incompatible with intellectual intuition.

5. Schelling’s Second Premise

A philosophical system is a response to the ethical problem of the exis-
tence of the world, the practical problem of how to be in the world. A
system is accordingly nothing beyond our living it. By investigating our
essence as agents in search of systematic knowledge, critique shows that
“every system bears the stamp of individuality on its face because none
can be completed otherwise than practically (i.e., subjectively). The more
closely a philosophy approaches a system, the greater share freedom and
individualify have in it and the less claim it has to universal validity.”™

Now, if a system is subjectively valid, it would be illusory to regard
it as an unrivaled doctrine. Consequently, Fichte’s identity claim would be
false, inasmuch as it rests on intellectual intuition of the first principle of
a universally valid doctrine. This is precisely Schelling’s second premise.

As Kant defines it, dogmatism is driven to uncritical metaphysical
claims by the “fanaticism” or “delusion” that we are capable of intellectual
intuition.”” In the Fifth Letter, Schelling says that when the first Critique
renounces dogmatism, it in fact speaks “against dogmaticism.””® Schelling’s
earlier defense of the practical datum of dogmatism explains his choice of
a different term here to denote what Kant calls “dogmatism.” In doing so,
he no more spares Spinoza than attacks Fichte (if not by name), for an
essential mark of dogmaticism is its claim to intellectual intuition. Why
is such a claim fanatical?

Schelling argues in the Eighth Letter that consciousness depends
on “resistance.” Without objects resisting my activity and without my
ability to resist their force, “there is infinite expansion. But the intensity
of our consciousness is in inverse ratio to the extension of our being.””
Consciousness would vanish were the subject to annihilate the object’s
difference from it. As we saw, intellectual intuition aims to extend beyond
the division between subject and object in order to secure an unconditioned
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ground. If this extension stands inversely to consciousness, however, then
we cannot sustain such an intuition: “We awaken from intellectual intuition
as from a state of death. We awaken through reflection, i.e., through a
forced return to ourselves. But no return is thinkable without resistance,
no reflection without an object. We designate as alive an activity directed
at objects alone and as dead an activity losing itself in itself. Man ought
to be neither lifeless nor merely living. His activity is necessarily intent
upon objects, but with equal necessity it returns into itself. The latter
distinguishes him from the merely living (animal) being, the former from
the lifeless.” Schelling likens intellectual intuition to death because it
effaces the resistance on which mere life depends in order to survive in
its environment and on which rational life depends in order to reflect
on its possibilities.®! Insofar as reflectively mediated sensation constitutes
rational life, it makes intellectual intuition unlivable: “as long as intuition
is intent upon objects, i.e., as long as it is sensible intuition, there is no
danger of losing oneself. The I, on finding resistance, is obliged to take a
stand against it, i.e., to return into self. However, where sensible intuition
ceases, where everything objective vanishes, there is nothing but infinite
expansion without a return into self. Should I maintain intellectual intu-
ition I would cease to live; I would go ‘from time into eternity.”” I resist
what I intuit, grasping it as an object. With no such resistance, Schelling
says, “I would cease to be 1.”%

Intellectual intuition seeks a point at which the subject is “annihilated.”
This, Schelling says, is the “delusion” of a “fanatic,” for one must think of
oneself as a subject in order to think of oneself as annihilated.®® The fanatic
mistakes intellectual intuition for what Schelling calls “self-intuition.” By
this, he means our capacity to withdraw from the “experience of objects” to
an “experience produced by ourselves,” which “alone can breathe life” into
a system. Self-intuition is our response to experience, which, as we saw,
raises the problem of the world’s existence and how to live in it. To solve
it, we withdraw from experience to an intuition that is “in the strictest
sense our own experience,” namely, our freedom to decide by which system
to live.3* Self-intuition is thus no knowledge of an unconditioned. Indeed,
no proposition is “more groundless” than one that “asserts an absolute in
human knowledge. Just because it affirms that which is absolute, no further
ground can be given for the proposition. As soon as we enter the realm
of proofs, we enter the realm of that which is conditioned and, vice versa,
entering the realm of that which is conditioned, we enter the realm of
philosophical problems.”® The realm of “problems” or “proofs” is experience,
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a realm that leads us to dispute about its ultimate condition. Claiming to
resolve this dispute through intellectual intuition is fanatical because any
response to the question of experience presupposes experience: “to answer
this question we first must have left the realm of experience; but if we
had left that realm the very question would cease.”® The question instead
leads us to “create a new realm” where “knowledge ceases,” where we are
faced with “giving reality” to our first principles in such a way that “they
themselves merge into life and existence.”®”

By ruling out intellectual intuition, Schelling refutes Fichte’s claim to
doctrine. As he says, “criticism would deteriorate into fanaticism if it should
represent this ultimate goal as attainable,” a reproach it can be spared “as
little as can dogmatism.”®® We must instead strive under the guidance of
critique, which establishes “neither an absolute principle nor a definite and
complete system,” but only “the canon for all principles and systems.”® It
is “vain” and “blind dogmaticism” to regard doctrine as achievable through
“the mere choice of principles”—vain because principles are “insuperable
prejudices,” blind because restricting us to one principle “coerce[s] our
freedom.” As we saw, positing a principle is an intuition of the freedom of
spirit with which I meet the problem of experience and exemplify my life
as a response to it."! My vocation is not to achieve systematic knowledge
in the form of a doctrine. It is to demand of myself the endless realiza-
tion of my system of choice—fo be what I call myself. As Schelling says,
“even dogmatism, by its practical intention, is distinguished from blind
dogmaticism, which uses the absolute as a constitutive principle for our
knowledge, while dogmatism uses it merely as a constitutive principle for
our vocation.”” Criticism and dogmatism differ, not in their “vocation,”
but in the spirit of their “approach,” which, according to Schelling’s first
premise, is critique’s proper topic. To assert one’s arrival at a doctrine—to
assert the cessation of one’s approach—is to deny one’s essence as free.
It is to evade oneself, misunderstanding oneself beyond one’s bounds.® It
is, moreover, to deny others’ essence as free: “for a spirit who has made
itself free and who owes ifs philosophy only to itself, nothing must be
more unbearable than the despotism of narrow minds who cannot tolerate
another system beside their own.”™ I can, like Fichte, summon you to
embrace your freedom, but not, on pain of dogmaticism, to adhere to my
principle as sacrosanct. I can even exemplify my life as a response to the
problem of existence, but I cannot decide for all how to live.”

Schelling’s two-step rejection of Fichte’s claim for the identity of
critique and doctrine shows that philosophy starts, not with a conclusive
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cognition, but with a decision whose form can be neither determined
in advance nor vindicated against alternatives. To borrow a concept that
Schelling develops in the 1809 Philosophical Investigations into the Essence
of Human Freedom, such a beginning is unprethinkable.”® My first prin-
ciple is thinkable, but only as that which thought cannot anticipate, on
which thought cannot enforce any prior rule. While my principle opens a
way of life, it is, for that life, a foregone commitment lying outside legit-
imate, internal questions. On Schelling’s reading, critique awakens us to
the spirit of striving that is expressed by a first principle, and alerts us
to the dogmaticist temptation to misconstrue as livable the resolution of
this striving in a doctrine. By retrieving the idea of dogmaticism, we thus
better understand Schelling’s Letfers, while registering the impact of a core
Kantian distinction on the development of German idealism.
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of Schelling’s On the I). People of this sort will never become conscious of their
own freedom of thinking.” Fichte, GA 4/2:32.

42. Fichte, SW 1:11, 15. Cf. Kant: “Our reason is not like an indeterminably
extended plane, the limits of which one can cognize only in general, but must rather
be compared with a sphere, the radius of which can be found out from the curvature
of an arc on its surface (from the nature of synthetic a priori propositions), from
which its content and its boundary can also be ascertained with certainty. Outside
this sphere (field of experience) nothing is an object for it; indeed even questions
about such supposed objects concern only subjective principles of a thoroughgoing
determination of the relations that can obtain among the concepts of understanding
inside of this sphere.” Kant, Crifique of Pure Reason, A762/B790.
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48. Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, A297/B354.

49. See Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, A247/B303.

50. Fichte, SW 1:513-514.

51. Fichte, SW 1:514.

52. Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, A298/B354-355.

53. Fichte, SW 1:514.

54. Schelling, SW 1/1:301-304.

55. Ibid., 1/1:299.

56. Ibid., 1/1:305. Contrast Fichte: “Spinoza could not have been convinced by
his own philosophy. He could only have thought of it; he could not have believed
it. For this is a philosophy that directly contradicts those convictions that Spinoza
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57. Baruch Spinoza, The Ethics, trans. S. Shirley (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett,
1992), 4p28.

58. See also: “The ideas to which our speculation has risen cease to be objects
of an idle occupation that tires our spirit all too soon; they become the law of our
life, and as they themselves merge into life and existence—and become objects of
experience—they free us forever from the tedious business of ascertaining their
reality by way of speculation a priori.” Schelling, SW 1/1:341.

59. Ibid., 1/1:313.

60. Ibid., 1/1:284, 316, first italics added. See also: “A system of knowledge
is either a stunt or intellectual game (you know that nothing could be more
repugnant to the serious spirit of Spinoza)—or it must obfain reality . . . not by
knowledge, but by action. . . . You say: ‘I can understand how Spinoza could keep
out of sight the contradiction involved in his ethical principle. However, granting
that, how was it possible for the serene spirit of Spinoza to bear that destructive
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light his whole life and all his writings.” I cannot reply except by saying: ‘Read
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yourself.”” Schelling, SW 1/1:305, 317.
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own annihilation, of abolishing every free causality in himself, and of being the
modification of an object in whose infinitude he will sooner or later find his own
(moral) ruin.” Schelling, SW 1/1:339.

62. Ibid., 1/1:290-92.

63. Ibid., 1/1:293. See also: “if we had never left its sphere we should all
agree about the absolute, and if we had never stepped out from it, we should have
no other field for dispute. . . . [Iln the absolute . . . [idealism and realism] must
cease as opposite systems.” Schelling, SW 1/1:294, 330.

64. Tbid., 1/1:294.

65. Ibid., 1/1:339.

66. Ibid., 1/1:294-295.

67. Tbid., 1/1:299.

68. Schelling’s pluralism repudiates Fichte’s claim that idealism is the only
possible system and the sole measure of personality. They agree that philosophy
requires systematicity, not simply through a critical turn to the first-person stand-
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However, Fichte denies any common discourse for idealists and realists: “Each
denies everything included within the opposite system. They do not have a single
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90. Ibid., 1/1:312. See also: “Philosophy, an admirable word! If this author
has a vote, he casts it for the retention of this old word. For, as far as he sees,
our whole knowledge will always remain philosophy, i.e., always merely pro-
gressing knowledge, whose higher or lower degrees we owe only to our love for
wisdom, i.e., to our freedom. —Least of all would he wish to displace this word
through a philosophy that has for the first time undertaken to save the freedom
in philosophizing from the presumptions of dogmaticism, through a philosophy
that presupposes the self-achieved freedom of the spirit and that therefore will
be eternally incomprehensible for every slave of system.” Schelling, SW 1/1:307n.
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Schelling, SW 1/1:312.

92. Ibid., 1/1:333. See also Kant: “The mistake that most obviously leads
to [creating a field of objects beyond appearances], and can certainly be excused
though not justified, lies in this: that the use of the understanding, contrary to
its vocation, is made transcendental, and the objects, i.e., possible intuitions, are
made to conform themselves to concepts, but concepts are not made to conform
themselves to possible intuitions (on which alone rests their objective validity).”
Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, A289/B345.

93. Cf. Cavell: “Nothing is more human than the wish to deny one’s human-
ity. . . . A fitting title for the history of philosophy would be: Philosophy and the
Rejection of the Human.” Stanley Cavell, The Claim of Reason: Wittgenstein,
Skepticism, Morality and Tragedy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 109, 207.

94. Schelling, SW 1/1:306. Cf.: “Nothing could more enrage a youthful and
fiery sensibility, burning for the truth, than the intention of a teacher to prepare
his audience for some one special or particular system, wishing in this way to
emasculate them by underhandedly removing the freedom of inquiry” (Schelling,
SW 2/3:16).

95. See Cavell: “To say ‘Follow me and you will be saved,” you must be sure
you are of God. But to say ‘Follow in yourself what I follow in mine and you will
be saved,” you merely have to be sure you are following yourself.” Stanley Cavell,
“An Emerson Mood,” in Emerson’s Transcendental Etfudes (Stanford, CA: Stan-
ford University Press, 2003), 32. We can hear Fichte in the first instruction and
Schelling in the second.

96. For an account of the Freedom essay’s development of the Lefters’ view
of the act that grounds philosophy, see G. Anthony Bruno, “Freedom and Pluralism
in Schelling’s Critique of Fichte’s Jena Wissenschaftslehre,” Idealistic Studies 43,
no. 1/2 (2014).
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Critique with a Small C

Herder’s Critical Philosophical Practice
and Anticritical Polemics

RACHEL ZUCKERT

1. Introduction

As a student in Konigsberg, Johann Gottfried Herder was deeply influenced
by his teacher, Immanuel Kant, and incorporated into his own philosophical
position much from Kant’s philosophy of that precritical period.! In his
late career, he wrote widely quoted, admiring descriptions of Kant as an
urbane, insightful teacher.? But in his late career Herder also engaged in
lengthy, bitter anti-Kantian polemics in two works, Metacritique (1799)
and Calligone (1800). One may attribute the bitterness of these polemics
in part to Herder’s dismay at Kant’s negative reviews of his own work®*—
but he also is dismayed at the transformation in his admired teacher’s
philosophical approach. He emphatically rejects the project of Kantian
Critique as such.

In a less technical sense, however, Herder is also a thoroughly critical
thinker: many of his works are formulated as responses—reactive, corrective,
critical—to other writers’ views. Indeed, as Herder notes, the very title of
the work on which I shall focus here, his polemic against Kant’s Critique
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of Pure Reason—Metacritique—itself testifies that his view of philosophical
critique is twofold. He is against “critical philosophy,” the name he consis-
tently gives to Kant’s mature philosophy, and to which I refer as Critique
(with a capital C). But precisely in that attack, Herder takes himself to be
engaging in, and indeed writing in favor of, some other form of critique
(lowercase ¢); one might call this “criticism” or even critical thinking.* In
this chapter I attempt to delineate this two-sided position: to discern some
central points in Herder’s case against Kantian Critique, and to reconstruct
the positive Herderian conception of philosophical critique. That is, I aim
to spell out more explicitly than Herder himself does: what can it mean
to critique critique, critically to attack criticism?

To focus this question, in turn, I use as a guiding thread a striking
and puzzling passage from the beginning of the Mefacritique: “Critique of
Pure Reason: the title is alienating. One does not criticize a natural human
capacity; one rather investigates, determines, limits it, shows its use and
misuse. One criticizes arts, sciences, considered as products of human
beings.” This passage provocatively sums up the difficulty in understanding
Herder’s view. For Herder here endorses critique not just in some general
or commonsense form—thinking critically, or “testing” claims as he puts it
on the following page—but even, apparently, Kant’s own Critical project.®
For he appears to agree with Kant that one ought to establish the correct
use and limits of human cognitive capacities. He disagrees only in claiming
that this project should not be conceived as critique. So my question about
Herder’s position may be formulated more precisely: why is Kant wrong
to call his project a “critique”? What is critique—"“testing” claims—such
that it is not appropriately directed toward natural human capacities, but
rather toward human “products,” as its objects?

In answer to these questions, I shall propose that Herderian critique,
as practiced in Mefacritique and elsewhere, is intersubjective conversation
concerning publicly accessible objects (understood broadly, to include texts
and doctrines), mobilizing more or less oppositional individual positions
to judge the success or failure of such objects, by appeal to shared crite-
ria, including a shared language, and common natural capacities. Those
capacities—as appealed to by critique, and as not themselves publicly
accessible—are thus not appropriate objects of critique. I shall develop this
view by discussing the various elements of Herder’s position as articulated
in my guiding passage (quoted above), beginning with his accusation that
Kant misuses the word, “critique.”

printed on 2/12/2023 1:53 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

Critique With a Small C | 157

2. “The Title is Alienating”

I have stated the aim of this paper narrowly: to spell out some points of
Herder’s criticism of Kant. This qualification is necessary because Herder
is an unrelenting critic of Kant, on points large and small, organizational,
methodological, and substantive; no single paper could treat even all
major points of dispute. To name two important examples that will just be
touched upon here, Herder objects not only to Kantian Critique, but also
vehemently and repeatedly both to Kant’s idealism and to his commitment
to a priori knowledge and corresponding philosophical methodology. The
unrelenting character of Herder’s criticism, his apparent unwillingness to
let any (to him) objectionable Kantian doctrine or phrase pass without
contrary comment, in part explains the negative reception and scholarly
neglect of the Metacritique (as well as the similar Calligone).” 1t is not
only difficult to discern what Herder’s own position (or even central objec-
tion) might be, amid the flurry of objections, but the work also acquires
thereby a bitter flavor, off-putting to most of its likely readers (i.e., those
who find Kant’s critical philosophy of interest). Thus here I use my guiding
passage—and the theme of critique—to select some lines of criticism for
more concentrated attention.

Herder’s remark that Kant’s title is “alienating” (befremdet) exemplifies
one of his most frequent and seemingly nit-pickiest forms of criticism: his
repeated complaints that Kantian vocabulary is overly technical or arbitrary,
distant from common usage.® So might one read my guiding passage as well:
Kant misuses the term “critique” in describing his project of determining
the limits of our cognitive capacities (even though the project itself is fine).

Students and other first-time (or non-Kantian) readers of Kantian
texts might sympathize with such criticisms, as well as with Herder’s
tone of scornful frustration in offering them. And Herder is often right, as
here, concerning critique (at least to my ear). In Herder’s and Kant’s time,
“Kritik” was probably most often used to characterize art criticism, that
is, judgment of a human product (an artwork) in order to establish and
perhaps communicate its success or failure—not investigation of human
faculties.” In the wake of Kant, we now of course use the term more
widely. Still, T suspect that one rarely considers its subject matter to be
cognitive faculties or natural capacities: “critique of hearing” or “critique
of the understanding” have a strange ring to them. “Critique of reason”
does not—but only, I suggest, because it recalls Kant’s work, just as the
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book titles that modify this phrase (Critique of Postcolonial Reason, Cri-
tique of Cynical Reason, Critique of Black Reason) clearly allude to Kant’s
title and promise some relation (critical or otherwise) to Kant’s thought.!

Ultimately, though, this kind of Herderian criticism seems petty. Why
does it matter what one calls it, if the project is well conceived, if one
explains what one means by one’s terms? Herder even explicitly acknowl-
edges, at least sometimes, that Kant does explain what he means.!

Though one cannot on my view defend all such linguistic objections
made by Herder (nor their frequency), they are not entirely petty, but reflect
more substantive points. First, Herder takes it that such misleading use of
language contributes to a problem he identifies in the effect or reception
of Kantian Critical philosophy. Namely, he alleges that Kant’s Critique in
fact brought about not critical thinking but dogmatism, in a form to which
Kant himself objected: Kantians take up the very arrogant, self-promoting
dogmatism of a philosophical school that Kant negatively portrayed in the
Preface to the second edition of the Critigue of Pure Reason. They claim
to know other and better than everyone else, particularly the common
folk; they purport to be somehow impervious to the “discipline” they exert
against others’ use of reason.!?

Kantian technical vocabulary is instrumental to this problematic
social formation, Herder suggests: the language is used to separate the
inner circle from those outside, to mark those who do not use or even
understand it as “alien,” or indeed to “alienate” them, to exclude them
from discussion, to disallow criticism or objections, as resting solely on
misunderstandings.’® Indeed, Herder argues, the alienness of Kant’s technical
terms also encourages disciples to become mere disciples, i.e., to parrot the
terms, to manipulate them within that “language game” without themselves
actually being clear about (or remembering and truly internalizing) what
the terms mean.!

Second, Herder argues, more strongly, not only that Kant’s disciples
use Kantian terms without understanding them, but that those alienating,
abstract terms simply have no meaning, are “empty” and “say nothing.”?
For, on Herder’s empiricist view, terms that refer to purportedly pure a
priori representations in fact refer to nothing, since we have no such
representations.'® And it is obviously problematic to use empty words as
if they mean something, as the classical empiricists had insisted against
traditional (rationalist, scholastic) metaphysics.

