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Preface

Recent decades have witnessed a remarkable resurgence of interest in the phi-
losophy of J. G. Fichte (1762-1814). Long misportrayed as a merely transi-
tional figure propounding a simplistic subjectivism, Fichte now is increasingly
acknowledged as a major philosophical innovator and a highly sophisticated
thinker, whose challenging work richly repays careful study. At the same time,
however, by comparison with the work of the other major German Idealists
(Kant, Schelling, Hegel, Schopenhauer), Fichte’s own output remains rela-
tively little-known and largely inaccessible to nonspecialists. This is unfortu-
nate, because, even today, Kantian ideas and approaches continue to shape the
philosophical landscape, and Fichte is the first, albeit the least famous, of the
truly great post-Kantian philosophers. There therefore is a need for scholarly
work on Fichte that, in addition to advancing various expert-level discussions,
will simultaneously offer a solid (and not oversimplified) introduction and
orientation to Fichte’s philosophy as a whole.

The Palgrave Fichte Handbook is designed to help meet this need in a num-
ber of ways. First, the volume is principally organized according to the basic
branches of philosophy (thus not according to specific works or periods in
Fichte’s career, or thematic niches within classical German philosophy—fairly
standard approaches in the existing literature). Second, there is a strong com-
parative focus throughout the book, with particular emphasis on the compli-
cated relationships between Fichte’s philosophy and Kant’s. Schelling and
Hegel make repeat appearances also, as do various representatives of existen-
tialism, phenomenology, political theory, analytic philosophy, and so forth, so
that Fichte’s philosophy is put forward with reference to its conceptual and
historical context and impact. Finally, the book features a detailed introduc-
tion which offers a basic overview of Fichte’s philosophy, integrated within
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Vi Preface

which are brief treatments of the various more-specialized topics and prob-
lems that the subsequent chapters explore in depth.

Each of the book’s twenty-plus chapters combines helpful exposition, care-
ful interpretation, and incisive argument. All are new essays by leading and
emerging scholars of Fichte and German Idealism, including some of the
most accomplished people currently working in the field. Thanks to each con-
tributor’s adept and illuminating work with highly challenging material, 7he
Palgrave Fichte Handbook is both an outstanding introduction to Fichte’s phi-
losophy and a major contribution to Fichte scholarship.

Harrisonburg, VA Steven Hoeltzel



Series Editor’s Preface

The era of German Idealism stands alongside ancient Greece and the French
Enlightenment as one of the most fruitful and influential periods in the his-
tory of philosophy. Beginning with the publication of Kant’s Critigue of Pure
Reason in 1781 and ending about ten years after Hegel’s death in 1831, the
period of “classical German philosophy” transformed whole fields of philo-
sophical endeavour. The intellectual energy of this movement is still very
much alive in contemporary philosophy; the philosophers of that period con-
tinue to inform our thinking and spark debates of interpretation. After a
period of neglect as a result of the early analytic philosophers™ rejection of
idealism, interest in the field has grown exponentially in recent years. Indeed,
the study of German Idealism has perhaps never been more active in the
English-speaking world than it is today. Many books appear every year that
offer historical/interpretive approaches to understanding the work of the
German Idealists, and many others adopt and develop their insights and apply
them to contemporary issues in epistemology, metaphysics, ethics, politics,
and aesthetics, among other fields. In addition, a number of international
journals are devoted to idealism as a whole and to specific idealist philoso-
phers, and journals in both the history of philosophy and contemporary phi-
losophies have regular contributions on the German Idealists. In numerous
countries, there are regular conferences and study groups run by philosophical
associations that focus on this period and its key figures, especially Kant,
Fichte, Schelling, Hegel, and Schopenhauer. As part of this growing discus-
sion, the volumes in the Palgrave Handbooks in German Idealism series are
designed to provide overviews of the major figures and movements in German
Idealism, with a breadth and depth of coverage that distinguishes them from
other anthologies. Chapters have been specially commissioned for this series,
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and they are written by established and emerging scholars from throughout
the world. Contributors not only provide overviews of their subject matter
but also explore the cutting edge of the field by advancing original theses.
Some authors develop or revise positions that they have taken in their other
publications, and some take novel approaches that challenge existing para-
digms. The Palgrave Handbooks in German Idealism thus give students a natu-
ral starting point from which to begin their study of German Idealism, and
they serve as a resource for advanced scholars to engage in meaningful discus-
sions about the movement’s philosophical and historical importance. In short,
the Palgrave Handbooks in German Idealism have comprehensiveness, accessi-
bility, depth, and philosophical rigor as their overriding goals. These are chal-
lenging aims, to be sure, especially when held simultaneously, but that is the
task that the excellent scholars who are editing and contributing to these vol-
umes have set for themselves.