This objection seems, however, dismissive, too quick to rule out
meanings that other people recognize and employ. (One might be tempted
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to employ it rather against the classical empiricists and Herder: if their
semantic theories cannot account for such meanings, this does not show
that there are no such meanings, but rather that the theories are faulty.)
One may understand this line of thought in a somewhat more complex way,
however: Herder acknowledges (at least sometimes) that Kant’s terms have
meaning, but provides alternative (anti-Kantian) accounts of the contents
and origins of such meaning or, perhaps, error theories about how one could
come to think the Kantian terms have (coherent) meaning.!” According to
this line of thought, the Kantian terms do have a sort of cobbled-together
meaning or a meaning transferred from one register to another, from the
“normal” meaning in everyday use to a more exotic, abstract, and special-
ized philosophical use. So, for example, might one read Herder’s claims
that “intuition” (Anschauung) is a term ordinarily used to describe visual
experience, and secondarily to describe insight that one has through the
understanding of self-evident truths (one can tell that they are true “just
by looking”). Kant then repurposes this term, exploiting some aspects of
its meaning (e.g., its connection to sensibility), combining it with other
terms and everyday meanings with which we are also familiar, such as the
idea that objects “affect” us sensibly.’® Similarly, though Herder does not
argue so explicitly, on a Herderian view one could say that Kant repurposes
the language of “Kritik,” ordinarily used to characterize the evaluation of
artworks, to refer to the investigation of natural capacities.

But, Herder objects: precisely because one is using familiar words
in unfamiliar or newly defined ways, one is encouraged to think that
one knows what one means, when in fact one does not. Or, perhaps: one
knows that one is dealing with a term used technically, with specially
designed meaning, but does not always hold fast to that knowledge, nor
really examine that specially designed meaning, slipping back into one’s
more common understanding of the term and correlative confidence in its
coherence and meaningfulness. Because meanings of such technically used
terms are recombined or transferred from one register to another, more-
over, they are in greater danger of being incoherent—jumbled—while one’s
own resources (one’s sense of ordinary meanings and usage) for detecting
such incoherence are weakened.'” Such unknowing ignorance is particu-
larly problematic in philosophy, which—in Herder’s as in Kant’s view—is
concerned with promoting one’s ability to think for oneself, and bringing
about human self-knowledge, including knowledge of our own limits. This
last is of course, specifically, the project that Herder thinks is misnamed
“critique,” to which project and accusation I now turn more directly.
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3. “One Does Not Criticize a Natural Capacity”

Given the preceding reflections, one might think Herder opposes all novel
definitions or word usages, all transformations in meaning, proposing instead
that one adhere to and be guided by common sense or tradition, that
one eschew revolutionary or oppositional criticism such as that practiced
by Kant. So Herder’s (and Kant’s) friend, Johann Georg Hamann, argued
against Kant in his own brief Metacritique.?® So Herder himself perhaps
suggests in his exhortation to the youth to leave Kantian discipleship aside,
with which he opens the Metacritiqgue. Rather than repeating the words
of one’s teacher, Herder writes, “you [should] learn for yourself, for your
own future vocation, for the world. . . . [I]t is a world that you did not
create, nor should you, nor can you, create it. Learn to know it, become
useful to it.”*

This interpretation of Herder’s position is on the right track, I think,
but as stated it is too broad: someone who clearly delights in formulating
nasty neologisms—word-ghosts, word-clamors, word-fog, foggy word-spirit,
fog arts, word-foam?—to describe his opponent’s work would seem hard
pressed to rule out linguistic innovation altogether (at least consistently). I
suggest, then, that one should formulate Herder’s position more precisely,
taking direction from my guiding passage: Kant’s (own, particular) neolo-
gisms are problematic because they express, perhaps instantiate, a confusion
of the natural and given with the artifactual. For in objecting to Kant’s
language and indeed in his own marked neological formulations, Herder
conveys not just that Kant is hard to understand (though he does insist
upon that point), but also that Kant’s language is itself manufactured: it
is an artificial linguistic construct, building its concepts out of previously
given materials (those of natural language). Yet the Kantian approach does
not acknowledge its reliance upon, nor its artifactual (artificial) transfor-
mation of, those prior natural-linguistic materials.

This unacknowledged manufactured-ness of Kantian technical lan-
guage in turn symbolizes for Herder Kant’s mistaken (Critical) approach
to discussing the cognitive faculties. Herder explains this reasoning in
the following passage, commenting on the Introduction to the Critique of
Pure Reason. One should not ask how human understanding and reason
are possible, he writes, “as if these were to be established [sefzen] or made
[fabrizieren] in the first place; rather, since they are already established
and given, since they are indeed the noblest gifts that we can know and
use, the question is rather: ‘What are understanding and reason? How do
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they come to their concepts? What right do we have to think of some
of them as universal and necessary?’ "> Herder here objects that in the
Critique Kant treats the cognitive faculties as if they were to be made or
established (posited or placed—gesetzt), whereas they are in fact “given,”
even noble “gifts.”

In Herder’s language of “noble gifts,” we may hear a theistically
inspired accusation of ingratitude: we are furnished with gifts (from God),
and it is arrogant to question or criticize them. Herder indeed does accuse
Kant of ingratitude or (better) arrogance, perhaps especially in discussing
Kant’s idealism, which he takes to be insufficiently cognizant of human
dependence—on others, on external, existing objects that affect the senses
and thereby give rise to cognition, and so forth. In Herder’s view, Kantian
idealism therefore amounts to a false assertion, or immoral demand, that
the world goes according to one’s own thought and will, a denial that
we are, like everything else, dependent and subordinate parts of nature.?*

But this accusation can also be articulated in non-theistic (and less
moralized) terms, as an objection that Kant fails to recognize the character
and constraints of human making (including the “making” of cognitive
claims). So Herder suggests in discussing Kant’s distinction between sensible
matter and spatiotemporal form of appearance®: “Matter means materials
for building [Bauzeug]; form is the construction of the building. When the
senses [the source of materials in the case of the purported manufacture of
experience] furnish it with materials [Bauzeug], the builder-soul cannot give
them any form it likes or build with a material that would please it, but
is not given to it.”?® Here again Herder uses the language of the “given”:
when we construct things, we use previously given materials and provide
them with a new form, rearrange them and their parts. (As Herder takes
it that Kant does in constructing his own technical language, as discussed
above.) Herder in effect argues that human making is therefore constrained
by the given materials in at least two ways: it is dependent on materials
being given at all, and it is constrained by the specific character of the
materials. Not every form can be gdiven to every material—skyscrapers
cannot be made out of cotton wool.

We can see here one reason why natural capacities—as given, not as
to be made—are not appropriate subject matters for critique, in Herder’s
view: we do not have other options.?” They are one part of the “given” from
or out of or using which we will “make” something further. We cannot, in
other words, get “outside” the use of these capacities in our doing, making,
thinking, outside enough to choose other “materials” (we don’t have those)
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or to give them an entirely other “form.” What we most basically are is
not subject to our wills: “Like everything else around us,” Herder writes,
“the human being is itself a given; he did not establish [sefzfe] himself
there, but finds himself.”?

In the case of understanding and reason, moreover, they are our
“noblest” gifts, Herder claims. They are, he insists against Kant, themselves
the way in which we figure out if something has gone well or badly, if it
achieves its purposes, and so forth. Thus, they too provide constraints on
what may be made: criferia according to which something (especially a
cognitive claim) may be praised or criticized. So then, Herder asks: by what
criteria, except reason’s own, could one judge reason? Herder’s objection to
Kant here may be reconstructed in the form of a dilemma. In embarking
on a critique of reason, either one does not use reason, in which case one
is rejecting criteria—engaging not in rational critique, but in arbitrary
accusation. Or, if one is using reason, the project is self-undermining or
self-refuting: as Herder puts it, reason would then have to be both “party
and judge,” “law and witness.”?

As noted above, Herder grants, in my guiding passage, that natural
capacities may be used properly or misused (as, he must think, Kant is
misusing reason and perhaps also imagination®), and that one ought to
investigate them to find those limits. In denying the title “critique” to this
project, however, Herder means to distinguish between two sorts of projects:
two sorts of subject matters of inquiry, and correspondingly different ways of
engaging in it. On one hand, there are products, claims, doctrines, objects
made for purposes, subject to our wills, that may be evaluated according
to external criteria, or for reasons. These may be judged globally (or in
large part) in “yes/no” or success/failure terms, and, if failures, may be
discarded. On the other hand, there are natural capacities, the character
of which is not under our control, and which cannot be abandoned (on
pain of stopping one’s cognitive life, anyway). They furnish the criteria
for the first sort of project—critique proper—while they themselves are
not evaluated thus from “outside” as it were. Rather, Herder writes, “true,
noble powers have the rules of their use in themselves” (8:311). They
are, then, to be explored, investigated, tried out perhaps, but not judged.
Again, Herder finds Kant’s treatment of reason especially problematic in
this regard: it is incoherent, he alleges, to think that that our most ulti-
mately determinative cognitive faculty could itself be aimed in the wrong
direction, could of its very nature produce errors, its use itself more or
less constituting a misuse.® Alternatively put: how could such a faculty,
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which purportedly by its very nature generates illusions and error, correct
itself?> All we have—at best what we have—is the smooth, self-ruling,
(ideally) self-correcting use of our natural faculties.

4. “One Criticizes Arts and Sciences as Products of Human Beings”

Herder thus alleges that critique of natural faculties is a wrong-headed
project. In discussing this point, we have also started to articulate what
philosophical critique is and should be on his view: reasoned, “yes/no,”
success/failure judgment of human products, that is, of items that are (not
given but rather) subject to our will and dependent on us. These items
may be understood as new arrangements of the given and they are subject
to judgment in accord with given criteria: to consideration whether such
forms are well fitted to the materials from which they are made, and to
judgment in light of the internal rules of the cognitive faculties. Such
critique is of course itself a use of natural cognitive capacities and rules,
and is understood to be situated within and responsive to a given array of
potential materials for formation, both natural (e.g., the operations of the
senses and the information they glean) and cultural (e.g., the meanings
of words in ordinary usage).

Herder’s conception of philosophical critique is, then, local: focused
on particular and conditioned products of human artifice, and judging
them according to criteria external to them, provided by the constraints
exerted by the materials (and faculties) used, or, more broadly put, by
the context in which the work was produced and the critic criticizes.*
Because the focal objects of critique, that is, human products, are made
for purposes or according to intentions, they also may be judged as suc-
cessful or unsuccessful in light of those purposes and intentions. That is:
here “critique” means pretty much what we usually tend to think it is.
And Herder would of course embrace such a return to familiar meaning
and common practice.®* It is “critique” with a small c.

Herder’s own philosophical practice instantiates such critique, more-
over. To return to (and correct) my first formulation of my central ques-
tion in this essay, Herder does not in fact criticize criticism, or critique
critique. If anything, the contrary, since he is arguing that one may not
judge (critique) the operation of cognitive capacities (such as our capacity
to criticize). Rather, he judges a particular human product, namely Kant’s
book, the Critique of Pure Reason, and the doctrine presented in it. Here
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we may see a direct contrast to Kant’s proclamation in the Introduction
to the Critique of Pure Reason that one can here expect “even less . . . a
critique of the books and systems of pure reason, but rather that of the
pure faculty of reason itself.”

Herder emphasizes indeed that his object of critique, this book (or
its doctrine), is a specific, human product. He brings out its “materiality”
as it were—the words of which it is made—and calls the reader’s atten-
tion to the author’s hand in choosing and forming those materials. He
adduces common experiences—of occupying a place, for example—and
anthropological-historical facts—for example, concerning human histor-
ical interpretation and representation of time (as, e.g., cycling through
the seasons or phases of the moon)—to give a sense of a shared, larger
(historical, experiential) context, in which this product is made, in light
of which it may be judged.*® And Herder criticizes this product on the
grounds that it mishandles its given materials (e.g., in constructing new,
misleading terms) and violates criteria given by the internal rules of the
faculties, e.g., in claiming to go beyond what one cannot go beyond, the
use of one’s cognitive faculties, which are used in making the claim itself.3
And of course Herder objects that Kant’s theory does not provide what it
intended, namely self-knowledge—but rather just word-fog.

Even if he does not merely endorse adherence to common sense
or tradition, then, Herder’s conception of critique does prove somewhat
conservative. This (relative) conservatism reflects in turn a real difference
between his view and Kant’s or, perhaps better, between Herder’s view
and what he takes to be Kant’s “true message,” as revealed (again) in his
reception, for example by Fichte. Insofar as one engages in (or claims to
be engaging in) critique—sitting in external judgment—of natural human
capacities, one is also thereby suggesting that one may create oneself
or remake oneself radically, that such human constitution is up to and
dependent on our wills.*® And this Herder rejects as both impossible in
fact and arrogant in intention.

Even if one grants these Herderian points, his conception of critique
may raise some questions: if we are always to criticize in light of common
understandings as they are expressed (embalmed?) in the shared linguistic
meanings of everyday language, how can we come to recognize errors in
that common thinking, unclarity in that everyday language? Must we just
accept the status quo, as furnishing un-criticizable constraints and “mate-
rials” (context)? It may seem, too, that Herder glosses over the difficulty
of discerning the “internal rules” of use, and so ruling out corresponding
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misuse, of the natural faculties: how are we to “investigate” or “observe”
the faculties, in order to discern such rules? We may grant to Herder that
we cannot get outside or beyond them, but does he indicate at all how we
are to find their proper, best directions?

Herder does mention (if not fully articulate or explore) a panoply of
strategies—more conservative, less revolutionary ones—to try to investigate
our shared meanings, and the proper use of our cognitive faculties. He
mentions biographies and doctors’ reports as sources of information about
how human powers operate, what they are, and endorses the empirical
scientific study of psychology to understand ourselves and abilities better.?
He endorses and engages in etymological and other linguistic analysis to
determine and specify the meanings of words. (And thereby also concepts, for
Herder holds, famously, that thought and language are intimately connected:
“What is it fo think? To speak inwardly,” he writes.)** Correspondingly, he
takes it that the central tasks of philosophy include conceptual analysis,
and (for him, closely related) historical investigation of human language
use, meanings, experiences, and practices.*! He proposes that the different
cognitive powers may correct one another, as we correct visual illusions
through touch, for example.”? There are, in sum, many ways to investigate
human cognitive faculties and clarify natural-linguistic meanings.*

We have not yet accounted, however, for the centrality of critique—
precisely in its localized form—to Herder’s philosophy. So far, as I have
presented it, his position appears to be negative or hypothetical: if one wishes
to engage in critique, this—and not the bad, Kantian version—is what it
should be. But critique is more important for Herder: it is not an optional,
hypothetical philosophical enterprise, but rather central to philosophy, as is
manifested less in stated doctrine than in his philosophical practice itself.
For, as mentioned above, Herder’s own philosophy proceeds in large part
through critique (indeed, often polemic), to a degree unequaled, I think,
by any other philosopher, even those of similarly cantankerous temper-
aments, such as Schopenhauer. Though Herder does not state this view
explicitly (to my knowledge), I think that this critical practice is for him
crucial to the philosophical project of self-knowledge, precisely for reasons
expressed in the questions raised above. If we cannot stand outside of—if
we cannot critique according to external criteria—our practices, contexts,
inherited meanings, operations of our faculties, how can we discover
the “internal rules” of the faculties, or correct their misuse? The answer
to this question for Herder is, I think, philosophy as conversation, the
interchange of positions, arguments, and so forth, from many individual,
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localized subjects’ points of view. Such conversational practice in philosophy
includes, I think, Herder’s much-heralded practice of Einfiihlung, “feeling
one’s way” into others’ perspectives. Sympathetic interpretation allows one
not only to broaden one’s understanding of what human beings can do,
believe, or value—and so also of the uses of natural faculties—but also
to take up another perspective, and thus potentially to correct one’s own
blind spots or errors.** But it also, and prominently, includes more direct
critique—testing, challenging—of others’ views.*

Let me spell out a bit the character of such conversation, and so
both fill out my characterization of Herderian critique, as well as suggest
how it can contribute to the project of clarifying linguistic meaning or
investigating the (proper) use of the faculties (even if it does not consist in
“testing” the faculties, as we have seen). Artificers (notably here, authors)
obviously use their faculties to produce their works, whether artworks
or philosophical doctrines (and so forth). They thus manifest and make
more determinate what those faculties are like, what they can do. A strong
version of this claim is the core of the position Charles Taylor has termed
Herder’s expressivism: internal states or frames of mind only come to be
known, indeed gain determinacy at all, through external manifestation.*
This view indeed furnishes a further reason, not much thematized in the
Metacritique, why on Herder’s view natural capacities as such cannot be
critiqued: they have too many uses, are too indeterminate in themselves, to
be as such objects of critique. By contrast, works produced by and expressing
natural capacities do furnish determinate (fixed, specific) “objects”—claims,
formulations, doctrines—to which one can attend, concretely, in detail, so
as to test them, evaluate their success or failure, and so forth.

Authors (or other artificers) not only render the operation of natural
capacities manifest and determinate, and so scrutable, in producing their
works, but also thereby put that scrutable expression into a public realm,
making it available to others’ examination. And this examination, if it pro-
ceeds in accord with Herder’s conception of critical practice (as discussed
above), will appeal to common standards, to criteria shared between author
and critic, between critic and “common people.”” By so appealing, it can
clarify what those rules (e.g., our criteria of rationality) actually are, to
what we do or could appeal. The language of “clarify” and “appeal” (not
“critique”) is important here, to reflect the way in which Herderian crit-
ics take themselves to judge: they take themselves to accord with or to
be subject to already-given criteria. But Herder acknowledges that these
criteria may need to be discovered, investigated, made more consciously
explicit or precise.*
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The critical—oppositional, even polemical—aspect of criticism is
important here as well, if, again, in a more local way.*® The public realm,
the context for and audience to which expressions are addressed, obviously
comprises many other people, operating within a complex historical, expe-
riential, linguistic context, who all—as limited, particular beings—occupy
different “places” within that common context, with different experiential
reference points or senses of what is important.”® Herder adheres in fact
to a form of Leibnizean monadology, reinterpreted in a realist and natu-
ralist vein: because of their physical, cultural, and historical positions in
the world, in the complex nexus of causes, individual human beings will
of necessity have different conceptions of the world, reflecting their own
particular, distinctive viewpoints upon it, the particular causes that have
made them who they are.® This difference, if harnessed to the ends of
critique (careful, specific, local testing, in light of appealed-to common
norms), can bring to light uses of cognitive faculties that are in fact
misuses or call attention to presumed common norms that are not such.
Opposition means looking for errors and presumptions of agreement where
there is none, bringing up different evidence that is more salient from one’s
own distinct viewpoint than it is from the author’s, and so forth. Critical
friction among viewpoints can foment, bring to one’s attention, and also
then rub away (as it were) distortions, prejudices, mistakes in the use of
the cognitive faculties or in thoughts about their rules.>

Herderian critique is, then, localized not just with respect to its
objects, but also and importantly in its subjects: the bite and opposition of
critique, necessary for its role in the philosophical task of self-knowledge, is
based in the locality and so the diversity of those engaged in it. With this
point, we have completed my proposed picture of Herderian critique, as
practiced in Metacritique and elsewhere: it is intersubjective conversation
concerning publicly accessible “objects,” specifically human products, which
appeals to shared criteria, including a shared language and common natural
capacities, and is practiced by particular, located, diverse individuals. This
is why—to return to the discussion in section 2—we must strive to share
a language, to employ terms meaningful to all. Only so can we converse.

Notes

1. Herder studied, in part with Kant, at the University of Konigsberg in
1762-64. On Herder’s education by and relation to Kant, see Rudolf Haym, Herder
(Berlin: Aufbau, 1954), 1:44ff. and 2:663-768. Unless otherwise indicated, citations
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of Herder are to the title of the work, followed by the volume and page number of
the passage in Johann Gottfried Herder, Werke in zehn Bdnden, ed. Ulrich Gaier et
al. (Deutsche Klassische Verlag, Frankfurt, 1985-2000). I refer most to volume 8,
ed. Hans Dietrich Irmscher, published in 1998. Where available, English translations
are subsequently cited; otherwise, translations are my own.

2. See, for example, Herder, Letters for the Advancement of Humanity,
7:424-425, T94ff. Herder even praises Kant similarly in the Calligone (where he
subjects the Critique of Judgment to blistering criticism), at 8:651ff.

3. See Immanuel Kant, “Review of J.G. Herder’s Ideas for the philosophy of
the history of humanity,” trans. Allen W. Wood, in Kant, Anthropology, History,
and Education, ed. Robert Louden and Giinther Zoller (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2007), 124-142. These reviews can also be found in Immanuel
Kant, Kants gesammelte Schriften (Akademie Ausgabe), ed. the Royal Prussian
(later German) Academy of Sciences (Berlin: Georg Reimer, later Walter de Gruyter,
1900-), 8:45-66, and reproduced in Herder, Werke, 8:1089-1115.

4. Herder, Mefacritique, 8:319.

5. Ibid., 8:318.

6. Ibid., 8:319.

7. Scholars have tended to focus on Herder’s earlier works, perhaps because
they were historically most influential, perhaps because they fit better historio-
graphical conceptions of Herder’s place in the Western philosophical tradition,
e.g., as anti- or counter-Enlightenment, a now somewhat disputed characterization
popularized by Isaiah Berlin in Vico and Herder, reissued in Berlin, Three Critics
of the Enlightenment: Vico, Hamann, Herder (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 2000). I would argue that this focus is also prompted by the more positive,
productive character of the earlier works by comparison to the later anti-Kant
polemics: though many early works are also written as critical commentary on
other works, they do not have this unrelenting, negative character.

8. See, e.g., Herder, Metacritique 8:346-347 on Kant’s use of “Anschau-
ung” and “Erscheinung” and so forth as arbitrary and alien to ordinary language
use. On Herder’s criticism of Kant’s account of sensibility (of which this passage
is part), see Angelica Nuzzo, “Sensibility in Kant and Herder’s Metakritik,” in
Herders ‘Metakritik’: Analysen und Interpretationen, ed. Marion Heinz (Stuttgart:
Fromann-Holzboog, 2013), 17-42.

9. In the Grimms’ dictionary, “Kritik” is identified as originally Greek but
borrowed from the French “critique.” The first use listed, denominated “proper”
(eigentlich), is “the art of judging or evaluating in matters of the arts and sci-
ences,” while Kant’s usage (Vernunftkritik) is briefly listed among the “broadened”
(erweiterte) usages at the very end of the entry. See Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm,
Deutsches Worterbuch (Leipzig: Hirzel Verlag, 1873), 5:2334. (For the current online
edition, see http://dwb.uni-trier.de/de/die-digitale-version/online-version/; the Kritik
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entry is at: http://woerterbuchnetz.de/cgi-bin/WBNetz/genFOplus.tcl?sigle=DWB&
lemid=GK14447.) “Kritik” is similarly defined in Johann Christoph Adelung,
Grammatisch-kritisch Worterbuch der hochdeutschen Mundart (Leipzig: Breitkopf,
1793), though with greater emphasis on the art of interpreting ancient authors, in
addition to that of judging artworks according to rules.

10. See Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, Critique of Postcolonial Reason: Toward a
History of the Vanishing Present (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999);
Peter Sloterdijk, Critiqgue of Cynical Reason, trans. Michael Eldred (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1988); Achille Mbembe, Critique of Black Reason,
trans. Laurent Dubois (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2017).

11. E.g., in the passage just cited—Herder, Mefacritique, 346-347—Herder
seems to understand perfectly well Kant’s explanations of what he (Kant) means
by the terms in question.

12. Herder, Metacritique, 8:308, 310, 312; compare to Immanuel Kant, Cri-
tique of Pure Reason, ed. and trans. Paul Guyer and Allen W. Wood (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1998), Bxxxiii.

13. Herder, Metacritique, 8:312.

14. Ibid., 8:306. Of course, if one is to judge a work by its reception, Herder’s
Metacritique will not come out well either: it was strongly attacked already in 1800,
more or less immediately after its publication (see Irmscher’s editorial notes to the
Metacritique, at Herder, Werke, 8:1063-1064) and has not been taken seriously as an
engagement with Kant’s Critical philosophy. It did not produce disciples, however.

15. Ibid., 8:363, 395.

16. Apart from Herder’s sarcasm about “pure a priori” representations that
arise “without any objects” on nearly every page of the Metfacritique (see, e.g.,
Herder, Metacritique, 8:380), he provides an empiricist account of the origins of
human concepts at Herder, Mefacritique, 8:384ff., explicitly opposed to the Kantian
claim that there are a priori concepts.

17. So I would distinguish, as Herder himself does not quite, between his
accusations (Herder, Metacritique, 8:363) that Kantian terms are “contentless” on
one hand, and “ill-formed” and “contradictory” on the other (where they do have
cobbled-together, if ultimately unsatisfactory, content).

18. One might so interpret the discussion cited above from Herder, Metacri-
tique, 8:345-346.

19. Herder raises such concerns also concerning the use of Latin in philosophy
by moderns, who (because it is not their native language) are less able to detect
meaningless or incoherent terminology; see Metacritique, 8:568.

20. This essay was written in 1783-84, but remained unpublished in
Hamann’s lifetime. Herder read it in manuscript well before he composed his
own Mefacritique. See Irmscher’s editorial notes, Herder, Werke, 8: 1064-1065;
the essay itself is reproduced in Herder, Werke, 8: 1115-1123, and may be found
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in English translation in What is Enlightenment? Eighteenth-Century Answers
and Twentieth-Century Questions, ed. James Schmidt (Berkeley and Los Angeles:
University of California Press, 1996), 154-167.

21. Herder, Metacritique, 8:306.

22. Ibid., 8:306, 311-313.

23. Ibid., 8:343 (emphasis altered). So stated, this criticism is unfair, since
Kant in fact writes that he is not going to ask “how is the faculty of thinking itself
possible?” but only whether its knowledge a priori is possible (Kant, Critique of
Pure Reason, Axvii). Herder may not have been familiar with this passage from
the first edition, as he cites the second (B) edition of the Critique. Perhaps one
could respond on his behalf also that Kant nonetheless emphasizes in section 7
of the Introduction (present in both editions) that he is criticizing not particular
claims or systems, but rather the faculty of reason itself, its “mode of cognition
of objects insofar as it is to be possible a priori” (Kant, Critique of Pure Reason,
A11/B25, emphasis added).

24. Herder, Metacritique, 8:466; see also Herder, Metacritique, 8:371-375,
390. Herder takes even the Kantian question how thought might attain to objects
to betray an unjustifiedly exceptionalist mode of thinking: our natural powers (here
of sensation and thought) are just like all other organic powers, our minds simply
part of nature (Herder, Metacritique, 8:388-389).

25. At Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, A20/B34.

26. Herder, Metacritique, 8:347.

27. See, e.g., Herder, Metacritique, 8:324-325, where Herder so objects, in a
way intertwined with his empiricist objections to Kant: one cannot think beyond
or apart from oneself (one has no other options), and one’s self is constituted
empirically, by one’s inner and outer experiences.

28. Herder, Metacritique, 8:452.

29. Herder, Metacritique, 8:319. Kant is of course well aware of this self-
referential—and self-limiting—character of the Critique of pure reason (and indeed
of reason itself on his view). Here one might think that the German Idealists (who
in their own way concur with this Herderian criticism of Kant) are more acute
critics, in seeing that in order to resist this Kantian conception of reason, one must
attend rather less dismissively than (unfortunately) does Herder to Kant’s account
of reason’s self-transcendence and thus self-diagnosis (of its own errors and limits)
in the Transcendental Dialectic of the Critique of Pure Reason.

30. At Herder, Metacritique, 8:370, 449, Herder suggests that Kant’s views
are products of fantasy (imagination) rather than reason proper; it is hard to know
whether this would be, strictly speaking, a misuse of imagination.

31. Kant portrays reason as “eine Betriigerin ohne Kanon, ohne End und
Zweck,” as the “Endlosen Betrug selbst” (Herder, Metacritique, 8:311).

32. Herder, Metacritique, 8:498, 562.

33. See Herder, Metacritique, 8:326 for endorsement of localized critique
(with respect also to the subjects exercising critique, see below).
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34. T owe this observation to Mark Alznauer.

35. See Kant, Critiqgue of Pure Reason, A13/B27. Colin McQuillan drew my
attention to this passage.

36. Herder, Metacritique, 8:357ff.

37. E.g., Herder, Metacritique, 8:342.

38. See, e.g., Herder, Metacritique, 8:342-343. See also Manfred Baum,
“Herder iiber Kants ‘vefehlte Kritik der reinen Vernunft,” in Herders ‘Metakritik’.
Analysen und Interpretationen, ed. Marion Heinz (Stuttgart: Fromann-Holzboog,
2013), 195-208, 221-222, and Irmscher’s editorial notes in Herder, Werke 8:1065.

39. Herder, On the Cognition and Sensation of the Human Soul, 4:340-345
and in Herder, Philosophical Writings, ed. and trans. Michael Forster (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2002), 197-200; Herder, “How Philosophy can become
more useful and universal for the Benefit of the People,” 1:111-114, and in Herder,
Philosophical Writings, 9-11.

40. Herder, Metacritique, 8:389. Herder famously argues for the co-dependence
of thought and language in his Treatise on the Origin of Language. This doctrine
of course strongly motivates Herder’s criticisms of Kant’s language, in addition to
the considerations adduced above.

41. For an endorsement of this Herderian philosophical practice, represented
throughout his texts, see Metacritique, 8:342-343. One might argue, following
Christoph Menke, that for Herder critique simply is such genealogical investigation;
he certainly employs it to debunk claims concerning (e.g.) the a priori origin or
meaning of concepts. Yet such practice can also, I suggest, simply clarify, render
more vivid and meaningful, terms and practices by connecting them to the lived
experience and deep human needs from which they arose; it need not, that is, have
a critical (undermining, testing) function. Menke also emphasizes that Herder takes
such genealogical investigation to find the conditions that precede or underlie the
subject and her capacities, thus suggesting that she/her capacities are not given on
Herder’s view in that way that I have been emphasizing concerning the Metacritique,
but rather are constructed over the course of individual or social history. I remain
unsure how to reconcile these two aspects of Herder’s views. See Christoph Menke,
Force: A Fundamental Concept of Aesthetic Anthropology, trans. Gerrit Jackson
(New York: Fordham University Press, 2013), 33-35, 41, 47.

42. Herder, Metacritique, 8:456.

43. On Herder’s philosophical methodology (in comparison to Kant’s), see
Liisa Steinby, “Zur ‘Wissenschaftlichkeit’ von Herders Methode,” Herder Jahrbuch/
Yearbook 13 (2016), 103-128.

44. This aspect of Herder’s philosophical practice is celebrated by Isaiah Berlin
(in Three Critics), and more recently in Kristin Gjesdal, Herder’s Hermeneutics:
History, Poetry, Enlightenment (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017).

45. See Herder, Fourth Critical Grove, 2:258, and Herder, Selected Writings
on Aesthetics, trans. Gregory Moore (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
2006), 183. Here Herder insists upon the need for reasoned, interpersonal discussion
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instead of trusting the unanalyzable dispensation of immediate feelings. He is at the
same time performing such conversation, in the form of critique (even mockery)
of the formulations and position of his opponent, Friedrich Just Riedel.

46. See Herder, Metacritique, 8:452; Charles Taylor, Sources of the Self
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1989), esp. 374; Charles Taylor, Hegel
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975), 14-16.

47. Herder sometimes suggests that criticism, like artistic creation, requires
genius (e.g., Herder, Lefters for Advancement, 7:569). Nonetheless, he does not
consider critics to be outside, beyond, above ordinary language or shared social
contexts; for example, he claims about his own Mefacritique that many others
could make similar criticisms (Herder, Mefacritique, 8:313).

48. At Herder, Mefacritique, 8:318-319, where Herder denies that reason can
be both judge and witness (quoted above), he nonetheless also emphasizes that
judges must clarify the laws according to which they judge, as well as make the
judgments themselves as clear as possible.

49. Astonishingly, given his own practice, Herder rejects the “polemical use”
of reason (Herder, Metacritique, 8:578-579), not on the grounds that polemic can
be misleading, too extreme (as one might worry), but on the grounds that, once
errors have been removed, reason will not engage in fighting. This suggests that
Herder sees his own texts as somehow preliminary, clearing the way for philosophy
proper, as of course Kant also does.

50. At Herder, Metacritique, 8:350-352, Herder analyzes space as an image
generated by the imagination, on the basis of being aware of limited beings (in the
first instance oneself) as occupying particular places. I am expanding this account
in a way I think friendly to Herder’s approach.

51. Herder’s inheritance (and reinterpretation) of Leibnizean doctrines has
been discussed by, among others, Nigel DeSouza. See Nigel DeSouza, “The Meta-
physical and Epistemological Foundations of Herder’s Philosophical Anthropology”
in Herder: Philosophy and Anthropology, ed. Anik Waldow and Nigel DeSouza
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 52-71, though with a more idealist slant
than I would endorse (see Herder, Mefacritique, 8:465: all idealism fails).

52. Frederick Beiser argues that Herder uses his historicist approach as a
way to critique his own time. See Frederick Beiser, Enlightenment, Revolution,
and Romanticism: The Genesis of Modern German Political Thought 1790-1800
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992), esp. 202-206. I take this proposal
in turn to be an (historical) expansion of the practice of critique I am sketching,
namely the productive critical oppositions that can arise when different subjects are
at different places but are also appealing to (or take themselves to have to appeal
to) common standards. (I therefore take it that Herder’s historicism cannot be a
form of relativism, since then it would lose its critical import.)
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Irony and the Possibility of Romantic Criticism

Friedrich Schlegel as Poet-Critic

KAROLIN MIRZAKHAN

1. Introduction

Friedrich Schlegel’s anti-foundationalist, romantic philosophy was a critical
response to the philosophers of his time, particularly Kant and Fichte. In
order to understand both his critique of the tradition and the role of cri-
tique within Schlegel’s own philosophy, I will examine the central role of
irony in his fragmentary writings. I will first argue that Schlegel’s use of
irony, which he defines as the “form of paradox,” fosters a critical stance
in his reader. Second, I will argue that Schlegel’s response to his own
critics can itself be regarded as an ideal moment of critique wherein the
poet and critic are one and the same individual.

Throughout this chapter, I will be operating with a distinction between
three definitions of critique as it pertains to philosophy and to art works.
The first is what Schlegel calls ordinary critique. This type of critique is
analytical—it determines what the thing is and places it within a context.
The second form is critique in the Kantian sense, which is concerned with
determining the boundaries of reason and dismissing reason’s groundless
pretensions in order to assert its rightful claims to metaphysics.! Schlegel
is critical of this second form of critique, because it does not question

173
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itself and does not consider the limits of critique itself. He articulates this
problem in Afthenaeum fragment 56 and in his essay “On Incomprehensi-
bility.”? In the fragment he writes, “Since nowadays philosophy criticizes
everything that comes in front of its nose, a criticism of philosophy would
be nothing more than justifiable retaliation.” Schlegel echoes this claim
when he writes in “On Incomprehensibility” that we now live in the “Crit-
ical Age” in which everything is criticized except the age itself; that is,
criticism as the limitation of the faculties is not itself reined in.* Finally,
the third sense of critique is romantic criticism, which is the form I will
be developing out of Schlegel’s fragments and his own response to critics
who merely evaluated his work. Romantic critique is concerned neither
with limitation as the evaluation of the work nor with drawing boundaries
(of the understanding or of reason), but rather with the completion of the
work through its reception.

2. Irony and the Critical Stance

The early German romantic movement, or Friihromantik, lasted from
1794 t01808 in Jena and Berlin. Friedrich Schlegel’s philosophical writings
during this period are comprised primarily of his fragments published in
the Athenaeum. Schlegel founded the Athenaeum journal with his brother,
August Wilhelm, and though only three issues were published between 1798
and 1800, it was a major vehicle for the philosophy of the early German
romantics. In addition to the Schlegel brothers, other contributors included
Novalis and Schleiermacher. Schlegel also published a short essay in the
last issue of the Athenaeum entitled “On Incomprehensibility,” which was a
response to the unfavorable reception of his fragments, many of which were
deemed incomprehensible by his critics. I will return to this short essay
where Schlegel declares that the misunderstanding of the fragments was
due to their irony in the second half of the chapter, after I first provide an
account of how irony cultivates the stance necessary for romantic critique.

Irony, which Schlegel defines in Critical fragment 48 as the “form of
paradox,” is capable of holding two, often opposing, positions simultaneously
without conflating or reducing either.® Irony has several crucial functions in
Schlegel’s fragments. First, it allows Schlegel to enter into a conversation
with his reader. In a conversation, each participant posits a view and is
often presented with an opposing view by her interlocutor. A conversation
is a back-and-forth movement between two or more participants. Schlegel
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is not able to be physically present with his reader, and therefore he uses
irony as a technique that activates this characteristic movement of the
conversation. Through irony’s capacity for holding multiple views simul-
taneously, it thrusts the reader out of dichotomous thinking and forces
her to consider two contradictory claims simultaneously. This oscillating
movement between two claims is performed by the irony of the fragments
and mirrors the movement of a conversation. Through irony’s capacity for
holding multiple claims without conflating them and thus also for holding
a space for the possibility of (further) meanings, the irony of the frag-
ments accomplishes its second role of bringing its reader “nearer” to the
Absolute. The Absolute, defined as the whole or the unconditioned, must
“contain” not only that which is, but also the empty space that allows for
the possibility of that which is yet to be. Finally, and of primary interest
in this chapter, Schlegel employs irony in his fragments in order to train
his reader to have an agile mind, one capable of holding contradicting
views. The fragments are multiple and it is through repeated encounters
with ironic texts that the reader develops an agility of mind, and therefore
also a capacity for “understanding” irony. This agility of mind can also
be connected to the role of art. Fred Rush astutely points out in “Irony
and Romantic Subjectivity” that art allows the viewer to inhabit many
different viewpoints, and ironic art does this even more so. It is precisely
irony that allows for the agility of mind to inhabit different worlds, views,
and interpretations.® This shuttling back and forth does not only happen
between multiple works of art, but it can also happen within the same
work, as is the case, for example, in the Wallace Stevens poem “Thirteen
Ways of Looking at a Blackbird.” The poem is composed of fragments; each
of the thirteen stanzas stands on its own, and, at the same time, refers
to the same object: the blackbird. The shift in meaning from one stanza
to the next cultivates an agility of mind in the reader, who is quickly and
repeatedly transported to new viewpoints.

The agility of mind cultivated by irony creates the possibility for cri-
tique that is not merely an evaluative judgment, but rather a critical stance
of its reader. This critical stance names the capacity for shuttling between
multiple interpretations or views. The critic is the one who can shuttle
between the work and its reception, or between multiple interpretations
of the same work. This capacity, cultivated by irony, allows the work of art
to open up beyond its self-imposed limits. Describing the cultivated work
(and the same could be said of the cultivated individual), Schlegel writes
in Athenaeum fragment 297, “[a] work is cultivated when it is everywhere
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sharply delimited, but within those limits limitless and inexhaustible; when it
is completely faithful to itself, entirely homogenous, and nonetheless exalted
above itself.”” Schlegel challenges his reader to consider the work of art as
self-contained and autonomous, while being simultaneously open beyond
itself. One significant way in which it is open beyond itself is through its
reception by an audience, i.e., through critique that interprets its meaning.
This ironic description of the work as simultaneously self-contained and
reaching beyond itself describes the work’s relationship to criticism, or its
criticizability; at the same time, as an ironic fragment, it cultivates the
agility of mind required for romantic critique.

In “Criticism Underway: Walter Benjamin’s Romantic Concept of
Criticism,” Samuel Weber argues that romantic criticism is not primarily
an evaluation of the work but rather its fulfillment or Vollendung (“comple-
tion” or “consummation”).® Following Benjamin’s dissertation The Concept
of Art Criticism in German Romanticism, Weber claims that works of art
are autonomous and have an intrinsically coherent structure. At the same
time, by virtue of their structure, they are “criticizable.” Criticism refers
here to the “culmination and continuation” of the structure immanent
to the work of art.’ Critique that completes the work is distinguished by
Schlegel from ordinary critique, which merely analyzes the work. In “On
Goethe’s Meister,” Schlegel distinguishes poetic criticism from critique
that “[acts] as a mere inscription, and merely [says] what the thing is, and
where it stands and should stand in the world.”® In “Friedrich Schlegel’s
Literary Criticism,” Victor Lange clarifies the role of the poet-critic who
“must do more” than the ordinary critic."! Lange writes, “[the poetic-critic]
must, in a sense, repeat the original performance, re-imagine the original
imagery, and then extend and re-form the poem.”? Lange claims that what
distinguishes the romantic from the ordinary critic is respect; the romantic
critic does not dissect the poem into its elements, which are dead outside
of their relationship to the whole and to their “total poetic purpose.”’
This re-performance is best accomplished, Lange argues, by the one who
is both critic and poet at once.'* Schlegel articulates this point when he
writes in Critical fragment 117, “Poetry can only be criticized by way of
poetry. A critical judgment of an artistic production has no civil rights in
the realm of art if it isn’t itself a work of art, either in its substance, as a
representation of a necessary impression in the state of becoming, or in
the beauty of its form and open tone, like that of the old Roman satires.”’
In order to elaborate this view that poetry can only be criticized by way
of poetry, I will closely examine Schlegel’s short essay “On Incomprehen-
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sibility” in the following section. I will argue that an instance in which
critique functions as the work’s completion or fulfillment can be found in
Schlegel’s response to his critics who did not understand his fragments.
This essay is an exemplary moment in which the romantic author and critic
are one and the same individual and in which Schlegel’s response to his
critics enhances the meaning of the fragments without destroying their
deliberately ironic form. Schlegel does not merely clarify the meaning of
the fragments, rendering them comprehensible and destroying their irony
in the process. Rather, this text is a romantic critique; it is a self-aware
ironic treatise on irony that gives life and fuller meaning to the fragments
without betraying the very force that led to their misunderstanding in the
first place. In this essay, Schlegel is at once the romantic poet and critic.