Ellensburg, WA Matthew C. Altman
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Introduction: Fichte’s Post-Kantian Project

Steven Hoeltzel

Johann Gottlieb Fichte is the first truly great thinker among Immanuel
Kant’s many eminent intellectual descendants. In Fichte’s Wissenschaftslehre,!
Kant’s Copernican revolution in philosophy achieves heightened metaphi-
losophical and methodological self-consciousness, and Kant’s signal innova-
tions are radically rethought, systematically reintegrated, sharply critiqued
in some cases, and boldly extended in others. The initial result—the so-
called “Jena Wissenschafislehre” of roughly 1794-1800—is the first monu-
mental work of post-Kantian idealism, and moreover is “post-Kantian” in
the best possible sense: it is unmistakably the achievement of a thinker
steeped in and inspired by Kant’s critical philosophy, yet it teems with chal-
lenging new concepts and strikingly original analyses and arguments. All
things considered, Fichte’s work is no mere recapitulation or commentary
on the critical philosophy; it is a searching and singular contribution to the
tradition as a whole. And owing to the time and the (often tumultuous)
circumstances of its initial presentation and reception,” to study Fichte’s
philosophy in context is to immerse oneself in one of the most intensely
productive and consistently profound periods in the history of Western
thought.>*
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2 S. Hoeltzel
Fichte’s Philosophy in Context

Part I of this anthology examines Fichte’s ideas in relation to their wider cul-
tural climate, their debt to (and deviations from) the philosophy of Kant, and
their influence upon two other major German Idealists: Schelling and Hegel.
In Chap. 2, “Fichte’s Life and Philosophical Trajectory,” Yolanda Estes inter-
weaves an account of Fichte’s eventful personal life with an overview of his
complex philosophical development. Naturally the latter task demands some
selectivity, and Estes’s approach is to focus mainly on issues brought to the
fore by the most fateful episode in Fichte’s contentious career: the “atheism
controversy”  (Atheismusstreit) of 1798-1800. According to the Jena
Wissenschafislehre, the ultimate enabling conditions for cognition and volition
are accomplishments integral to the autonomous self-articulation of “the I”:
the transcendental subject, on a post-Kantian construal. And one such accom-
plishment, Fichte argues, is the positing of a “moral world order,” by which
the intelligible efficacy of the good will is assured, and from which the signifi-
cance of the sensible world finally derives (IWL 149 [GA 1/5:353]).
Moreover—Fichte adds, scandalously, in 1798—a conviction of this kind
constitutes religious belief or faith (Glaube) “in its entirety,” at least insofar as
such belief has a rational basis; and that is because “this living and effica-
ciously acting order is itself God. We require no other God, nor can we grasp
any other.”—Or so he claims, on the grounds that we “cannot grasp personal-
ity and consciousness apart from limitation and finitude” (IWL 150-52 [GA
1/5:354-55]).