3. Romantic Criticism and the Limits of Comprehension

Because the charge of incomprehensibility had been repeatedly directed
against the Athenaeum, Schlegel begins his response “right at where the
shoe actually hurts” with the “notorious fragment” in which he wrote,
“The French Revolution, Fichte’s philosophy, and Goethe’s Meister are
the greatest tendencies [7Tendenzen] of the age.”!® Schlegel claims, at least
initially, that he wrote this fragment with almost no irony at all, and
defends the importance of the Revolution, Wilhelm Meister, and Fichte’s
philosophy for the German spirit. He quickly changes gears, however, and
states that perhaps the misunderstanding lies with the multiple meanings
of the word “tendency,” and thus the misunderstanding of the fragment
does indeed lie with its irony. That is, by “tendency” Schlegel could have
meant a temporary venture that has not yet been brought into comple-
tion; or, he could have meant tendency as a partial venture in which the
author relies upon the work of others. He illustrates this latter meaning
of the term by stating that perhaps he is now placing himself on Fichte’s
shoulders, who had in turn placed himself on Reinhold’s, who had placed
himself on Kant’s shoulders, and so on.!” The possible double meanings of
the term are also opposite senses of incompleteness; tendency marks a work
as incomplete either because it is unfinished or because it is dependent
on something else for its beginning, instead of being autonomous. This
structure of incompleteness, or beginning in the middle of things, is also
the structure of this essay on incomprehensibility. The essay does not begin
with a first principle or foundation; it starts where we find ourselves in
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Schlegel’s present, i.e., the negative reception of his fragments. Nor does it
work toward a conclusion by providing a definitive interpretation or final
word on the meaning of the fragments.!

After providing a couple of meanings for the term “tendency” as a
potential site the for the source of misunderstanding (although he is skeptical
that his readers actually caught onto this), Schlegel declares “[a] great part
of the incomprehensibility of the Athenaeum is unquestionably due to the
irony that to a greater or lesser extent is to be found everywhere in it.”*
After proclaiming that irony is indeed the source for the misunderstand-
ing of the fragments, Schlegel immediately defines irony by quoting his
own Critical fragments 38 and 108, where he defines irony as the “form
of paradox” and where he defines Socratic irony, respectively. The irony
of the fragments is thus, given the definitions to which he refers, their
capacity to posit multiple, often contradictory, meanings at once, and their
capacity, like Socratic irony, to be simultaneously “playful and serious,” to
be at once “the freest of all licenses” and “absolutely necessary.”?

Schlegel does not stop there; he does not merely state that the
fragments are ironic and that their irony is the source of the misunder-
standing. He re-performs the structure of their irony in a categorization
of irony, and thus performs a romantic critique of the fragments. Schlegel
models his system of irony on the French poet Boufflers’s categories of
hearts: “Grands, petits, minces, gros, médiocres, énormes.”?! This gesture
to construct a system of irony is itself ironic insofar as irony is that very
force which, by positing multiple meanings simultaneously, undercuts our
efforts at creating a completed system. The first and most rudimentary type
of irony, “coarse irony,” is found in the nature of things. As Elaine Miller
has pointed out, crystals, which the romantics were fond of, have splitting
and unity as a part of their organic structure.?? Crystals are an example of
irony, as the coincidence of opposites, in the nature of things. This type
of irony is also found in the forces of love and strife in the pre-Socratic
philosopher Empedocles, as well as in the forces of yin and yang as dark-
ness and light in ancient Chinese contexts. Thus, coarse irony courses
through the very nature of things as their paradoxical structure, and is a
“basis,” which is not singular, for the other forms of irony. The next two
types of irony are “fine” and “extra fine.” The latter consists in insulting
someone without their being aware. This type is tied to the traditional
meaning of irony as saying one thing but meaning another. Ernst Behler
has pointed out that this type of irony is found in the liars and charlatans
of Aristophanic comedies.?® In dramatic irony, the author becomes a new
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person in the fourth act—a transformation that is signaled by a sudden
shift in the storyline. Dramatic irony is similar to the idea of a parabasis or
anacoluthon, which are, as Paul de Man argues in “The Concept of Irony,”
marked by a shift or interruption in the narrative structure.? Double irony,
as the name suggests, entails two meanings, which are located in different
places in the theater—one for gallery and one for boxes.?

And, finally, at the peak, or perhaps in the depths, of this system is
the “irony of irony.” Schlegel lists examples of the irony of irony:

if one speaks of irony without using it, as I have just done; if
one speaks of irony ironically without in process being aware
of having fallen into a more noticeable irony; if one can’t dis-
entangle oneself from irony anymore, as seems to be happening
in this essay on incomprehensibility; if irony turns into a man-
nerism, and becomes, as it were, ironical about the author; if
one has promised to be ironical for some useless book without
first having checked one’s supply and then having to produce
it against one’s will, like an actor full of aches and pains; and
if irony runs wild and can’t be controlled any longer.%

In this list of examples of the “irony of irony,” Schlegel is simultaneously
instructing his audience about irony and performing many of the types
as he lists them. In the categories prior to the “irony of irony,” Schlegel
was unironically providing definitions of irony, and thus committing the
irony of irony. Now, as he continues, he cannot disentangle himself from
irony. The reader gets a sense, as this list goes on, that irony is indeed
running wild and that this essay, which began by stating that the fragment
in question was meant in earnest, can no longer escape irony. This taxon-
omy is itself ironic. Schlegel does not betray the irony of the fragments
by unironically parsing their meanings, but rather performs irony while
narrating it to his audience. This is perhaps why he thinks this essay will
produce people who know how to read. A new class of readers will exist
in the future who will not find the fragments indigestible, because they
will have been trained to read them.

This short essay, which begins by stating that the fragment in
question regarding the three tendencies of the age was indeed written
almost entirely without irony, ends with Schlegel’s proclamation that the
fragments were indeed written in the “heat of irony” and that to parse
their meanings would do “violence” to that irony.?” Moreover, as I have
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argued earlier, irony is not an incidental stylistic technique employed by
Schlegel, but rather the very method by which he achieves the romantic
aim of bringing the reader “nearer” to the Absolute. It is irony that is the
source of the misunderstanding of the fragments by Schlegel’s readers, but
it is also irony that is the means by which he enters into a conversation
with them through a dynamic movement oscillating between two poles,
which brings his readers closer to the Absolute. Because irony does not
directly communicate what it means, it cannot rely on a system of com-
plete agreement between speaker and listener, and thus there is always
the possibility of misunderstanding, and with that misunderstanding the
failure of the fragments to accomplish the romantic aim of the realization
of the Absolute.

As a romantic critic, Schlegel does not commit violence against the
fragments by parsing their meanings, by analyzing them, or by limiting
their irony. He does not attempt to make their meaning comprehensible
to the reader, but rather he allows for their fulfillment by pointing to the
limits of comprehensibility itself. Rather than destroying the ironic frag-
ments by making them un-ironic in order to explain their meanings, he
elaborates, in the following passage, the crucial role of irony, which shows
us the limits of human knowing. Schlegel asks his readers,

But is incomprehensibility really something so unmitigatedly
contemptible and evil? Methinks the salvation of families and
nations rests upon it. If I am not wholly deceived, then states
and systems, the most artificial products of man, are often
so artificial that one simply can’t admire the wisdom of their
creator enough. Only an incredibly minute quantity of it suf-
fices: as long as its truth and purity remain inviolate and no
blasphemous rationality dares approach its sacred confines. Yes,
even man’s most precious possession, his own inner happiness,
depends in the last analysis, as anybody can easily verify, on
some such point of strength that must be left in the dark, but
that nonetheless shores up and supports the whole burden
and would crumble the moment one subjected it to rational
analysis. Verily, it would fare badly with you if, as you demand,
the whole world were ever to become wholly comprehensible
in earnest. And isn’t this entire unending world constructed
by the understanding out of incomprehensibility or chaos??
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In this passage, Schlegel claims that the most precious thing we possess,
our “own inner happiness,” depends on “something” that must be left
in the dark, without being subjected to “blasphemous rationality” (frev-
elnder Verstand). The terms translated here as “rationality” or “rational
analysis” are better translated from the German “Verstand” as the English
“understanding.” For Schlegel, the understanding names a watered-down
way of looking at the world, which cuts it apart in order to know it. If
to understand means to dissect, the understanding can never reach the
Absolute as the whole. It will only ever know it in part or, better yet, in
relation to the structures of human knowledge. If we were to subject
everything to the understanding, we would destroy that which we seek to
know. Schlegel is warning his readers of the disastrous consequences of
trying to make the whole world comprehensible (verstdndiich). Human
structures are constructed, according to Schlegel, by the understanding
out of “incomprehensibility or chaos.”? This means that there is a limit
to human knowing and rational scrutiny. There is “something” that must
be allowed to remain in the dark, but which supports the entire structure.
Schlegel is not only warning his readers of the dangerous consequences of
their need to criticize everything (except, as he says, the “Critical Age” itself),
but also pointing to the limits of human knowing. Schlegel is gesturing
toward what exceeds the comprehensible but makes comprehensibility itself
possible, i.e., the incomprehensibility or chaos out of which the possibility
of comprehensibility arises.

Schlegel is not performing critique in the Kantian sense of defining
the limits of the understanding or of reason, because the means by which
limitation is revealed is irony. Irony points out the limits of our claims to
sovereignty, by demonstrating that words have a “secret brotherhood” and
often outwit those who use them.* By showing us that we cannot have
complete mastery over language, irony humbles the knower and points
out the limits of her sovereignty. And by exposing our own limitations,
irony produces an agile mind capable of sensing, but not knowing, that
which lies outside the realm of the human. Schlegel describes this agility
in terms of versatility in Ideas fragment 55, where he writes, “Versatility
[Vielseitigkeit] consists not just in a comprehensive system but also in a
feeling [Sinn] for the chaos outside the system, like man’s feeling [Sinn]
for something beyond man.”! Vielseitigkeit, or many-sidedness, does not
aim merely at a more comprehensive system, i.e., one that contains more
as an aggregation. Rather, versatility names a multifaceted approach, which
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has a feeling for that which lies outside our human attempts at knowing.
True versatility feels its own limits.

4. Conclusion

Schlegel’s essay “On Incomprehensibility” does not perform critique by
circumscribing irony’s role and is thus not critique in the Kantian sense
outlined earlier. Nor is it an example of what Schlegel calls ordinary crit-
icism, i.e., a form of critique that merely places the work in its proper
context and says what it is; it is not a defense of his earlier claims that
provides the reader with historical and social context. It is a romantic cri-
tique that re-performs the work, and through which the work culminates.
As a romantic critique, Schlegel’s essay does not betray the irony of his
fragments in order to parse out their meanings and make them easier to
digest by their audience. The fragments remain, as Ricarda Huch puts
it, “hard-shelled nuts,” which require the energetic effort of their reader,
whom they simultaneously train to read.®?> This essay does not betray
the irony of the fragments, because it is itself ironic. For example, in its
exposition of irony, it produces an ironic classification system, which is
both illuminating and frustrating for the reader who wants to know what
irony “is” and “where” exactly it is located. It re-performs the irony of the
fragments, but in a way that opens up their meaning, that exposes more
about the work of irony, i.e., that irony points us toward the limits of
human knowing without allowing for complete mastery, because it shows
us that words have a “secret brotherhood.” Without directly stating, it
reveals that it would be absurd to write an essay about irony that attempted
to have full mastery, and moreover that doing so would truly betray the
irony of the Afthenaeum fragments.® Like Socratic irony, the essay as a
whole is simultaneously serious and playful; it contains both moments of
clarification and further obfuscation of the meaning of the fragments. In
this essay, Schlegel is poet-critic; he is at once the author of the ironic
and witty fragments and the author of their critique in a romantic sense.
He re-performs the irony of the original work, the Athenaeum fragments,
in a way that opens these “hard-shelled nuts” without cracking them, i.e.,
without destroying their peculiar ironic form. This essay is the Vollendung
or completion of the fragments, in which their irony is both preserved and
illuminated for the reader.
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Alexander von Humboldt
A Critic of Nature

ELIZABETH MILLAN BRUSSLAN!

1. Introduction

As Ronald Hepburn points out in his seminal essay, “The Trivial and Serious
in Aesthetic Appreciation of Nature,” art includes “a continuing practice
of criticism and philosophical study,” from which we develop criteria for
appreciating art.? “In the case of nature,” Hepburn points out, “we have far
less guidance.” Yet, as Hepburn emphasizes, “it must matter, [in nature]
too, to distinguish trivial from serious encounters.” In my view, Alexander
von Humboldt (1769-1859), engaged as he was in the sort of presentation
of nature that balanced the empirical data of the phenomena of nature
with an appreciation of the aesthetic elements of those phenomena, served
as a critic of nature, teaching his readers to distinguish the trivial from
the serious in nature. Humboldt’s work as a critic of nature enabled him
to open his readers to a serious engagement with nature, especially the
landscape of Latin America, which became the main focus of his work after
his voyage to the “equinoctial region of the earth,” as Spanish America
was known at the time (1799-1804).

The Naturgemdlde, a canvas or fableau of nature, was part of Hum-
boldt’s lifelong attempt to achieve a Gesamteindruck of nature. In his

185
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ambition to present a Gesamteindruck of nature, Humboldt did not become
entangled in the “metaphysically extravagant” claims to which accounts of
natural beauty guided by a concept of unity all too often succumb, and which
often lead a thinker to abandon the empirical details that Humboldt found
indispensable to any presentation of nature.” Humboldt claims that nature
is the “realm of freedom” whose living breath should not be suffocated by
its presenter, and for some philosophical minimalists such a claim is indeed
metaphysically extravagant. Yet such a flight to the realm of ideas, part of
what might be understood as giving wings to plodding science, is always
tempered in Humboldt’s work, by an emphasis on the empirical detail
of the phenomena of nature. Humboldt’s commitment to preserving the
“living breath of nature” engaged him in a nuanced balancing act. In his
presentation of nature, Humboldt attempted to balance the empirical mastery
of nature, i.e., a quantified, scientific presentation, with those aspects of
nature that could not be mastered, the free enjoyment of its charms and
the awe of its power, i.e., an aesthetic presentation of nature. He believed
that without empirical knowledge of nature, our aesthetic appreciation of
it would be impoverished in significant ways. Yet, to transform nature, “the
realm of freedom,” into merely a set of quantifiable data points would strip
it of its poetry and of its life force, and hence would be equally problematic.
In his canvases of nature, we find systematic depictions of nature, that is
to say, charts and graphs with empirical information on the quantifiable
aspects of nature. Humboldt’'s Nafurgemdlde resist the reductionist ten-
dency that would kill the living breath of nature that Humboldt sought to
preserve. In what follows, I shall argue that the Nafurgemdlde Humboldt
created with his writings on nature are best understood as literary acts
of preservation—acts of preservation that presented the empirical side of
natural phenomena, while maintaining space for the freedom of nature.
Humboldt was not offering a metaphysical account of nature; rather, he
was offering a presentation of nature that would be as faithful as possible
to his experience of nature’s beauty and its wonder. In short (though this
is not a short story, and I can only tell a fraction of the larger story here),
Humboldt took on the task of a critique of nature. Humboldt’s task as
a critic of nature was influenced by the constellation of ideas that took
shape with the early German Romantics, especially their focus on the
merging of borders between poetry, science, and philosophy. This move
to merge borders is part of a philosophical project aimed at overturning
hierarchies. Humboldt’s role as a critic of nature is connected to the early
German Romantics’ embrace of the aesthetic, and their sustained call to
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open philosophy to science and to poetry. Of particular interest to the
story of Humboldt as a critic of nature is the influence of early German
Romantic thought on Critical Theory, in particular on the work of Walter
Benjamin and Theodor Adorno. Margarete Kohlenbach situates the work
of Adorno within the context of ideas developed by the early German
Romantics: “Adorno’s last work, Asthetische Theorie (written 1961-69;
Aesthetic Theory) was . . . less a philosophical work about aesthetics than
a philosophical meditation that itself was aesthetic and thus represented
a twentieth-century adoption of the postulate of the unity of philosophy
and Poesie that Friedrich Schlegel . . . had first formulated at the time of
historical Romanticism.”® Kohlenbach develops a most productive line of
connection between early German Romanticism and Critical Theory, one
that takes seriously the role of the aesthetic in the early German Romantic
movement. Adorno is one of the few philosophers who addressed Hum-
boldt’s presentation of nature in his work. That he addresses Humboldt
in a work on aesthetics is particularly relevant, for it reveals that Adorno
did indeed understand that Humboldt, who was a scientist, was engaged
with an ambitious aesthetic project. To understand just how radical and
philosophically relevant Humboldt’s presentation of nature was, we need to
place it into historical context. Humboldt’s role as a critic of nature is part
of a larger history of the dialogue between the early German Romantics
and their more contemporary heirs (Adorno and Benjamin). In Humboldt’s
writing on nature, the realm of nature’s beauty and delight brings us to
the realm of aesthetic experience and of freedom—a freedom that is not
exhausted by human agency or human willing.” Humboldt could become
the critic of nature he became in part because of the efforts of the early
German Romantics to make philosophy itself more critical.

Friedrich Schlegel, a leading thinker of early German Romanticism,
called for philosophy to be critical in a way that it had not been even
for Kant, the great critical philosopher himself. As I have already noted,
a central goal of the early German Romantics’ project was to bring phi-
losophy into closer company with other disciplines, including poetry and
history—strange bedfellows in the wake of Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason,
a work that celebrated philosophy’s relation to the ahistorical sciences. In
Schlegel’s Letter on the Novel, which is one of his most detailed statements
on the meaning of the term “romantic,” he claims that, “romantic poetry
rests entirely on historical grounds.”® As we learn in Athenaeum fragment
116, “romantic poetry is a progressive universal poetry’—a poetic ideal that
is progressive because it is always in a state of becoming, never reaching
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completion. Historical grounds bring romantic poetry into conversation
with the tradition of which it is a part. And like poetry, philosophy is also
in need of history for orientation. Schlegel never tired of emphasizing this
point, and he even scolded Kant, the great critical philosopher himself,
for his neglect of history, insisting that no critique can succeed without a
history of philosophy. In several fragments, Schlegel claims that a critique
of philosophy cannot succeed without a history of philosophy, that an age
that calls itself a critical age must not leave the age itself uncriticized; in
short, that Kant’s critical project did not go far enough.’ Schlegel frequently
criticizes other philosophers for the one-sidedness (Einseitigkeit) of their
approach, an Einseitigkeit reflected in their literary form, where there is
only the voice of one author, of one position, and not enough attention to
the historical context of the ideas presented. Schlegel’s use of fragments,
dialogues, and even the form of the novel, was his way of escaping what
he understood to be the Einseitigkeit born of a view that philosophy could
begin with first principle and achieve certainty. For Schlegel, a critical phi-
losophy would be a blend of science and art, and his literary form reflected
the innovative approach and content of his romantic, critical philosophy.

In the new literary form developed by Humboldt, the literary can-
vases of nature or Naturgemdlde, we also find a reflection of some of
his theoretical commitments. Committed as he was to a presentation of
nature that would not kill its living breath, Humboldt was searching for
a literary tool that would present nature as both an empirical realm to
be mastered and a realm of beauty and delight that was beyond mastery.
Humboldt wanted to avoid the vicious empiricism (rohe Empirie) that he
found so troubling in other accounts of nature. Empiricism is vicious, he
argued, only when it is deployed as the only way to understand nature,
a way to dominate the forces of nature and tell just one side of the story
of nature’s meaning. We must step out of mastery to understand the full
story of nature’s meaning, and Humboldt’s aesthetic turn is just such a
move away from mastery.

Humboldt’s aesthetic courage in attempting to present to his Euro-
pean reading public scenes of nature that were utterly unfamiliar to them
was bold and, if his enduringly warm reception in the countries of Latin
America is any indication, successful at wearing away at some of the trou-
bling anti-American stereotypes that circulated widely in the late eighteenth
century and well into the 1800s. Humboldt not only enacts Naturgemdide
through his writings, especially in his Ansichten der Natur, which is where
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we find the clearest example of the Naturgemdlde as a literary form, but
he also speaks about Nafurgemdalde throughout his writings on nature.!
The best place to examine Humboldt’s reflections on the Naturgemalde is
in the pages of his final work, Kosmos/Cosmos (written between 1843 and
1844, but published in1845), which became the first scientific best seller of
the nineteenth century.'! While Humboldt created his portraits of nature
in Ansichten der Natur/Views of Nature, I will focus on what he had to say
in Kosmos/Cosmos about how he viewed the role of the Naturgemdlde, as
I think that will take us to the heart of his critical enterprise.

2. The Task of the Critic: Concretizing Natural Beauty

Humboldt’s expressed goal in Cosmos is to “grasp nature as one great
whole, moved and animated by internal forces.”'? In the preface to Cosmos,
Humboldt explicitly asks what literary form could possibly do justice to this
task. He writes, “The very abundance of the materials which the ordering
spirit should master, necessarily impart no inconsiderable difficulties in the
choice of the form under which such a work must be presented, if it would
aspire to the honor of being regarded as a literary composition.”** Hum-
boldt acknowledges that a full mastery of the abundant materials of nature
will not be accomplished, but an effort toward mastery will be attempted.
The ordering spirit to which Humboldt refers will be complemented by
an appreciating spirit, so that in his Nafurgemdalde, order and control will
join freedom and appreciation in the presentation of nature. Humboldt goes
on to emphasize that descriptions of nature “ought not to be stripped of
the breath of life” and so must avoid the “mere enumeration of a series of
general results” and the “elaborate accumulation of the individual data of
observation.”* The mere accumulation of individual data points to quantify
nature would indeed be wearying to the reader and would not do justice
to the majesty of nature. To illustrate his point of what the description of
nature ought to achieve, Humboldt refers to his earlier publication, Views
of Nature. This collection of seven essays on nature was, along with Cos-
mos, one of the few he wrote in German, and it was close to his literary
heart. In Cosmos, Humboldt claims that the success of Views of Nature
gave him hope that he could indeed present nature to the public without
weighing down the presentation with a collection of isolated empirical facts
that would undermine the view of nature as a living whole:

printed on 2/12/2023 1:53 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

190 | Elizabeth Millan Brusslan

This work [Ansichten der Natur] treats, under general points
of view, of separate branches of physical geography (such as
the forms of vegetation, grassy plains, and deserts). The effect
produced by this small volume has doubtlessly been more
powerfully manifested in the influence it has exercised on the
sensitive minds of the young, whose imaginative faculties are so
strongly manifested, than by means of anything which it could
itself impart. In the work on the Cosmos on which I am now
engaged, I have endeavored to show, as in that entitled Ansichfen
der Natur, that a certain degree of scientific completeness in
the treatment of individual facts does not necessarily entail
colorlessness in its presentation.'

Humboldt’s humility is overstated, for his Ansichten accomplished much
more than what he describes above; its effect on the sensitive minds of
the young readers was due not merely to the imaginative faculties of the
young readers, but also, undoubtedly, to the literary achievement accom-
plished by Humboldt in the pages of his text. Humboldt’s achievement
notwithstanding, it is important to keep in mind that Humboldt’s view of
the importance of his work takes into account the effects of his work on
his readers; he wanted to cause a change in his readers, to lead them to
a greater appreciation for nature. Long before our present age of interdis-
ciplinarity, Humboldt was well aware that certain concepts could best be
approached by a perspective that drew from a variety of disciplines and
methods, rather than just one. Humboldt wanted to free science from the
narrow boundaries of the specialist and make it something that would be
intelligible to all thoughtful people; he wanted to achieve a lively, colorful
portrait of nature for his readers. In Cosmos, Humboldt cites Goethe’s crit-
icism of the dubious German talent for making science inaccessible to the
public. He writes, “There is perhaps some truth in the accusation advanced
against many German scientific works, that they lessen the value of general
views by an accumulation of detail, and do not sufficiently distinguish
between those great results which form, as it were, the beacon lights of
science, and the long series of means by which they have been attained.
This method of treating scientific subjects has led the most illustrious of
our poets to exclaim with impatience, ‘The Germans have the art of making
science inaccessible.””® Humboldt helped to correct this dubious German
“talent.” His writings on nature were intended not only to uncover truths
about the physical world, but also to reach as many readers as possible
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and, even more importantly, to cultivate within his readers a “genuine love
of the study of nature.”'” Humboldt’s work as a critic of nature involved
presenting the story of nature to his readers in a compelling way that paid
tribute to both the empirical and aesthetic dimensions of nature.

In the preface to Cosmos, Humboldt charts the vision of nature
that will guide his work, a vision intimately connected to the method of
presentation that would best serve his reading public. The Naturgemdide
are central to Humboldt’s task of presenting nature, so it is not surprising
that, in the introduction to Cosmos, we are given several clear accounts of
what precisely the Naturgemdlde are. We are told that they are “ordered
according to guiding ideas, not just to pleasantly occupy the spirit. Their
sequence can also indicate the grades of the impressions of nature [Nafure-
indrticke], which we have followed, ranging from the gradually increasing
intensity from the empty, plantless plains to the inexhaustible fertility of
the torrid zone.”'® As we immediately see, the Naturgemdlde are associated
with feelings of pleasure, they are meant not only to occupy our spirit in
a pleasant way, but they are also intended to present the empirical details
of nature, the grades of diversity from the barren to the lush landscapes
of the reaches of the earth. Already in the preface to Cosmos, Humboldt
explicitly states that his presentation of nature will be twofold. He writes,
“The first portion of [Cosmos]| contains introductory considerations regard-
ing the diversity in the degrees of enjoyment to be derived from nature
and the knowledge of the laws by which the universe is governed, it also
considers the limitations and the scientific mode of treating a physical
description of the universe, and gives a general picture of nature which
contains a view of all the phenomena comprised in the cosmos.”®® Like a
landscape artist, Humboldt presents nature as a canvas that will illustrate
the beauty of nature, an illustration, Humboldt believes, that cannot be
achieved without due attention to the empirical details of nature, details
that are presented via the methods of the natural sciences. An accurate pre-
sentation of nature is a goal of both the natural scientist and the landscape
artist, and Humboldt sees common ground in both circles of thinkers: “in
scientific circles as in the carefree circles of landscape poetry and painting,
the presentation of nature gains in clarity and objective liveliness when the
individual elements are decisively grasped and delimited.”?

The common ground between science and art to which Humboldt
refers and which he was devoted to cultivating remains a fertile area of
analysis for contemporary philosophers. In contemporary discussions of the
aesthetic appreciation of nature, we are often taken back to the problem
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Humboldt brought into sharp focus so many years ago, namely, the role
of empirical knowledge in our aesthetic appreciation of nature. Unfortu-
nately, contemporary philosophers tend to neglect Humboldt’s valuable
contributions to this issue. For example, Malcolm Budd opens his work,
The Aesthetic Appreciation of Nature, with a detailed discussion of what
kind of understanding of nature a correct and full aesthetic of nature
requires: this is precisely the sort of problem with which Humboldt grap-
pled. Some attention to Humboldt’s contributions to the problem of the
role of knowledge in our aesthetic appreciation of nature would enrich the
discussion we continue to have. In the context of discussing our aesthetic
appreciation of nature, Budd writes:

Do we need the knowledge of the natural scientist—the nat-
uralist, the geologist, the biologist, and the ecologist. Does
experiencing something with ‘scientific’ understanding of it
deepen or enhance the aesthetic appreciation of it? Does it
matter aesthetically whether you correctly experience something
as being a certain type of natural phenomenon or of natural
kind K? Does it matter whether you mis-experience something
as being of a natural kind? Does it matter whether you are not
mistaken about but ignorant of the natural kind you are appre-
ciating? . . . People have thicker or thinner conceptions of the
nature of the phenomena which they see or otherwise perceive
under concepts of those phenomena: children have exception-
ally thin conceptions, adults have conceptions of greater and
varying thickness. The thicker the conception, the greater the
material available to transform the subject’s aesthetic experience
of nature. . . . If you have the right kind of understanding of
nature, you can recruit to your perceptual experience of nature
relevant thoughts, emotions, and images unavailable to those
who lack that understanding.?!

These lines take us back to Hepburn’s insight, namely, that the task of the
critic in helping us to distinguish the trivial from the serious is no less
important to our encounters with nature than it is to our encounters with
art. Budd’s reference to the “right kind of understanding of nature” and his
emphasis on the recruitment of “relevant thoughts, emotions, and images”
to enrich the aesthetic experience of nature also put him in close company
with Humboldt’s project of cultivating the common ground between art and
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science. Humboldt would not put the problem in the terms used by Budd,
but Budd’s clarity is helpful in highlighting the sorts of issues with which
Humboldt grapples and which he addressed, albeit more implicitly than
Budd does, in his work. Humboldt’s presentation of nature helped “thicken”
his readers’ conception of the phenomena of nature without ossifying its
elements. He believed that knowledge of nature augmented our aesthetic
appreciation of it, in part, because knowledge of nature, especially of the
history of the phenomena of nature, helped the viewer make connections
between the individual phenomena in order to get at the whole or cosmos
idea that he thought would help bring the idea of nature as the realm of
freedom into sharper focus.

Humboldt’s work has affinities not only with contemporary work
on the aesthetic appreciation of nature, but also with the philosophical
commitments of the early German Romantics, in particular, with their
work as critics. In several of his Athenaeum fragments, Schlegel presents
his view of poetry and the central role it plays in philosophy. The most
famous of all fragments is arguably Athenaeum fragment 116, where
Schlegel claims that “romantic poetry is a progressive, universal poetry.
Its aim isn’t merely to reunite all the separate species of poetry and put
poetry in touch with philosophy and rhetoric. It tries to and should mix
and fuse poetry and prose, inspiration and criticism, the poetry of art and
the poetry of nature.”? With Schlegel’s notion of “romantic poetry,” we are
most decidedly not dealing with a fixed genre category. Schlegel pushes for
a fusion of poetry and philosophy: just as all poetry should be romantic,
for Schlegel, philosophy and poetry should be made one. Schlegel’s notion
of poetry and of irony is guided by his view that both poetry and irony are
practices that help us appreciate our relation to the Absolute.?

Fred Rush has recently pointed out that, “just as poetry and philos-
ophy are optimally interchangeable, criticism is supposed to be poetic.”*
Schlegel writes in Critical fragment 115 that “the whole history of mod-
ern poetry is a running commentary on the following brief philosophical
text: all art [Kunst] should become science [Wissenschaft] and all science
art; poetry [Poesie] and philosophy should be made one.”” And in Ideas
fragment 108, we find that the claim that “whatever can be done while
poetry and philosophy are separated has been done and accomplished. So
the time has come to unite the two.”? In this cluster of claims, we find
the threads for the development of a romantic hermeneutics of nature, one
that would culminate in the “poetry of nature” announced by Schlegel in
Athenaeum fragment 116. Schlegel is pushing for a broader conception of
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Wissenschaft, and certainly, if nature is understood, as Humboldt insisted,
as the “realm of freedom,” a science of nature would almost have to be
poetic, and would certainly not be laughable.?” Indeed, such a romantic
science of nature would be critical.

Humboldt, committed as he was to a presentation of nature that
would not kill its living breath, was after a way to present nature as both
an empirical realm to be mastered and a realm of beauty and delight that
is beyond mastery. As I have mentioned, Humboldt wanted to avoid the
vicious empiricism (rohe Empirie) that he found so troubling in other
accounts of nature. He emphasized in his work that empiricism is vicious
only when it is deployed as the only way to understand nature, a way to
dominate the forces of nature and tell just one side of the story of nature’s
meaning. Let us now consider Humboldt’s take on a crucial dimension
of our aesthetic appreciation of nature: pleasure. Balancing our empiri-
cal knowledge of nature with our pleasure in nature’s beauty was one of
Humboldt’s aims and part of his legacy as a critic of nature, a legacy that
connects his work with Adorno’s.

Writing in 1969, Adorno, in his characteristically trenchant way,
lamented the fading of natural beauty from the stage of philosophy: “Nat-
ural beauty, which was still the occasion of the most penetrating insights
of the Critique of Judgment, is now scarcely a topic of theory. The reason
for this is not that natural beauty was dialectically transcended, both
negated and maintained on a higher plane as Hegel’s theory propounded,
but rather, that it was repressed. The concept of natural beauty rubs on a
wound and little is needed to prompt one to associate this wound with the
violence that the artwork—a pure artifact—inflicts on nature.”?® Adorno
goes on to tell us that Humboldt occupies a position between Kant and
Hegel, “in that he holds fast to natural beauty yet in contrast to Kantian
formalism endeavors to concretize it.”?® The delicate balancing act that
Humboldt performs in his Naturgemdlde attempts to blend our experience
of nature’s beauty with a detailed account of its objective properties. Let
us now turn to some examples of how Humboldt presents natural beauty
and how he concretizes it.

3. The Aesthetic Appreciation of Nature through Thick and Thin

In Cosmos, Humboldt maintains that the pleasure we take in nature is
the result of having arrived at or at least approximated a presentation of
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nature as a totality.®® In order to understand nature in its totality, and so to
deepen our delight in nature, we need a method that enables us to capture
not only the empirical facts of the objects of nature, but also the individual
elements of nature in a coherent way leading to a sense of nature’s whole.
For Humboldt, the task of connecting the individual elements of nature
into some harmonious whole was of high importance, for the meaning
and value of nature could not be appreciated if the elements of nature
remained a group of disconnected individual items. In Humboldt’s work
we find a focus on the “general connection” (allgemeiner Zusammenhang)
present in the phenomena of nature and his desire to grasp nature in its
unity. The chain of connection that will lead us to the whole of nature
is built of both knowledge of nature and appreciation for the phenomena
of nature. Consider the following claim from Cosmos: “In considering the
study of physical phenomena, not merely in its bearings on the material
wants of life, but in its general influence on the intellectual advancement of
mankind; we find its noblest and most important result to be a knowledge
of the chain of connection, by which all natural forces are linked together,
and made mutually dependent upon each other; and it is the perception
of these relations that exalts our views and ennobles our enjoyments.”!
Humboldt delineates two types of pleasure: (1) sensual or physical pleasure
and (2) intellectual pleasure. He describes sensual pleasure in the following
way: “One [sensual pleasure] arouses the open, childlike sense of humans,
the entrance to free action and the dark feeling of unison, which dominate
in the eternal change of nature’s silent drive.”? So, on the one hand, the
pleasure we have in nature is something primitive, an intuitive feeling,
something sensual. This sort of pleasure is available, to speak with Budd,
to those with even the thinnest conceptions of nature, young children
finding pleasure in spring’s first bright red tulip, for example. But there
is also the intellectual pleasure we take in the contemplation of nature,
which “comes from the comprehension of the order of the world and
of collaboration of the physical forces within the world.”® This sort of
pleasure, again invoking the lines cited above from Budd’s account, is a
pleasure born of a thicker conception of nature, found in the experience
of the mountaineer who not only enjoys the thrill of the view from atop
the Chimborazo, but who is also aware of the precise altitude of her vista
point and is well aware of the mountain’s composition and history—facts
that connect the vista to a history of the mountain and the mountain’s
place within the history of the earth, creating a connection between an
individual experience of nature and nature as a whole (that is, the web of
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forces and phenomena comprising our experience of nature). Like Budd,
Humboldt stresses the “right kind of understanding of nature,” as he puts
it: “if we would correctly comprehend nature, we must not entirely or
absolutely separate the consideration of the present state of things from
that of the successive phases through which they have passed. We can-
not form a just conception of their nature without looking back on the
mode of their formation. It is not organic matter alone that is continually
undergoing change and being dissolved to form new combinations. The
globe itself reveals at every phase of its existence the mystery of its former
conditions.”* The sort of recruitment of relevant thoughts, emotions, and
images referenced by Budd finds company in Humboldt’s emphasis on
creating a context that provides a fuller understanding of the phenomena
of nature and its appreciation. For Humboldt, the description of nature is
“intimately tied with its history.”® The critic of nature is the figure poised
to place the empirical details of nature into a context that enables a deeper
story of its meaning to emerge. I will end with some comments on how
that takes place in Humboldt’s work.

4. Assimilation and the Task of the Critic

Mere accumulation of historical facts about nature or of empirical facts about
natural phenomena is not enough to bring us to an aesthetic appreciation
of nature. We must assimilate our knowledge of nature (be that knowledge
of nature’s history or of its empirical data) into our aesthetic experience of
nature. As Jerome Stolnitz points out, “[m]erely to acquire knowledge is not
enough and may even be detrimental to aesthetic appreciation.”® Knowl-
edge about something must be assimilated into our aesthetic experience
of that thing; otherwise, it remains aesthetically irrelevant. Knowledge of
a given object, be that object a painting by Picasso or a flower in a field,
is, to speak with Stolnitz, aesthetically irrelevant if that knowledge remains
external to our aesthetic experience of the object. In his presentation of
nature, Humboldt attempts to make knowledge of nature aesthetically
relevant to our experience of nature. Intellectual recognition and aesthetic
enjoyment of the phenomena of nature are assimilated in Humboldt’s
Naturgemdlde. Knowledge of nature plays a role in creating connections
between phenomena, and when that knowledge of nature is assimilated
into our aesthetic experience of nature, the level of appreciation deepens,
and the project of approximating the whole of nature is further developed.
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Enjoyment of nature and knowledge of it are two distinct experiences.
Humboldt’s Naturgemdlde blend enjoyment and knowledge of nature so
that our knowledge of nature can deepen our aesthetic appreciation of it.
His Naturgemdalde serve to guide the reader in her appreciation of nature,
much the same way a good critic of art can guide the viewer of a work
to a deeper appreciation of a painting’s value. Humboldt, engaged as he
was in the sort of presentation of nature that balanced the empirical data
of the phenomena of nature with an appreciation of the beauty of those
phenomena, served as a critic of nature, teaching his readers to distinguish
the trivial from the serious in nature. This work as a critic of nature
enabled him to open his readers to a deep appreciation for and a serious
engagement with nature.
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Critique, Refutation, Appropriation

Strategies of Hegel’s Dialectic

ANGELICA NUZZ0

In presenting the project of a dialectic-speculative logic in contrast both
to traditional logic and to Kant’s transcendental logic—i.e., the positions
he generally subsumes under the designation of Verstandesiogik—Hegel
curiously insists on the fact that this foundational part of his system is
ultimately not such a novelty after all. In downplaying the originality of
his logic, Hegel highlights, rather, the apparent continuity with the tradi-
tion, a continuity confirmed by the persistence of a seemingly unalterable
logical content. This is, after all, what Kant had claimed with regard to
the scientific status of formal logic in the 1787 Preface to the Critique of
Pure Reason looking back to Aristotle, a claim that Hegel now duly repeats.
Because of its formality, logic seems to be a concluded and perfected
science since its very inception—and to never “have had to go backwards
a single step,” as Kant puts it.! Kant, however, had also insisted on the
unprecedented character of a logic that instead of being “generally” formal,
i.e., instead of concerning the mere form of thinking as such (Denken),
addresses the particular form of our knowledge (Erkennen) of objects in
their truth, thereby reclaiming an objective content and a crucial epistemo-
logical validity.? Thereby the distinctive transcendental character of Kant’s
logic is indicated. To this logic belongs a fundamentally critical function

201
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with regard to reason’s speculative knowledge and its objects. Next to the
Analytic, the Dialectic as “transcendental dialectic” becomes part of the
critique of (pure) reason.

While insisting on the presence of the contents of traditional logic
in his “science of logic,” Hegel also sides with Kant’s content-based tran-
scendental logic and its critical function with regard to metaphysics. The
new logic is characterized as dialectic-speculative (in contrast to formal or
transcendental or even phenomenological) not by its content but by the
“method” which shapes that content in the form of a “science of logic.”
In fact, the content, Hegel announces, is the same “received material,”
the same well-known “thought forms” inherited from the tradition and
critically explored by Kant—notably, among them, the traditional onto-
logical determinations featured in the Logic of Being and Essence, and
the forms of concepts, judgments, and syllogisms featured in the Logic
of the Concept. Such content, however, given the way it is generally han-
dled in the logical presentation, displays the appearance of “dead bones of
a skeleton thrown together in a disorderly heap.” The logical “thought
forms” (Denkformen), Hegel maintains, are the supporting skeleton of an
organism now inexorably dead and quickly decaying. They are nothing
more than dead bones scattered haphazardly, unmoved, and without life.
According to this image, the task of the new logic and, more precisely, of
the new “method” is to restore the living function of that inert skeleton,
to coherently organize those bones in the self-supporting structure of a
living organism, i.e., of a self-moving systematic whole. As the “soul” is
the principle of life, Hegel claims in Aristotle’s aftermath, the task is to
animate those dead bones with soul; and furthermore, as the soul is the
principle of movement, at stake is the task of presenting the life of the
logical organism in the dynamic process that first institutes it precisely as
a living whole. Now the dialectic-speculative method is the “soul” or “living
pulse”™ that alone can bring back to life the dead spoils of the tradition.
The paradox is that the living organism thereby obtained turns out to be
an entirely new creature.

A significant critical objective is outlined in Hegel’s program. Indeed,
only the act of thoroughly re-thinking the tradition can lead to radical inno-
vation. If at stake is the “truth” of the logical forms, as Kant had already
maintained by asking Pilate’s question—“What is truth?”—such truth is
inseparable from the actual, realized life of the organism that instantiates
it or brings it about.? Truth is the dynamic movement in which the life and
action of pure thinking discursively unfolds. If the organism is dead and

printed on 2/12/2023 1:53 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

Critique, Refutation, Appropriation | 203

unmoved, this is, ipso facto, the proof of the failure of the method employed.
Now, as Hegel’s logic takes up the critical task of Kant’s transcendental
logic, it does so as system whereby it is presented as the true “system of
pure reason.”® System, then, is critique—or: for Hegel, dialectical system-
aticity replaces transcendental critique. That is to say, critique is carried
out by the methodological act that organizes the content in the form of a
system, thereby reinstituting the life of the organism (truth is, famously,
“the whole” and is alive only as such whole).” The system concerns the
articulation of truth as its discursive process-like actualization. Herein truth
and freedom ultimately converge. The speculative concept—=Begrifi—is the
structure that articulates this convergence. Indeed, it is at the beginning
of the Logic of the Concept that Hegel raises Pilate’s question, “What is
truth?” echoing Kant with regard to the systematic place in which the
logic is expected to raise the question of truth.