Such assertions, which were read by many as arguments for atheism, helped
to spark a major controversy by which Fichte was soon engulfed, and to which
he responded in a series of noteworthy (but now seldom studied) writings that
pointedly present some essential elements of his idealistic account of I-hood
and the ultimate ordering principles.’ To be sure, the themes foregrounded by
the atheism controversy, along with the claims stressed by Fichte in his failed
attempt to weather it, do not exhaust what is philosophically salient in Fichte’s
system. Still, this entire episode, much of which is recorded in texts familiar
only to specialists, harks back to topics central to the Wissenschafislehre’s incep-
tion®; anticipates the markedly more metaphysical and religious tone of its
later presentations (in which the independently “self-positing” I of the Jena
Wissenschafislehre is more and more explicitly positioned as a mere semblance
or manifestation of a unitary, all-encompassing “being [Sein]” or “God”); and
dramatically problematizes the conceptual connections between transcenden-
tal idealism, morality, and metaphysics.
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Of course, any fully worked-out account of the latter connections will also
have to take stock of the key relationships between Fichte’s position and the
paradigm and prototypes provided by Kant’s work. The many complex con-
nections between Kant’s critical philosophy and the Wissenschafislehre are a
major theme throughout this volume, beginning with Chap. 3. Fichte himself
frequently characterizes the Wissenschafislehre as a more rigorous and radical
statement, justification, and consolidation of the basic implications of Kant’s
main innovations. Kant’'s own philosophy, according to one of Fichte’s more
memorable formulations, “is correct—but only in its results and not in its
reasons” (EPW 371 [GA 111/2, no. 171]).” Accordingly, one main tendency in
recent Anglophone Fichte-scholarship has been to work to substantiate such
claims—for instance, by reading Fichte’s project as a form of transcendental
idealism® that has been ruthlessly purged of Kant’s residual realism (including,
e.g., Kant’s apparent commitments to ‘things in themselves,” a causal model of
perception, and a faculty psychology)’; as a philosophy that has thoroughly
vindicated Kant’s essentially unsubstantiated claims concerning the ultimate
unity (not merely the final compatibility) of theoretical and practical reason'®;
as a system that yields a version of Kantianism in ethics that arguably improves
upon Kant’s own''; and so on.

In Chap. 3, “The Precursor as Rival: Fichte in Relation to Kant,” Giinter
Zéller offers a critical (but not unappreciative) reappraisal of several of Fichte’s
more notable innovations. For one, Zéller argues, the novelty of Fichte’s core
conceptions is often overestimated. For example, Fichte often is credited with
providing the critical philosophy (which, in its Kantian form, is based on vari-
ous unreduced oppositions: intuition versus conceptualization, theoretical
versus practical reason, and so on) with a deeper and more unitary founda-
tion, in the form of some transcendentally basic mode or modes of mental
accomplishment (positing; the Zathandlung or “fact-act”; intellectual intu-
ition) that would precede and prepare for the various differentiations basic to
Kant’s philosophy. And yet, as Zoller points out, one can readily discern at
least the outlines of those Fichtean concepts in some of Kant’s own key ideas
(most notably, transcendental apperception and the categorical imperative).
Moreover, Zéller argues, some of Fichte’s genuine innovations (for instance,
his assimilation of theoretical to practical reason, and his topical reorganiza-
tion of practical philosophy) push Kantian ideas to objectionable extremes—
for example, by wiping out the boundaries between warranted cognition and
interested belief, and by making morality indifferent, even antagonistic,
toward the cultivation and expression of individuality.

The relationship between Kants and Fichte’s philosophies is examined,
from a variety of perspectives, throughout this anthology (see, inter alia,
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Chaps. 7, 8,9, 11, 12, 13, 18, and 19). To be sure, though, in order to mea-
sure Fichte’s historical significance, we must not only assess the
Wissenschafislehre’s connections to Kant. We must also consider, among many
other things, its contribution to German Idealism, especially in the work of
Schelling and Hegel.'* According to one venerable rendering of this relation-
ship, Fichte clarifies and consolidates the critical philosophy by ridding it of
Kant’s residual realism and underived dualisms, but the result (or so the story
goes) is a one-sided, merely subjective idealism, in need of supplementation
by the objective idealism developed by the young Schelling—which, in turn,
is assimilated and transcended by absolute idealism a la Hegel.