While the confrontation with Kant’s transcendental logic plays a
crucial role in Hegel’s presentation of his “science of logic,” a well-known
slogan from the preface to the Phenomenology of Spirit sets the logic
(which takes its departure from “absolute knowing” as the result of the
phenomenological development) in a critical confrontation with Spinoza.
Famously, “everything hangs on apprehending and expressing the truth
not merely as substance but also equally as subject.” At stake, again, is
“truth.” But truth cannot be apprehended and expressed as “subject”—or
rather, “also equally” as subject in addition to substance—unless the form
of the system is achieved. For, ultimately, truth is the full actuality of
that discursive system. In the Phenomenology as well, Hegel appeals to
the image of the dead body to be reanimated in order to make the same
point he will make in the Science of Logic. The critical target is the con-
temporary (Schellingian) view of truth as the Absolute, the intuitive first
and last that defies development and discursive systematicity. Now, despite
their distance from Schelling’s Absolute, traditional formal logic and Kant’s
transcendental logic (i.e., the undialectical Verstandeslogik) share the same
view of truth as fixed and unchangeable because set apart from falsity and
error. Hegel formulates the task—at once logical and historical—as that of
“pringing fluidity to fixed thoughts” or, alternatively, as that of “realizing
and spiritualizing the universal by overcoming fixed . . . thoughts.”?® Sig-
nificantly, the fulfillment of this task is identical with the transformation
of “pure thoughts” into the speculative concept.

In sum, the problem of the dynamic, living articulation of truth at
the center of Hegel’s logic, the problem to which “method” and “system”
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respond, implies a confrontation with—and a critique of—the preceding
logical tradition but also Kant and Spinoza. More specifically, Kant and
Spinoza are crucial for understanding the dialectic-speculative nature of
Hegel’s logical Begriff. Now, there is a customary way of accounting for
Hegel’s relation to both his predecessors (and even, more generally, to the
entire history of philosophy) that construes it as a powerful (for better
or worse) operation of appropriation of their views animated, in different
degrees, by a critical stance. Dialectical Aufhebung may be taken, indeed,
in this sense, namely, as an appropriative movement of overcoming. On
this interpretative view, however, appropriation and critique stand in a
problematic and generally unexplored relation. It certainly does not seem
necessary to appropriate that which is critiqued and thereby overcome—it
seems neither necessary per se nor necessary for critique to be performed.
(If anything, one may suggest the opposite, namely, that only that which
survives critique may be appropriated.) What, then, is the relationship that
connects Hegelian critique to dialectical appropriation and Aufhebung?
Ultimately, and more generally, to address this question is to confront
the predicament that places philosophical thinking between the past of its
historical tradition and the openness of its future.

In this paper, I argue that the dialectical mefhod of Hegel’s logic—that
is, the way thinking’s forms are given life and its discursive process imma-
nently and systematically organized—is, first, appropriation: an appropria-
tion that transforms, fransformative appropriation (an appropriation that
transforms, perhaps, to the point of rendering what is appropriated utterly
other [than itself], hence uncomfortably unrecognizable). Second, Hegelian
dialectic is refutation (Widerlegung). The ways dialectic transforms what
it appropriates is by refuting what it appropriates (or what it has made its
own), hence by an act of self-refutation. Herein Hegel’s dialectic shares a
crucial, although not often underscored, feature with Socrates’ elenchos
and Plato’s elenctic dialectic in contrast to Aristotle’s: namely, its ethical
and indeed educational core validity. Refutation is connected to thinking’s
freedom. It is significant that while the transformative appropriation of
traditional logical and metaphysical contents may seem practiced through-
out the logic, Widerlegung is appealed to explicitly and thematically only
at the crucial juncture in which Spinoza and Kant are confronted: in the
transition from the Objective to the Subjective Logic (or from Being and
Essence to the Concept). And it is furthermore significant that such critical
confrontation is considered logically necessary in order for the problem
of truth to be addressed in its full scope as the problem of freedom. It
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is precisely at this juncture that Hegel repeats Pilate’s question, “What is
truth?”!! Refutation is the process of truth’s actualization as freedom. It is
not, however, the highest act of freedom itself—it is not the highest act
of the logical subject in which Spinoza’s substance is finally transformed
and by which it is fully refuted. The final act of freedom is the gesture of
“letting go” and “letting be”—the frei Entlassen that is ostensibly the very
opposite of that initial appropriation, the act of relinquishing whatever has
been appropriated thereby letting it be free from the subject, free for itself
or in its own right, free for new possibilities. Thus, the subject established
by the dialectical process is free not as possessor or proprietor of truth but
in the very act of letting truth be beyond the subject itself. Appropriation
is not a final goal, and is not what freedom in its fullness consists in. Its
function is rather to be always revoked as a substantial appropriation—“to
be let go of.” This is the highest act of freedom.

In sum, my suggestion is that Hegel’s dialectical critique as method
for instituting truth and freedom is the articulation of three interconnected
moments or actions: first, transformative appropriation; second, refutation
as self-refutation; and the final act of letting go. In what follows, I will
discuss these moments by looking at three crucial passages of the Science
of Logic: the Absolute in which the Logic of Essence appropriates Spinoza’s
substance; the Widerlegung of Spinozism as the “genesis” of the Begriff
and the beginning of freedom; and the act of frei Entlassen by which the
“absolute idea” brings the logic as a whole to the end, leading logical
thinking beyond itself to its radical other.

1. Transformative Appropriation

Let’s begin by going back to the quoted passage from the Phenomenology.
At stake is the task of “bringing fluidity to fixed thoughts,” of “realizing
and spiritualizing the universal by overcoming fixed . . . thoughts.”> Hegel
suggests that thinking is set in motion when the “the pure consciousness of
itself makes abstraction from itself,”® i.e., when pure thinking yields to the
negative power of its own activity, and consents on becoming a “moment”
of a more comprehensive process. Once this change of perspective has taken
effect, it becomes clear that truth belongs to the larger overall process
(indeed, to the “whole”);!* that each partial moment owes its truth to the
whole of which is part; and that each partial moment, taken in isolation
(and because of it), is simply false. Becoming fluid and lifelike requires
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a humbling gesture, namely, the recognition that the whole is not yet
available and that the whole is not what thinking itself in its inception
is (thinking is instead only a “moment”). The requirement that the pure
consciousness of itself make abstraction from itself implies not that thinking
must be “eliminated or left aside” but that it abandons “the fixity” of its
self-conferred autarchic position. If the Phenomenology aims at instituting
truth as the subject beyond mere (Spinozistic) substance, the subjectivity
Hegel is after is not the unmoved “I think” of transcendental philosophy.
For, on Hegel’s view, reason’s “critique” notwithstanding, Kant’s subject still
belongs to the autarchic order of an unmoved and still absolutistic truth.

The standpoint of science results from a development in which con-
sciousness achieves truth only by mediating its initial immediacy, thereby
activating the negative power of the self and losing its fixity and guaranteed
uniqueness. To recognize that knowledge in its immediate position is not
yet true means to recognize that a fundamental “difference”® still separates
consciousness from its content. This lack of identity or adequacy between
consciousness and object—this lack of truth, as it were—determines the
“fluid,” process-like character of thinking on its path to science. Difference
(hence the lack of adequacy which is untruth) is the “negative” that imma-
nently moves the phenomenological process. Thereby Hegel draws to the
center what traditional logic and the activity of Verstand strenuously labor
to keep out. The negative is by definition a “lack” (Mangel), is the falsity
that general logic, being necessarily concerned with truth (and only with
truth), must block out of thinking. On Hegel’s view, by contrast, the negative
is the “soul” and the moving principle of the process foward truth, and
this process only is the movement of fruth.'® To claim that a “difference”
(Unterschied) separates consciousness from its object is to claim that the
imbalance of an Ungleichheit—a lack of (self-) identity—affects substance
in its relation to itself. In order to eliminate such difference the recogni-
tion is required that what appears as an external “action” that substance
only suffers is truly ifs own action. Only at this point is substance proved
subject, i.e., when suffered external action is turned into one’s own free
act of self-determination.!” Herein truth and freedom converge.

In the Phenomenology, truth is achieved when the substantial con-
tent has become “immediate property of the I,” when truth’s actuality has
finally become “property of consciousness.”'® Truth becomes truth by an
act of appropriation, thereby becoming itself Eigentum—property as that
which is proper (eigen) to its possessor, allegedly identical with it (thereby
erasing the Ungleichkeit still affecting consciousness on its way toward
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truth). Such “selbstisch” possession—substance beginning to acquire the
form of the “self” (selbst)—is “the concept.”*® However, truth is a “property”
that stands under a twofold limiting condition. First, possession is more
properly the phenomenological process of appropriation or of becoming
intellectually worthy (or, minimally, capable) of possessing truth: it is not
the passive inheritance of an already given—initial, original, and allegedly
absolute—truth but the act by which the subject progressively and indeed
laboriously acquires the position of truth. Kant’s property-right model of
deduction yields to the notion of the subject’s laboring for the appropri-
ation of the truth by which the subject itself is first constituted. Hegel
replaces the transcendental quid juris with a phenomenological quid facti.
Or, to put it differently, the story Hegel tells regards the subject’s efforts,
not her proprietor status as such. Second, the final truth of the Phenom-
enology that consciousness, having reached “absolute knowing,” is said to
finally “possess” (or which is said to be consciousness’s Eigentum), is a
precarious possession immediately revoked by the utter indeterminacy of
the beginning of the Logic in which the phenomenological subject and its
truth entirely vanish. As the Phenomenology reaches truth and the self
seems to eventually “possess” it, what we really have is the beginning of
the Logic, i.e., the point of radical immediacy and indeterminateness from
which the constitution of purely logical truth begins. In this point there is
no subject entitled to possess truth, just as there is no ready-made truth
to be possessed. In an important reversal, the form of the concept has
rather taken possession of the self.2’ In the Logic, the concept has to “let
go” of the (phenomenological) subject, as it were—and this constitutes the
specifically logical movement of speculative truth, the process that only in
the end reaches the logical form of free subjectivity.

While the Logic is the “science of truth in the figure of truth,”?! the
Phenomenology is the process in which truth appears in the complete
series of its partial figures. Accordingly, truth is herein present along with
its negative form, and is itself rather the (totality of the) false. For this
reason, Hegel needs to debunk the commonsense representations of falsity,
which, like the claims of Verstandeslogik, are the major obstacle to gaining
“access to truth.” Underlying these views is the assumption that truth and
falsity are fixed, thoroughly separated, and unmoved determinations (of
things or thoughts). Under this condition, however, the question arises:
why do we need a “science of the false” or Phenomenology; why can’t we
start immediately with truth—which is accordingly assumed as a given,
unquestioned “absolute”? The understanding’s assumption is that truth is
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separate from the false and immediately graspable as such—no need to
labor on finding it, no need to dwell on falsity. In the framework of the
logic of the understanding, which separates truth and falsity, the access
to speculative truth is inexorably blocked. It follows that such position
must be refuted if the Phenomenology is to lead on to the logic as the
science of “truth in the figure of truth”: “True and false belong among
those determinate notions which are held to be motionless and wholly
separate essences, one here and one there, each standing fixed and isolated
from the other, with which it has nothing in common. Against this view it
must be maintained that truth is not a minted coin that can be given and
pocketed ready-made.”?> Herein Hegel explicitly makes Lessing’s refutation
of the numismatics of truth in Nathan der Weise (the truth-coin analogy)
his own by turning it against the Verstandeslogik.?® He rejects the common
notion that truth and falsity are “determinate thoughts” given once and
for all—ready-made and ready at hand for their indifferent exchange, like
“minted coin.” Such a notion leads to the essentialist view that sets them as
“independent essences” separate from each other, and consequently denies
any possible “Gemeinschaft” or common ground between them.? Moreover,
Hegel rejects the view of truth and falsity that by positing them as utterly
“motionless” deprives them of dynamic development and the possibility
of change. The conception of truth as the whole offers the programmatic
backdrop for his argument: truth is not given and isolated but is a result,
positioned along with the false within the totality of a system progressively
and indeed historically developed in the structure of the whole.” However,
at this juncture, Hegel does not appeal directly to it but endorses Lessing’s
position to state his disagreement with the numismatics of truth. Echoing
Nathan’s claim, Hegel simply states, “it must be contended that truth is not
minted coin.” The fixation in the thing-coin, the unmoved essentialization
of value that is consigned to the illusory process of abstract quantitative
exchange, the appeal to the minting authority for ultimate validity, the
radical separation of truth and falsity—these are the target for both Hegel
and Lessing. Thus, in the Phenomenology, Lessing’s “refutation” of the
numismatics of truth becomes the starting point of Hegel’s speculative
and developmental idea of truth.

It follows that if truth is to become “property” of the self through a
process of appropriation, such possession does not fall within the economic
realm of monetary activity and exchange. Truth is not minted coin. More-
over, as suggested above, such refutation indirectly implies another critical
objective. Truth is not an absolute and is not the Absolute—first and fore-
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most because truth is the result and endpoint of a discursive process, not
an intuitive beginning. As the dimension of pure logical thinking obtains
from “absolute knowing,” the proprietor subject of the Phenomenology
disappears and truth must be reconstituted by a dialectical process that is
now moved by its own “method” or “soul,” independently of a substrate, a
thinking subject, a phenomenological consciousness or an external reflection.
Appropriation becomes a process without proprietor subject.

In the conclusive step of the Logic of Essence, the Absolute—Spinoza’s
absolute—is dialectically appropriated, as it is made into a necessary step
in the conclusive development of essence. The Absolute is not a beginning
(as for Schelling) but both a transition point (from Being through Essence
to the Concept) and, most importantly, a failed attempt at making the end
(i.e., of reaching the Absolute). In fact, the Absolute that substance main-
tains to be is not the highest or absolute truth—hence not the end—but
only the necessary condition for the transition to the concept. As such,
however, the dialectically appropriated Absolute is transformed into a
contradiction, i.e., into an absolute that being not-absolutely-absolute is
ipso facto overcome the moment it is posited. Thereby the transition to
the sphere of the Concept is achieved.

Hegel claims that “the concept of Spinozistic substance corresponds
to the concept of the absolute.”?® Spinoza’s substance is the monistic whole:
“one substance, one indivisible totality.” Hegel underlines that “there is no
determinateness that is not contained and dissolved into it.” Precisely to
this extent, substance is posited as the same totality that essence is, and
more precisely, as the absolute with which essence attempts to conclude
its movement by positing the highest, absolute truth. This is essence’s
appropriation of Spinozistic substance. There is no determinateness that is
not contained in the absolute as its Grund. But there is also no determi-
nateness that is not dissolved in the absolute as its Abgrund. Indeed, Hegel
recognizes as a valuable insight of Spinozism that “anything that to the
natural way of representing and to the determining understanding appears
as self-subsistent is entirely reduced in this necessary concept to a mere
positedness [Gesetzsein].” Hegel famously expresses the “absolute principle”
of Spinoza’s substance in the proposition “determinateness is negation,” a
proposition he considers a “true and simple insight” but also a limited one,
for it remains at the view of “negation as determinateness or quality” and
does not advance to negation as self-negation. Ultimately this means that
the individual does not recover from—or does not survive—the negation
or annihilation within the absolute; that it does not subsist as individual
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within it. The further limit of Spinoza’s position consists in the fact that
the “manifold act of determining” lies in “an external thinking.” Thinking
is “not as determining and informing, nor as a movement of return that
begins from itself.”” In other words, the end, in the case of the absolute
(the end that the absolute allegedly makes or represents), is not a turning
back to a new beginning. Thinking radically ends in the absolute substance
but does not make a return back into itself, hence does not make a new
beginning out of itself. Such is, instead, the nature of subjectivity. Despite
its definition as causa sui, the absolute is not itself a creative power truly
determining itself—it is the end but not a new beginning. It is the repetitive
power that reproduces itself in a self-identical position, with no otherness
and no difference?®—Nature repeating itself but truly unable to imagine
an utterly different order; thinking identical with extension but unable to
differentiate itself from it. However, the capacity of making a new begin-
ning out of itself and after the end is, for Hegel, the necessary condition
for anything claiming to be truly “absolute”: absolute knowing, absolute
idea, absolute spirit. Indeed, the end entails the creative act that requires
the production of difference as difference, of otherness as otherness. This
is the character of freedom. But it is also the limit of Spinoza’s position.
The absolute is not “absolutely absolute,”® is not the true end. Thinking
stalls in the absolute and is indeed “petrified” in the end, unable to turn
back to itself and to gain the “concept of an other by which it would have
to be formed” anew, as different from itself.?’ Thinking is annihilated in
the abyss but does not survive negation.

2. Refutation

Hegel presents the Concept as a double result. It is, first, the result of
the entire development of Being and Essence, which contain the “genetic
exposition of the concept.”! But it also results, more directly, from the
immediately preceding movement of substance.®? Significantly, Hegel
translates this latter relation in terms of truth. The “concept is the fruth
of substance,” and since the modality of substance is “necessity,” he con-
cludes that “freedom is the fruth of necessity and the mode of relation
[Verhaltnisweise] of the concept.”® Hegel frames the problem of conceptual
truth in terms of the immanent process that produces a logical “successor”
from the internal dialectic of a determinate logical form. Truth is “truth
of” as that genitive’s successor; it is that which succeeds or follows an
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accomplished and concluded movement. If truth is a process (the process
in the flux of which dialectical thinking has been transformed), the end
of the process is not absolute; truth follows the end. That which is suc-
ceeded or overcome (aufgehoben), in turn, viewed from the newly gained
“height” (and only then) may be seen as false. The false emerges only once
truth is established: truth complefes the false. Accordingly, the concept as
the “truth of substance” is the “completion of substance [Vollendung der
Substanz]” and, as such, it is “a higher structure [ein Hoheres],” namely,
subject.®* In the concept we attain the transition from substance to subject
announced in the preface to the Phenomenology. The speculative form of
truth expressed in the syntactic form “truth of” is the structure according
to which an advancement is made and an ascending oriented movement
with a higher and a lower level is established. Moreover, since that which
is overcome in the structure of truth specifies or determines this very truth
as the “truth of,” that which precedes and is overcome (i.e., the false) is
still present within truth. Clearly, this structure fundamentally alters the
linear and static opposition of truth and falsity defended by the logic of
the understanding. Speculative truth does not leave anything behind; it
is cumulative and inclusive; it is concrete in that it uses the false as the
means to acquire determinateness and specification and ultimately com-
pletion (Vollendung). Thereby Hegel points to the process that leads the
concept on to its full realization in the “absolute idea” as the true and
final end of the entire logical movement.

While the structure of truth just described brings to mind the gen-
eral mode of dialectical Aufhebung at work throughout the Logic,® in
order to introduce the form of the Begriff at the beginning of the Logic
of the Concept Hegel appeals to the different, more specific idea of “ref-
utation”—Widerlegung. If the “concept is the fruth of substance” and its
“completion,” dialectical refutation is the act that institutes speculative truth
by completing what it refutes as it refutes it. Now, on Hegel’s view, the
philosophical system that paradigmatically “remains stuck [stehenbleibt] in
the standpoint of substance” is Spinoza’s.*® Significantly, Spinoza is called
in at this juncture not because he generically represents the standpoint of
substance (the point Hegel makes in the exposition of the Absolute in the
sphere of Essence) but because he has taken it as the final, highest, and
completed end, has stopped there (he “remains stuck” in it, as it were), and
hence has not seen the necessity of “completing” the thought of substance
into its truth, namely, the concept. The falsity or shortcoming (Mangel)
that is involved in Spinoza’s position consists in taking substance as the
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static, final, and absolute truth that as such does not itself need to be
completed in a higher truth. In so doing, Spinoza is unable to discover
the speculative truth of substance, namely, its successor, the Begriff>
Thus, what Hegel needs to perform at the beginning of the Logic of the
Concept is the step that leads from the notion of substance of the Logic of
Essence on to the “truth of substance.” Now this step takes the form of a
“Widerlegung des Spinozismus.”*® At stake in such refutation, Hegel warns,
is not the opposition between a “true” and a “false” philosophical system
with the aim of declaring which one of the two possesses the final truth.
For, the position of substance belongs, after all, to speculative logic itself as
a necessary moment, and is essential to the concept because it constitutes
its immanent “genesis” or “genetic exposition.”*® Substance belongs to the
concept if the concept is to be declared the “truth of” substance and its
Vollendung. Reciprocally, truth “arises out” of the position of substance
and belongs to it: it is the truth of its very standpoint.*' The completion
of substance is its very refutation. Dialectical refutation is completion.
Hegel indicates two conditions for a refutation leading to speculative
truth, or for a “true and truthful refutation” to take place: “wahrhafte
Widerlegung” says Hegel in the Science of Logic, echoing Aristotle, or
“griindliche Widerlegung” as he posits in the Phenomenology.** First, no
polemic Entgegensetzung should be tolerated, for head-on opposition blocks
the access to truth by making the movement of truth impossible, and rather
describes the stalemate resulting from the understanding’s separation of
truth and falsity. True refutation implies instead inclusion and inclusive
confrontation of different positions; it implies the recognition that such
positions do in fact share something common or a common ground (the
Gemeinschaftes mentioned in the passage of the preface to the Phenom-
enology mentioned above),” i.e., at least, the quest for truth. Second,
refutation should not “come from the outside,” namely, from premises
and assumptions that lie outside of the system to be refuted, but shall be
the immanent, internal process of thinking through the premises of the
system itself. Refutation necessarily comes from inside a certain position.*
In this regard, refutation does presuppose the movement of appropriation
as the act of making what one refutes one’s own. Thereby Hegel renders
the complementary and reciprocal tenet that completes a fundamental
principle of Socratic refutation shared by Aristotle’s dialectical peirastike,
namely, the fact that the dialectician must interrogate her interlocutors
starting from what they truly believe, not from what they take from the
outside or from common and not necessarily shared opinions.* While what
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is at stake in Socrates’s elenchos is the demand that the interlocutor say
what he believes, once the interlocutor’s view is appropriated by the refuter,
the demand becomes that refutation be truly self-refutation—a conclusion
ultimately confirmed in Plato’s view as well.