In Chap. 4, “Fichte, German Idealism, and the Parameters of Systematic
Philosophy,” Andreas Schmidt adopts a decidedly different viewpoint on the
relations between these figures. Schmidt argues that the most significant way
(albeit not the only way) in which Fichte influenced his successors was by
reframing the early post-Kantian debate around a number of novel problems:
problems concerning (1) the architecture, (2) the topic, (3) the certainty, and
(4) the generation of the ideal philosophical system. Schmidt further suggests
that both Schelling and then Hegel propose such new and divergent solutions
to these problems that it becomes doubtful whether any two of these three
thinkers are pursuing one and the same basic project. Thus it also becomes
questionable whether we can rank their various accomplishments according
to some one, mutually acceptable standard. Nevertheless, Schmidt argues, we
can credit Fichte with having established the basic framework within which
such divergent projects could take shape.

Metaphilosophy and Method

Fichte constructs the Wissenschaftslehre using a wide range of methodological
tools, including abstraction, reflection, transcendental argument, dialectical
derivation (of which he is a true pioneer), intellectual intuition, “genetic con-
struction,” a principle of “reciprocal determination,” and a law of “reflective
opposition.” He also ties the resulting system’s basic significance to some com-
plex and provocative metaphilosophical claims, principally concerning (1) the
basic standpoint proper to philosophy in general and (2) the basic commit-
ments constitutive of idealism in particular.

Genuinely philosophical thinking, for Fichte, occupies a “standpoint which
transcends life’—not merely in the sense that the philosopher, qua philoso-
pher, thinks carefully about perennial non-empirical questions, but also, and
essentially, in the sense that her thinking, qua philosophical, freely raises itself
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above the entire frame of reference that constitutes “the standpoint of life” as
such (EPW 435 [GA III/3, no. 440]). The latter is “the way of thinking of
ordinary life and of science (materialiter sic dicta’®)”—a mode of cognition
which distinctively philosophical thinking comprehensively brackets and fun-
damentally questions (EPW 433 [GA III/3, no. 440]). Thus, rather than
being swept up and carried along by “life,” in which we just unthinkingly
assent to the real being of the objects on display in experience (objects whose
characteristics are methodically investigated by empirical science), philosoph-
ical thinking aims instead “to display the basis or foundation of all experience”
as such—from which it follows, Fichte argues, that “philosophy’s object must
necessarily lie outside of all experience” (IWL 9 [GA 1/4:187]). Accordingly,
genuinely philosophical thinking does not aspire “to produce any object
which could be of any concern to life and the (material) sciences,” because to
do that would merely be “to expand the sphere of ordinary thinking” (EPW
433 [GA 111/3, no. 440])."*

Described in its essentials, experience of the sort that the Wissenschaftslehre
undertakes to explain is cognition comprising reference to determinate objects
(entities, states of affairs, etc.) to which the cognizer ascribes a mind-
independent existence. Transcendentally reflected-upon, such experience—in
contrast with imagination, aspiration, and the like—coincides with “the sys-
tem of representations accompanied by the feeling of necessity”: we have expe-
rience, in this sense, insofar as “we discover that we are constrained ... with
respect to the content of our cognitions” (IWL 7-8 [GA 1/4:186]). Thus the
fundamental philosophical question is what accounts for the indicated con-
straint. And Fichte argues that the answer must take one or the other of two
radically incompatible forms: “idealism” or “dogmatism” (IWL 11 [GA
1/4:188])."