Now, under these two conditions (namely, the exclusion of merely
antagonistic opposition and the requirement of immanence), Hegel rejects
the opposition to Spinoza’s philosophy on the basis, for example, that he
does not take the claims of freedom and self-conscious subjectivity into
account. For such pretended refutation “comes from the outside,” from a
different and higher standpoint, and does not really engage the position
it criticizes. Taking already for granted the self-proclaimed “truth” of its
own standpoint, namely, the already established claim of free subjectivity,
it does not recognize the merits of Spinoza’s own idea of thinking and
its connection with the notion of self-consciousness.*® In other words,
on Hegel’s notion of “true” Widerlegung, the claim that Spinoza’s phi-
losophy lacks the concept of freedom and self-consciousness not only is
not a refutation but entirely misses the point of his position and remains
utterly external to it. Ultimately, this is a refutation that, not having made
the other’s position its own (i.e., lacking the effort of appropriation), is
unable to recognize the root of its own genesis and lacks the critical
courage required by a self-refutation. Thus, Hegel claims that against the
merely “auBSerlichefs] Widerlegen” that only yields unilateral results but
no higher truth, the “wahrhafte Widerlegung must give in to the force
of the adversary and place itself in the circle of his power.”*” The point of
the immanent and true refutation of Spinozism is to show the necessary
transition from Spinoza’s idea of thinking as attribute of substance to the
higher, inclusive truth displayed by the subjectivity of the concept. Signifi-
cantly, such transition begins with Spinoza. The concept results precisely
from the process of thinking through substance, of “completing” it, as it
were, or of thinking it to the end. It follows that the “only possible refu-
tation of Spinozism can consist solely in this, that first its standpoint is
recognized as essential and necessary, and second, this standpoint is lifted
to the higher one from itself.”*

There is, indeed, an “ethics of refutation” sketched out in this important
argument. Freedom arises only on the condition of recognizing the adver-
sary as necessary and constitutive to one’s own truth, or on the condition
of building truth as inclusive and respectful of difference. Appropriation
is not the exercise of an act of power whereby the other is erased and the
self is erected as the sole possessor of truth. There is no refutation, let
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alone “true refutation,” going on in this case. This is an important warning
when we recall that the concept’s universality is constituted by an act of
Ubergreifen (Begreifen is also Uber-greifen). Appropriation is instead the
necessary condition of a true refutation insofar as it imposes to take the
other’s position as seriously as one’s own. Refutation is always self-refutation.
“Reaching over” the other is not so much the act of power that erases the
other’s presence as the act that exposes the shortcomings of the self and
shows its necessary implication in every act of refutation.

Thus, Hegel’s conclusion is that “the exposition of substance” in its
leading on to the concept is the “true refutation of Spinozism.” Thereby
“wahrhafte Widerlegung” indicates both the properly speculative way of
conducting a refutation and the refutation that yields a higher, inclusive
truth against the blocked, unilateral oppositions of the understanding and
against its absolutistic and static view of truth. At this point, conceptual
truth achieved by appropriating and refuting Spinoza discloses the “realm
of freedom.”® And yet, “true refutation” is only the beginning of the
concept’s freedom, not yet freedom’s full-fledged actualization. For this
we have to attain the level of the idea—the “absolute” idea, which, being
conclusively “absolute method,” brings us back full circle to the problem
stated at the beginning.

3. Freedom as “Frei Entlassen”

Once the transition to the concept is accomplished, the question “What
is truth?” is proposed yet again,® this time in relation to the notion of
“deduction” put forth by Kant’s transcendental logic. Kant’s deduction is now
criticized (or indeed “refuted”) and replaced with the idea of the concept’s
own process of “realization.” Hegel’s point is that reality can by no means
be placed “outside of the concept”™?—which is by contrast the premise of
Kant’s transcendental deduction—since the concept is in itself real. The
dimension of freedom implied by the concept’s truth consists precisely in
staging the process of realization culminating in the structure of the “idea.”
This task emerges already in the first step of the Logic of the Concept in
which Hegel presents the Begriff in the “moment” of universality® as the
“concrete universal.” Herein it becomes clear for the first time in what
sense the concept is the completion and truth of substance. The concept
in its universality is pure identity with itself. It is not, however, abstract
identity but identity full of determination. The concept is not only itself
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concrete but in its immanence within the concrete the concept is the
animating “soul of the concrete.” In this relationship, the concept shows
its identity with and adequacy to itself.>* To be sure, the concept is a fun-
damental relation or, better, a way of establishing relations to the other.
Ultimately the concept is constituted by such relations. The relationality of
the concept, however, is not displayed in the merely external way proper of
the Reflexionsbestimmungen of essence; it is instead the free action of the
concept itself. Hegel expresses all this by saying that the concept is the true
“essence” and the true “substance of its determinations,” so that what for
substance was contingent is now the very mediation of the concept with
itself, its “immanent reflection” and the act of its free self-determination.’
This is indeed the concept’s “Vollendung of substance.”

And yet, it is only at the end of the logic that the “absolute idea”
is able to attain the overarching form of truth or truth in its full logical
completion (“alle Wahrheit”), and to perform the highest form of free
action. Properly, it is only such a free action that can be called “absolute,”
thereby sanctioning the end of the logical process. Such an action is the
end: it is neither a beginning allegedly pronounced absolute (Schelling’s)
nor the Grund-Abgrund of an Absolute posited as the end of all things
but itself incapable of making a new beginning (Spinoza’s), truly only a
transition point. It is only the free action of the “absolute idea” that can
put an end to the logic as a whole. Such action is free in the sense of
being capable of generating an utterly new beginning. Freedom is creation.
This act entails the most radical critical stance, which is, at the same time,
the consummation—that is, the fulfillment and completion—of both the
moment of dialectical appropriation and the movement of true refutation.
The last moment of dialectical critique is the act of letting go—rei Ent-
lassen—which revokes the appropriative act (and all possessions thereby
claimed) while leaving refutation behind.

Hegel presents the end of the logic or its highest, indeed “absolute”
truth in apparently simple terms. “As the idea posits itself . . . as the absolute
unity of the pure concept and its reality and thus gathers itself in the imme-
diacy of being, it is in this form as the totality—nature.”® The idea gathers
or collects itself, and in so doing it re-collects the overall development that
has made it what it truly is, namely, the “absolute unity” of concept and
reality (which is truth). Then there is a pause in this re-collecting act. And
the pause produces a sort of identification, or perhaps only a suggestion,
a hint toward the new creative act, which is no longer an act of logical
thinking. It is, rather, the Zeigen—the act of pointing to and imagining a
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new beginning.” It is the different, indeed logically unprecedented act of
intuiting, an “intuition”® that discloses a new horizon for thinking, know-
ing, acting, being, namely, “nature.”® What follows to the end of the book
is Hegel’s explanation of this final act.

The action with which the idea makes the end is “neither a having-be-
come [Gewordensein] nor a transition [Ubergang]” in the strict sense. It
is, instead, an “absolute liberation”—“absolute Befreiung.” Since this final
liberation is not the positing of a determination that is still immediate or
not yet permeated by the concept (as is the case at each step within the
logical process), “in this freedom there is no transition that takes place.”
This freedom is therefore complefe: “in it” there is no passing over into
something other, no refutation is needed to further complete it. The end
in its absoluteness is not a transition but the liberating gesture that hints
to another story altogether, to another, unprecedented way of acting and
being—a way that is not yet there, not even in outline (i.e., indeterminately
or immediately), but must be entirely invented, imagined anew. As the idea
in a final act of freedom “determines itself” to simple being, this “remains
completely transparent to it” and is “the concept that in its determination
remains with itself [der . .. bei sich selbst bleibende Begriff].”®" Indeed,
“to-remain-with-oneself” is no transition and no becoming; it is, rather,
another expression of the highest freedom caught in its concluding act—
to-be-with-oneself-in-otherness. However, Hegel suggests that if there is a
“transitioning” in this action, it should be taken “in the sense that the idea
freely lets go of itself [sich selbst frei entldsst], absolutely certain of itself
and infernally at rest.”®' The idea’s “absolute liberation” is the act whereby
the idea frees itself from itself: having fulfilled its (logical) task, it absolves
and unbounds itself from it, and is now both retrospectively free from it and
prospectively free for a new life, a new destination, and a new task. Indeed,
this can be seen as the accomplishment of the highest critical act. In its
freedom, the idea lets itself go or lets go of itself as it has been as logical
idea, and lets itself go as something utterly other—nature. As the poet puts
it: “the power of relinquishing / what one would keep that is freedom.”®
Finally, the “letting go” and “letting be” that describes the ending action of
the idea’s absolute freedom is “Entschluss.”® This is the act that by ending
makes a thoroughly new beginning. Properly, the movement beyond the
end begins with both the idea’s Entschluss and its Befreiung—decision and
liberation disclose Nature and Spirit beyond the idea’s logical end.

And here, conclusively, is the full critical force of the dialectical argu-
ment deployed throughout the Logic in what I have indicated as the three
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moments of appropriation, refutation, and the liberating act of letting go.
Discursive or rational truth is no (substantive) Absolute (there for someone
to be possessed over and above others). It is, instead, the culminating free
act of (logical) subjectivity. No Absolute is a beginning (against Schelling)
(and no beginning is absolute); but no Absolute is the end if such an end
is unable to creatively generate an utterly new process (against Spinoza).
Hence, also: no end is the Absolute. Ultimately, the highest truth is the
absolute liberation of a free decision to let go in its realized truth whatever
has been appropriated and refuted. Now, if the story of such progressive
appropriation and refutation is the “system” of logic achieved at the end of
this discipline, the final liberating act in seemingly revoking such a story is
the beginning of the development of the different story of nature and spirit.
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Abstraction and Critique in Marx
The Case of Debt

ROCIO ZAMBRANA

The work of our time [is] to clarify to itself . . . the meaning of its
own struggle and its own desires.

—Karl Marx, “For a Ruthless Criticism of Everything Existing™

1. Introduction

“It is largely through debt,” Nancy Fraser writes, “that capital now can-
nibalizes labor, disciplines states, transfers wealth from periphery to core,
and sucks value from society and nature. As debt flows through states,
regions, communities, households, and firms, the regime is reconfiguring
capitalism’s constitutive divisions between economy, polity, society, and
nature.” Although a substantive treatment of debt is not found in her
work, Fraser underscores debt as central to a critique of contemporary
financialized capitalism and its political contradictions. In recent essays,
she turns to Marx’s Capital to develop such a critique.®> One of the most
significant innovations of Capifal, Fraser maintains, is an exposition of the
dynamics of “exploitation-cum-expropriation.” Capital accounts not only for
the structure of exploitation but also for the ongoing expropriation required
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by a crisis-prone system. Attention to exploitation-cum-expropriation, she
suggests, is necessary for clarifying the political contradictions in core and
periphery with respect to ecology (“nature”), political economy (“social
reproduction”), and politics (“imperialism”). It also clarifies Marx’s notion
of a critique of capital. It elucidates the fact that Marx combines economic,
political, and normative analysis in an effort to address the multidimension-
ality of capital accumulation and its crises. Exploitation-cum-expropriation,
then, allows us to develop Marx’s own treatment of debt in ways that speak
to today’s financialized capitalism.

In what follows, I assess the critique of capitalism at work in Marx’s
mature writings on political economy, taking Fraser’s reading of Capital
as a point of departure. Specifically, I examine Fraser’s claim that her
reading of Capital moves away from understanding the text as a critique
of commodification, paradigmatically articulated in Lukacs’ conception
of reification but reiterated in readings of Marx within and beyond the
Frankfurt School. Marx does not view capitalism as a “reified form of
ethical life,” one “characterized by commodification and monetization,”
Fraser argues.® Exploitation-cum-expropriation establishes capitalism’s
dependence on a “plurality” of “non-commodified” social “zones” that
“embody normative and ontological grammars of their own.”® Capitalism
is not an encroaching economic system, then, but an “institutionalized
social order” that separates and entwines society, polity and nature from
and with the economy. A critique of capitalism thus tracks the institu-
tional separation and entwinement within and across commodified and
non-commodified zones. It thereby elucidates the structural links between
the economy and racial and gender oppression, political domination, and
ecological degradation. It also illuminates political contradictions within
what Fraser calls “boundary struggles,” which draw from the distinct
normative perspectives of non-commodified zones when resisting capital’s
rearticulation within a crisis.”

I am sympathetic to the view that, given the significance of expropri-
ation, Marx’s critique of capitalism exceeds a critique of commodification.
However, I want to step back and examine the role of abstraction in Marx’s
writings on political economy. I do so in order to re-center Marx’s economic
analysis, though I am not suggesting a return to a one-dimensional, func-
tionalist view of Marx’s critique of capital. Rather, I aim to highlight the
significance of Marx’s exposition of self-expanding value for an understanding
of the multidimensionality of his critique of capital. I thus consider how
the dialectic of value and “anti-value,” as David Harvey has recently put
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it, affects how we understand the dynamics of exploitation-cum-expropri-
ation.! The economy of debt central to financialized capitalism, he main-
tains, should be examined as a phenomenon in which anti-value becomes
a “fundamental driving force” within the circuits of capital. I argue that
the account of anti-value elucidates the relation between the two distinct
organizing logics of exploitation and expropriation: equalization and hier-
archy, respectively. The exposition of self-expanding value thereby helps
account for exploitation-cum-expropriation as a matter of racial and gender
oppression, political domination, and ecological degradation within debt
economies. It also helps assess boundary struggles, specifying anti-capitalist
struggles that dismantle rather than reinforce racial and gender oppression,
political domination, and ecological degradation.

The chapter is composed of two sections and a concluding remark.
First, I recount Fraser’s reading of Marx, engaging key moments in Marx’s
writings on political economy. Focusing on two essays, “Marx’s Hidden
Abode” and “Expropriation and Exploitation in Racialized Capitalism,” I
assess her claim that we must “shift our gaze” away from political econ-
omy to capital’s “non-economic” conditions. I examine her exposition of
the multidimensionality of Marx’s critique of capital and her notion of
boundary struggles here as well. Second, I provide an account of Marx’s
view of capital as self-expanding value drawing from Harvey’s work on the
dialectic of value and anti-value in Capital and other relevant writings. I
also examine Harvey’s view of the mode of critique at work in these texts
and its elucidation of fields of anti-capitalist struggles. I suggest that the
critique of anti-value is crucial for a critique of debt economies in their
multidimensionality. I close by suggesting that a critique of capital requires
recentering Marx’s exposition of self-expanding value, thereby affirming
Marx’s view of critique as self-clarification of the struggles and desires of
one’s own time.

2. Exploitation-cum-Expropriation

In Capital, Fraser argues, Marx offers a two-tiered account.® Marx “looked
behind the sphere of exchange into the ‘hidden abode’ of production in
order to discover capitalism’s secrets,” she writes.!” Marx’s move from the
“economic foreground” to its “background conditions,” that is, from the
dynamics of an economic system to its social, historical, and political con-
ditions, makes possible a “critical perspective.” Such critical perspective,
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however, requires linking exploitation and expropriation even more
clearly than Marx did. It requires taking a closer look behind the hidden
abode of capital (production) to conditions that are “even more hidden”
(dispossession).

It is instructive to begin by recalling Marx’s conceptions of exploita-
tion and expropriation. Marx’s exposition of exploitation moves from the
sphere of exchange to the hidden abode of production by considering the
commodity. In contrast, his exposition of expropriation accounts for the
dispossession that made possible the originary accumulation of capital by
considering “so-called” primitive accumulation. I'll argue that exploitation
and expropriation represent two distinct social processes that follow het-
erogeneous logics: reduction through equalization and the institution or
intensification of a hierarchy. Distilling the logic of each, I'll suggest, is
crucial for understanding the structural imbrication of capital and racial
and gender oppression, political domination, and ecological degradation.

Marx opens Capital with an analysis of the commodity, highlighting
the abstraction at work in the move from use-value to exchange-value.!
Use-value pertains to the properties of a thing that satisfies a human need,
and to the fact that the thing takes on these properties as the product of
human labor. Exchange-value, in contrast, transcends the sensuousness
of the thing in the attempt to establish an identical magnitude among
incommensurable things to be exchanged in a market. Such reduction
requires a third thing, a common measure—labor time.'? In the section
on the fetishism of the commodity central to Lukics’s reading, Marx
makes the claim that the commodity form structures social relations.
In the commodity, Marx argues, “it is a definite social relation between
men, that assumes, in their eyes, the fantastic form of a relation between
things.”®® For Lukacs, a critique of capital accounts for a social totality
rearticulated by the commodity form." Fraser argues that Marx’s point is
that the fetishism of the commodity points to its material origin, namely,
the labor that produces commodities. The abstraction that exchange-value
represents is key not because it colonizes society as a whole, but because
labor time is the key to the extraction of surplus value distinctive of
exploitation. To be sure, the political relation sustaining this economic
relation, the distinction between property owner and propertyless worker,
exhibits not equalization but the type of hierarchy that we will see in a
moment. The critique of commodification, however, explains this hierarchy
through the logic of exchange.
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Consider how the logic of commodification works in the case of
credit and debt. As early as his Comments on James Mill (1844) and, for
example, in the chapter on money in the Grundrisse (1857-61), Marx
treats credit in light of this logic. In both texts, Marx speaks of money
as a form of alienation.’® The essence of money, however, is not that
“property is alienated in it.”’® Rather, as he puts it in the Comments, the
“mediating activity . . . the human, social act by which man’s products
mutually complement one another, is esfranged from man and becomes the
attribute of money.”'” Social relations are not mediated by an abstraction,
money; they are turned into an abstraction. In credit, however, it seems
as if the alienation is “abolished.”’® Because it bears on trust, credit seems
to reestablish human bonds.”® This is merely an “appearance,” however.
“Credit,” Marx writes, “is the economic judgment on the morality of a
man. In credit, the man himself, instead of metal or paper, has become
the mediator of exchange, not however as a man, but as the mode of exis-
tence of capital and interest.”? In credit, the reduction of social bonds is
intensified. Credit turns individuals themselves into a medium of exchange
by preying on trust. It utilizes trust as a medium of exchange.?' Although
Marx is keen on pointing out that it becomes an opportunity to drive the
“antithesis between capitalist and worker” even deeper, the point here is
that credit is the epitome of capital’s articulation of social bonds in light
of the logic of exchange.

Marx’s exposition of commodification, according to Fraser, draws from
the account of self-expanding value, which I discuss in detail below. To read
Marx along this thread alone is to reduce his view of capitalism as a social
order to an economic system. Yet Marx consistently moves to an account of
confiscatory processes that point to “non-economic” conditions of capital.
While exploitation is a matter of the dynamic of the extraction of value
through labor time, expropriation is a matter of the history of “enclosure,
slavery, robbery, murder” that accounts for the originary accumulation of
capital. The so-called primitive accumulation of capital concerns the his-
tory of the creation of the worker through a process of “becoming free.”??
Workers are free “from, unencumbered by, any means of production of their
own” and free “fo become free seller[s] of labor power, who carr[y] [their]
commodity wherever [they] find[] a market.” Marx acknowledges that this
process is not only traceable to the enclosure of the English commons,
but also to the “discovery of gold and silver in America, the extirpation,
enslavement and entombment in mines of the aboriginal population, the
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beginning of the conquest and looting of the East Indies, the turning of
Africa into a warren for the commercial hunting of black-skins.”?® Rather
than the logic of equalization distinctive of exchange, the confiscatory
processes that Marx describes institute or intensify hierarchies.