Dogmatism, which he rejects, “wishes to use the principle of causality to
explain the general nature of the intellect as such, as well as the specific deter-
minations of the same” (IWL 21 [GA 1/4:196]). This is an explanatory
approach which, if carried through completely, would establish that mind as
such, originally and always, is generated and regulated by some substance or
process that exists and operates without awareness or intention (thus point-
lessly and aimlessly).'® Idealism, by contrast, maintains that “the intellect can-
not be anything passive, because ... it is what is primary and highest and is
thus preceded by nothing that could account for its passivity” (IWL 25-26
[GA 1/4:199-200])."” What is basic, on the idealist’s account, is purposive
intelligence; therefore, what must account for the constrained character of
experience is (1) this intelligence’s own finitude or limitation qua purposive
intelligence—ergo, a limitation that takes the form of this intelligence’s
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incomplete control over the content of its own states—and (2) the (rationally,
not nomologically) law-governed character of this intelligence’s basic opera-
tions, whereby the aforementioned adventitious mental contents are autono-
mously elaborated-upon (IWL 25-26 [GA 1/4:199-200]). Accordingly,
idealism proposes to “derive from the fundamental laws of the intellect the
system of the intellect’s necessary modes of acting and, along with this, the
objective representations that come into being thereby” (IWL 27 [GA
1/4:201])—not in the sense that the mind magically generates real things or
covertly authors experience’s given contents, but insofar as the transcendental
subject autonomously deploys the non-sensory ordering forms which, applied
to the recalcitrant contents of ‘experience,” effectuate representation of puta-
tively mind-independent objects.'®

Fichte’s philosophy-vs-life’ and idealism-vs-dogmatism distinctions are
intended to establish and elucidate the basic parameters of his project. Yet
both of these distinctions, as well as the many methodological devices
employed within the Wissenschafislehre, are defined and deployed in ways that
leave ample room for further interpretation—and which thereby introduce
some ambiguity as to the exact aims and overall upshot of the system. The
chapters that make up Part II of this volume explore a number of the impor-
tant issues that arise in relation to Fichte’s metaphilosophy and methodology.

In Chap. 5, “Fichte on the Standpoint of Philosophy and the Standpoint of
Ordinary Life,” Halla Kim discusses that distinction, with reference to its
further elaboration and application in Fichte’s writings. One question raised
by Fichte’s seemingly very strict separation of these two standpoints is whether
philosophy, as he defines it, can contribute anything of value to prephilo-
sophical life, or can solve any problems that are not already philosophical—
and thus (or so it seems) merely artefacts of a strictly optional, artificial stance.
On Kim’s reading, Fichte manages both (1) to accord special authority to the
standpoint of philosophy and (2) to harmonize the two standpoints in a way
that brings pure speculation and everyday living, abstract knowledge and con-
crete agency, into a mutually-enriching accord. As Kim explains it, this is
because there is a profound tension at the heart our prephilosophical outlook:
roughly, a discord between our conception of ourselves as intellectually spon-
taneous, free agents, and our experience of ourselves as beings causally entan-
gled in mindless, aimless natural processes. Only an idealistic philosophy—or
so Fichte argues—can account for the latter experience in a way that not only
vindicates the former self-conception, but that also promises to suffuse our
everyday activities with the pure, permanent light of essential comprehension
and indefeasible conviction."
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In Chap. 6, “Reflection, Metaphilosophy, and Logic of Action in the Science
of Knowledge,” Isabelle Thomas-Fogiel examines the consistently, radically
reflective inception and orientation of Fichte’s system. As Thomas-Fogiel
shows, the many outwardly divergent presentations of the Wissenschafislehre
nonetheless all share a foundational focus upon some sort of explicitly self-
referential accomplishment or phenomenon (“I = I’; the knowledge of knowl-
edge; the identity of the knowing and the known; and so forth), which then
is consistently characterized with reference to reflection, reflexivity, and the
like. Evidently, then, to grasp Fichte’s conception of reflection is to under-
stand the very core of his philosophy. Here, Fichte breaks with Kant’s model
of representation (as a relation between two heterogeneous terms) and with
the classical model of reflection (as a kind of turning-back toward some pre-
existing object or fact), because both are untenable as accounts of the mind’s
access to its own activities. Clearly this is a crucial methodological issue for
the critical philosophy, and Thomas-Fogiel argues that Fichte’s radical rethink-
ing of the nature and necessity of reflection leads to his development of a
powerful and original approach to the legitimation (and critique) of philo-
sophical discourse per se.