Consider Richard Dienst’s argument that Marx’s treatment of debt in
the Grundrisse and in Capital refers the ongoing nature of these confisca-
tory processes.? In the Grundrisse, Marx suggests that the worker “owes
an obligation to capital for the fact that he is alive at all.”® Debt is the
result of the creation of “free” subjects released from feudal obligations
and slavery. Dienst draws from this moment to suggest that, in Capital,
indebtedness is also a matter of the ever-present threat of impoverishment
and misery. An example of the legacy of primitive accumulation is thus
Marx’s notion of a reserve army of labor. It articulates the necessity—to
an “increasing extent”—of a laboring population that is “superfluous.”?
Such population addresses the “changing needs of the self-expansion of
capital” through the creation of a “mass of human material always ready
for exploitation.”” An army of laborers ready for exploitation consolidates
exploitation. The creation of a relative surplus population is the “pivot” on
which the law of supply and demand of labor works. It is thus a central
“tool of control over labor” and the “domination of capital.”?® Furthermore,
the creation of an unproductive sector submits workers and non-workers
to a logic of debt. The worker’s dispensability is a condition to which all
workers are subjected, but it is expressed more precisely in “floating,”
“latent,” and “stagnant” reserves of unproductive, inactive workers.? These
“unproductive bodies” can only be “fed by submitting to the law of debt.”°

For Fraser, the significance of expropriation leads to a description of
Marx’s view of capitalism as an “institutionalized social order.” Capitalism
depends on non-economic zones—*“social, ecological, political’—that embody
normative and ontological grammars of their own.’! Capitalism should
thus be theorized as the institutional separation of economic production
from social reproduction, economy from polity, nature from “human”
activity. But it must be understood in terms of the forms of entwinement
between commodified and non-commodified zones as well. I add that such
separation and entwinement combines the logic of equalization and the
logic of hierarchy, though not always mobilizing the latter as a condition
for the former. The separation of production and social reproduction, for
example, “grounds specifically capitalist forms of male domination, even as
it also enables capitalist exploitation of labor power and, through that, its
officially sanctioned mode of accumulation.” Similarly, the division between
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nature, seen as raw material for appropriation, and the economy, conceived
as a sphere of value produced by and for humans, grounds “practices of
extraction and production that have decisive impacts on ecosystems and
the earth’s atmosphere.”*

Fraser concludes that the separation and entwinement between and
across zones establish the “structural imbrication” of capital expansion
and gender and racial oppression, political domination, and ecological
degradation.®® But they do so precisely because we have decentered Marx’s
analysis of value and its conception of capitalism as self-expanding value,
which cannot account for the logic of hierarchy distinctive of expropriation.
While I am sympathetic to the view that capitalism depends on “non-com-
modified” forms of conceiving nature, pursuing social reproduction, and
articulating public power, I disagree that such structural imbrication is
only established by giving up Marx’s exposition of self-expanding value. The
latter articulates and/or disarticulates the relation between commodification
and its non-commodified conditions.

Consider Fraser’s own account of racialized capitalism in her debate
with Michael Dawson. Here, Fraser clarifies exploitation-cum-expropriation
in terms of “racialized dependent labor.”3* Subjection of those whom capital
expropriates within and across core and periphery along racial lines is a
condition for the freedom of those whom it exploits. Political representation
tracks such distinction-relation as well in the figures of the exploitable
citizen-worker and the dependent expropriable subject.?> Most relevant for
our purposes, however, is her exposition of “confiscation-cum-conscrip-
tion-into-accumulation.® Expropriation “works by confiscating capacities and
resources and conscripting them into capital’s circuits of self-expansion.”’
It is not merely dispossession or outright theft. Rather, it is the conscrip-
tion of what has been confiscated, from capacities to natural resources,
into modes of extracting value, by becoming “exploited proletarians” or a
superfluous laboring population.®®

This dynamic is crucial to the constitution of racialized forms of
exploitation today, continuing the legacy of capitalism’s “early history” in
conquest and enslavement. Yet confiscation-cum-conscription is also “struc-
tural,” given the aim of “limitless expansion and private accumulation” that
moves capitalism. The need to acquire labor and means of production “below
cost,” Fraser thus argues, establishes the imbrication of capital and racial
domination. Within financialized capitalism, Fraser notes, debt becomes
a central means of capital expansion in the core and periphery through
dispossession and land grabs or consumer debt (housing and education)
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respectively. Debt becomes a mechanism of confiscation-cum-conscription,
driving, one might say, the circuits of capital. We find a new figure in
this context, however: the “expropriable-and-exploitable citizen-worker
formally free but acutely vulnerable.” This is the inverse of the dynamic
of confiscation-cum-conscription where the expropiable subject faces the
fate of the exploitable worker. Here, the citizen-worker faces the fate of
the expropriable subject.

Recall that Fraser maintains that a critique of capital tracks the
forms of separation and entwinement that articulate specific shapes of
capitalism and that inform boundary struggles. “Precisely where and how
capitalist societies draw the line” not only varies historically. It carves out
sites of contestation that draw from distinct normatvities of non-commod-
ified zones, such as “ideals of care, mutual responsibility and solidarity,
however hierarchical and parochial these may be.” Tracking the work of
debt requires elucidating confiscation-cum-conscription along racial lines
within and across core and periphery. Fraser does not elaborate the work of
critique in this context. I argue that confiscation-cum-conscription requires
a different conception of critique than one based on claims about distinct
normativities. Despite the ubiquity of precarity, a critique of debt should
track the difference that racialized subjects face as exploited or expropriated
within and across core and periphery. Boundary struggles, accordingly, are
not a matter of distinct normative perspectives within non-commodified
zones. Rather, they are a matter of articulating anti-capitalist strategies that
dismantle rather than exacerbate racial oppression. It is thus a matter of
tracking the histories of the entanglement of these two forms of oppression
in their material and “logical” registers.

Notice that, despite her efforts to decenter Marx’s economic analy-
sis, self-expanding value plays a crucial role in Fraser’s account. Indeed,
self-expanding value correlates to exploitation-cum-expropriation.® It plays
an organizing role in the multiple dimensions of exploitation-cum-expropri-
ation through confiscation-cum-conscription. I have argued that the view
of critique thus needs to shift, indeed come closer to Marx’s. Rather than
an emphasis on competing normativities, critique is a mode of clarification
that assesses anti-capitalist struggles in their imbrication with racial and
gender oppression and ecological degradation. I want to turn to Harvey’s
Marx, Capital, and the Madness of Economic Reason and develop this
aspect of Fraser’s account. Harvey defends Marx’s view of capital as value
in motion and elaborates a view of debt economies as the expression of
the growing significance of “anti-value.” Harvey re-centers Marx’s economic
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analysis without reverting to a functionalist totalizing critique of capital,
thereby clarifying the status of Marx’s own multidimensional critique.

3. Value, Anti-Value

In Capital, Marx describes capital as “value in motion.” Recall that the
overall circulation process of capital, that is, the circulation of value that
is capital, is composed of valorization, realization, distribution, and the
renovation of money as capital. Valorization is a matter of the extraction of
surplus value in production. Realization is a matter of the transformation
of value back into the money form through the exchange of commodities
in a market. Distribution is a matter of disbursement of value and surplus
value among various claimants. Finally, there is a return to valorization
through capturing some of the money in circulation in order to convert
it into money capital.® When Marx speaks of “circuits of capital,” he is
referring to these “moments” within the process of circulation.

Consider Marx’s famous description of the circuits of capital in volume
1 of Capital. He begins by recalling us to the fact that “the circulation of
commodities is the starting point of capital.”* He moves on, however, to
“abstract from the material substance of the circulation of commodities,”
from the exchange of the use-values to consider the “economic forms
produced by this process of circulation.” Money, the “final product of the
circulation of commodities,” is the “first form in which capital appears.”
The difference between money and money as capital, he adds, is their form
of circulation. Accordingly, the “simplest form” of circulation of commod-
ities is the transformation of commodities into money and the change
of money back again into commodities—C-M-C.*? Here we are selling in
order to buy. Alongside this form, however, Marx argues, “we find another
specifically different form: M-C-M.” Here we have the transformation of
money into commodities and the change of commodities back again into
money. Here we are buying in order to sell. Money is not spent but rather
advanced. For Marx, the latter is crucial. Money is here “transformed into,
becomes capital, and is already potentially capital.” The circuits of capital
follow the extraction of value for the expansion value. Capital is nothing
but value in motion.

We can begin to see why, in volume 3 of Capital, Marx writes that
“the relations of capital assume their most externalized and most fetish-like
form in interest-bearing capital. We have here M-M , money creating more
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money, self-expanding value, without the process that effectuates these two
extremes.”®> M-M' abstracts from the material process of production that it
in fact organizes. To return to the discussion in volume 1 once more, C-M-C
cycles through by ending up in consumption. The “satisfaction of wants,”
hence use-value, is “its end and aim.” In contrast, M-C-M begins and ends
with money, hence its “leading motive” and goal is mere exchange-value.
This might seemingly buttress Fraser’s claim that self-expanding value
is a matter of commodification. As we saw in the discussion of credit in
the Comments on Mill and in the Grundrisse, credit is the intensification
of the logic of equalization distinctive of exchange. However, attention
to the dynamics of “anti-value,” as Harvey puts it, allows us to see that
inscribed in the self-expansion of value is the combination of equalization
and hierarchy central to Fraser’s analysis of exploitation-cum-expropriation
through confiscation-cum-conscription. As we will see, Harvey argues that
“the formation and circulation of interest-bearing capital is in effect the
circulation of anti-value,” which inscribes the logic of dispossession within
the process of commodification.

In the Grundrisse, Marx stresses that “the circulation of capital realizes
value, while living labor creafes value.”** The relation between creation and
realization is key for Harvey’s exposition of devaluation and elaboration of
the notion of anti-value. Capital is nothing but value in motion. Devaluation
is a loss or slowdown in the movement of capital within its circuits. Marx
writes, “As long as (capital) remains in the production process it is not
capable of circulating; and it is virtually devalued. As long as it remains
in circulation it is not capable of producing. . . . As long as it cannot be
brought to market it is fixated as product. As long as it has to remain on
the market it is fixated as commodity. As long as it cannot be exchanged
for conditions of production, it is fixated as money.”* The notion of anti-
value arises from blocks that occur within the process of circulation, but
it is more than such blocks, Harvey argues. It can itself become the source
of movement driving the circuits of capital. Harvey reconstructs the notion
of anti-value from Marx’s gloss on the negation of value internal to the
processes of valorization and realization. “While capital is reproduced as
value and use value in the production process,” Marx for example writes,
“it is at the same time posited as not-value, as something which first has to
be realized as value by means of exchange.”* Marx is here straightforwardly
Hegelian. He conceives of value as necessarily in motion given its relation
to its opposite.*” For Harvey, Marx’s Hegelianism is deeply relevant, since it
establishes that the “prospect and reality of anti-value” “are always there.”
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Marx focuses on valorization, that is, production. Harvey builds
on Marx, arguing that debt economies exhibit the dialectic of value and
anti-value yet within realization, that is, within the moment of exchange
where value is transformed back into the money form. This is heightened
in the moment of capture of money within circulation, transforming it
into money capital. Harvey argues that this is crucial for understanding
the role of debt as a form of anti-value that drives the process of circu-
lation in debt economies, hence exceeding an account of anti-value as
the generator of crises through blocks in the moment of valorization
(production). But here we see that the role of anti-value and the phenom-
enon of devaluation are not merely a matter of realization. We see that
it bears on the relation between valorization and realization, production
and exchange. It is this relation, however, that in being driven by debt
integrates expropriation as a social process and as an ordering logic. In
other words, this account of self-expanding value makes sense of Fraser’s
notion of confiscation-cum-conscription.

The dialectic of value and anti-value establishes that capitalists are
“locked in a perpetual battle not only to produce values but to combat
their potential negation,” Harvey writes.*® Anti-value must be overcome, in
other words. It must be “redeemed.” It can only do so by circling back to
the production process, since that is the site of valorization, of the creation
of value. It thus becomes key to defining and securing capital’s future.*’
Harvey argues that “the money lent out—the debt incurred—becomes a
form of anti-value that circulates within the credit system as interest-bearing
capital.”™® Credit is crucial to the circulation of capital, as Marx argues in
Capital, since it “resuscitates hoarded and, therefore, dead money capital
and puts it back into motion.”' Debt, accordingly, is a claim on future
value production. Piled up debt that cannot be redeemed is the source
of crises, since the future of value production is in peril. But when seen
from the perspective of realization and its role in the transformation of
captured money into money capital, it is the source of opportunity.’* As
anti-value, then, debt intensifies the relation not only between exchange
and production, but between production and dispossession. And it consol-
idates that relation economically and politically. It organizes production
(and, in fact, consumption), but it also organizes expropriation through
public and private debt peonage and the disciplining of borrowers into
being productive laborers.® The crucial point is that, as anti-value, debt
organizes the distinct logics of commodification and dispossession to aid
the circulation of value.
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The dialectic of value and anti-value elucidates the economic relations
at work in exploitation-cum-expropriation, then. It does so by specifying
the organizing logics at work in confiscation-cum-conscription. It thereby
also clarifies the structural correlation between the logic of capital, racial/
gender oppression, and ecological degradation. It makes it possible to track
the intersection of equalization and hierarchy across economic and, for
example, racial lines. It is not a view of capital as composed of distinct
social zones, some of which are commodified and some of which are not,
that can explain the relation between exploitation and expropriation, confis-
cation-cum-conscription. It is the multiple logics at work in the economic
system separating and entwining any such zones that explain capital’s
dependence on non-commodified forms of being, knowing, and relating.
Attention to this dialectic, then, allows us to see capital as racializing
and gendering what Fraser deems as “non-commodified.” This brings into
focus the critical aspect of Marx’s exposition of capital and thus Marx’s
own conception of critique in his economic writings.

Harvey argues that the dialectic of value and anti-value elucidates “an
active field of anti-capitalist struggle” and helps assess ongoing anti-capitalist
struggles. In volume 3 of Capital, Marx argues that the credit system has a
“dual character.” “It develops the motives of capitalist production into the
purest and most colossal system of gambling and swindling, and restricts
even more the already small number of the exploiters of social wealth.”>*
It also “constitutes the form of transition towards a new mode of produc-
tion.”® Dienst, Randy Martin, and Max Haiven, among others, build on this
suggestion by recovering Marx’s notion of “fictitious capital.” Martin and
Haiven, for instance, argue for a subversion of the modes of subjectivation
distinctive of financialization.’® Harvey takes a different route. “Anti-value,”
he writes, “signals the potential for breakdown in the continuity of capital
circulation. It prefigures how capital’s crisis tendencies can take different
forms.” In so doing, I add, it clarifies the terrain of anti-capitalist strug-
gles as a fraught terrain, one composed of distinct logics of oppression.

Anti-capitalist struggles seek “the conscious negation of the capitalist
law of value in individual and collective lives,” according to Harvey. They
attempt to subvert or interrupt valorization (production) or realization
(exchange, but also consumption)—for example, the wages for housework
movement or forms of ethical consumerism. Anti-value sheds light on the
contradictions of these movements, which inadvertently incorporate forms
of activity within value creation and realization. A politics of anti-value,
in contrast, draws from Marx’s insight that, for example, “a devaluation of
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credit money . . . would destroy all existing relationships,” clarifying, for
instance, the role of bank bailouts in the rearticulation of capital within
a crisis. Debt repayment or forgiveness, accordingly, can be seen as a site
of rearticulation or interruption of the movement of capital in its multiple
dimensions. Debt repayment and the refusal to pay can harnesses the driving
force of anti-value to reinforce or dismantle distinct forms of domination
(racial, gender) at work in debt economies. Rather than a matter of distinct
normativities made available by non-commodified zones, critique here is
a matter of elucidation of the organizing role of value in separating or
entwining multiple forms of oppression and their resistance.

5. Concluding Remarks

In the Coda to his book, Harvey writes, “What Marx in Capital as well as
in his other political-economic writings does is to suggest a way to cut
through all the confusions of the daily workings of a capitalist mode of
production and get to its essence—its inner laws of motion—through
the formulation of abstractions woven into some simple (and in the end
not-so-simple) theory of endless capital accumulation.”® For Harvey, this
is the core of Marx’s conception of critique. These theoretical abstractions
illuminate the “surface of daily life,” indeed the “struggles for survival” faced
under capitalism. They also help articulate anti-capitalist struggles. This
is the type of analysis and the conception of critique that critical theories
such as Fraser’s outright reject. Rather than a theoretical abstraction,
Marx’s conception of critique is distinctively concrete, rooted in material
conditions, drawing from historical realty.

In a counterintuitive move, I have argued that a multidimensional
critique of capital benefits from centering Marx’s exposition of self-expanding
value, especially given the significance of debt today. I have done so in the
spirit of Marx’s 1843 definition of critical philosophy as the self-clarifica-
tion of the meaning of the struggles and desires of one’s own time. The
critical concepts that Marx develops elucidate not only the root of the
struggles for survival under capitalism, but also the contradictions that
arise in our practices of critique and resistance. Such clarification allows a
“cross-redressing,” to speak with Fraser yet thinking of her earlier work.>
Anti-capitalist struggles are pragmatic and flexible, using measures that
address one form of domination to dismantle another. Most importantly,
cross-redressing is an awareness of the fact that dismantling one form of
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domination might intensify the other. In debt economies, Marx’s critique
of political economy should guide such awareness.®
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Nietzsche’s Project of Reevaluation
What Kind of Critique?

DANIEL R. RODRIGUEZ-NAVAS

1. Introduction

Are good things good because we take them to be good, or do we take
them to be good because they are good? According to one of our myths,
we came to realize, in one of our foundational moments, that if it is the
good we'’re talking about, the real one, the one that we in fact mean to
be talking about when we'’re talking about the good, then the answer is,
it ought to be, the latter: we take the good to be good because it is good;
the goodness of the good is independent from us taking it to be so. Indeed,
this conception of the good is so deeply engrained in our way of life, this
myth so foundational, that even the suggestion that there might be an
alternative, as in the question “Is the good good because we take it to be
good?” is liable to strike us as nonsensical.!

One version of this myth is found in Plato’s Euthyphro, where the
good is discussed under the guise of the divine or the pious. In one of the
central moments of the dialogue, Socrates asks Euthyphro whether “the
pious is loved by the gods because it is pious, or [whether] it is pious
because it is loved by the gods.” In its context, the question can seem to
be intended to work as a challenge to Euthyphro’s attempt to characterize
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the pious in terms of its being loved by the gods; it can seem to work as a
rhetorical question designed to call to mind that the goodness of the pious
does not reside in its being loved by the gods, but that on the contrary,
the gods too must have reason to love it: they must love it because it is in
itself good. Yet this move, which may seem innocuous, is in fact, to speak
somewhat grandiosely (and quite anachronistically), one of the “founding
moments” of “Western” moral rationality. Saying that what makes the pious
good—in the way pious things are good—is not that the gods love it but
that it is good in itself, and that if the gods love it is because it is good
in itself, and thus only insofar as they are in the business of loving what
is in itself love-worthy, effectively amounts to displacing moral authority
from the powerful authority that wills it to be good to the rational exer-
cise of that authority’s will. And once we follow Plato’s Socrates in thus
displacing moral authority from the will of a certain type of individual,
endowed with a certain authoritative status, to the rational exercise of its
will—once, that is, we sever moral authority from the “authoritative status”
of certain individuals and anchor it instead in their ability to let them-
selves be guided by reason (by moral truth, by goodness)—we are within
the space of the form of moral rationality that has dominated “Western”
philosophical moral discourse since Plato’s days.

Moreover, as I suggested, this way of thinking is so deeply engrained
in us, and shapes our moral experience to such an extent, that it informs
even our ability to conceive possible alternatives. Thus we are prone to
think that holding that the good is good because we take it to be so must
ultimately amount to holding that there is no good at all. We're led to
think, that is, that those who hold that the good is attitude-dependent
must be confused in one of two ways: because by thinking of the good as
attitude-dependent they effectively (if inadvertently) commit to the view
that there is no good, while insisting on their entitlement to treat certain
things as good; or because, like the radical nihilist, they explicitly hold
that there is no good, while inadvertently treating things as good (as the
nihilist who screams “That isn’t fair!” in the parking lot scene in The Big
Lebowski).> And so our traditional way of thinking about the good makes
it seem as if there is no coherent alternative to it, as if the denial that
the good is good in itself invariably could and would have to be traced
back to some confusion.

Much of Nietzsche’s work, including most of his most widely com-
mented works, is dedicated to a radical critique of traditional morality and
to what he would eventually come to refer to as an “Umwerthung aller
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Werthe”—what we usually think of, in English, as the reevaluation of all
values.* And one of the central elements of his approach to morality is the
rejection of the idea of the good in itself, of the valuable in itself. Instead,
Nietzsche indexes goodness to perspectives, to ways of life and, ultimately,
to the will to power of the valuing individual. This all is of course almost
too obvious to be worth mentioning. But I mention it nonetheless because
it being so, we should expect to find in Nietzsche’s work an alternative to
what I just described as traditional Western moral rationality, an 