In Chap. 7, “Fichte’s Anti-Dogmatism and the Autonomy of Reason,”
Kienhow Goh ponders the essential upshot of Fichte’s idealism-dogmatism
distinction. As Goh notes, Fichte defines his own position largely in terms of
its diametrical opposition to dogmatism—yet Fichte also claims that “ideal-
ism is unable to refute dogmatism,” because their disagreement “is a dispute
concerning the first principle,” such that each ultimately begs the question
against the other, and both “appear to have the same speculative value”—from
which it seems to follow that which of the two outlooks one chooses simply
“depends upon the kind of person one is” (IWL 15-20 [GA 1/4:191-95]).
Such statements may seem to concede that there finally are no rational grounds
for favoring idealism over dogmatism, but Goh forcefully argues against such
an interpretation. Instead, he proposes, Fichte’s deeper point is that, com-
pared to idealism, dogmatism is the expression of a somewhat stunted, because
relatively un-self-conscious, grade of rational development: one at which the
philosopher, qua rational being, is as yet only dimly cognizant of the fact that
reason, simply qua reason, demands its own absolute autonomy. From that
relatively degraded vantage point, at which one has failed to fully grasp and
enact the fact that that pure reason is absolutely practical, it can appear that
reason’s role is merely to theoretically spell out the arational appearances—
and this conception of rationality leads straight to dogmatism. But according
to the true conception of rationality (per Goh’s illuminating interpretation of
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Fichte), fully rational justification obtains only if and insofar the structure and
significance of appearances is essentially determined by the optimally rational
outlook, not the reverse. Ergo, idealism.

Transcendental Fundamentals

Fichte’s commitment to reason’s absolute autonomy, even primacy, relative to
the objects on display in experience, is encoded in two of his system’s basic
principles: (1) “The I originally absolutely posits [setzt urspriinglich schlech-
thin] its own being”; and (2) “a not-I is absolutely opposed [schlechthin entge-
gengesetzt] to the 1,” from which Fichte infers that “opposition in general [das
Entgegengesetztseyn iiberhaupt] is absolutely posited by the I” (WL 99, 104,
103 [GA 1/2:261, 266]).?° It should be noted that there is no consensus con-
cerning exactly how these claims ought to be understood (or even how they
ought to be translated into English),?! partly because Fichte never explicitly
defines the all-important technical term “posit,”* and partly owing to the
very high level of abstraction at which his claims about positing are put for-
ward. In any case, one thing that is clear is that, upon further analysis, Fichte
considers the above two principles to be linked by the claim that “without a
striving, no object at all is possible” (WL 233 [GA 1/2:399])—a claim also
known as “the striving doctrine.” This claim is the linchpin in Fichte’s larger
argument that theoretical reason and practical reason are mutually interde-
pendent (if not indeed essentially unitary), albeit always in such a way that
reason’s practical aspect is in some sense preponderant:

Willing is the genuine and essential character of reason; according to philo-
sophical insight, representing does of course stand in reciprocal interaction with
willing, but nevertheless is posited as the contingent element. The practical fac-
ulty is the innermost root of the I; everything else is placed on and attached to
this faculty. (FNR 21 [GA 1/3:332])

In Chap. 8, “Knowledge and Action: Self-Positing, I-Hood, and the Centrality
of the Striving Doctrine,” C. Jeffery Kinlaw scrutinizes Fichte’s conception of
self-positing and its connection to the striving doctrine. In the Jena
Wissenschaftslehre, epistemology and a radically practical conception of ratio-
nal personhood are integrated within a unified, systematic account of the
self’s consciousness of itself and relation to its world.* On Kinlaw’s recon-
struction, this integration hinges upon a conception of self-positing according
to which the I’s consciousness of itself (that is, its constitutive awareness of
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itself as the distinctive sort of entity that it is) just is the I's awareness of itself
as answerable to a norm of rational self-determination. Thus, contrary to one
venerable strand of Fichte-interpretation, self-positing is by no means an
exclusively epistemic sort of self-activity or self-relation. And the striving doc-
trine, interpreted in this light, is the claim that the I's constitutive relationship
to some end or ends is a transcendental precondition for its cognitive refer-
ence to objects: the I countenances something other than itself only if and
insofar as it finds something interposed (whether as an obstacle or as an
opportunity) between itself and its already-established goal or goals. As Kinlaw
notes, such a claim might seem to risk an absurd subordination or unaccept-
able relativization of objectivity to subjectivity, turning the content of one’s
representation of the world into the plaything of one’s arbitrary adoption of
this or that aim. Kinlaw counters this worry, however, by pointing out that
the normativity of rational self-determination entails the normativity of epis-
temically well-founded (and therefore reliably action-guiding) beliefs.
Chapter 9, “Fichte’s Account of Reason and Rational Normativity,” by
Steven Hoeltzel, arrives at some broadly similar conclusions from an interest-
ingly different direction—namely, by working toward a unifying and clarify-
ing analysis of Fichte’s wide-ranging and often unusual characterizations of
the nature of reason and rational normativity. In Fichte’s writings, reason is
equated or closely associated with, among other things: “I-hood,” “positing”
(especially self-positing), “acting” (as opposed to “being”), “self-reverting
activity,” and “subject-objectivity” (see, e.g., FNR 18 [GA 1/3:329]; IWL 87
[GA 1/4:255]). Of course, Fichte also claims that reason, as such, is princi-
pally practical: “practical reason is the root of all reason” (VM 79 [GA
1/6:265]). More specifically, he holds that reason regulates itself according to
a self-legislated norm of “absolute self-sufficiency” and, to that extent, harbors
an “absolute tendency toward the absolute”—which he seems to see as equiva-
lent to the idea that “fusion ... into the absolutely pure form of reason or into
God is indeed the ultimate goal of finite reason” (SE 58, 33, 143 [GA 1/5:67,
45, 142]). Indeed, he even seems to go so far as to maintain that reason, so
construed, finally mandates our firm assent to an outlook according to which
“only reason is; infinite reason in itself, and finite reason in it and through it”
(VM 111 [GA 1/6:296]). How ought we to understand all these claims?
Hoeltzel proposes that, for Fichte, reason as such consists in a special sort of
mental activity: the self-initiated instatement of self-wrought, non-sensory order-
ing forms, the first and foremost of which is the idea of precisely this type of
activity in its pure and uncompromised (“self-sufficient”) form. Hoeltzel
argues that such an analysis essentially accords with Kant’s conceptions of (1)
the categorial synthesis of appearances and (2) the projection by pure reason
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of regulative ideas. Arguably this analysis also clarifies the sense in which
Fichte holds that theoretical and practical reason are originally and ideally
unitary, yet always such as to be preponderantly practical. Finally, Hoeltzel
argues that this Fichtean conception of the ultimately and optimally unitary
nature of reason (1) underwrites a distinctly post-Kantian (albeit highly sche-
matic) form of constructivism with regard to rational normativity, and (2)
yields a conception of reason’s supreme norm in the light of which (via the
ensuing ethics of belief, and given Fichte’s cognitive constructivism)* the
conviction that “only reason is; infinite reason in itself, and finite reason in it
and through it” emerges as the quintessentially rational philosophical outlook
(VM 111 [GA 1/6:296])).

Fichte’s commitment to reason’s autonomy goes hand in hand with his
opposition to dogmatism: his rejection of the claim that mental activity is
generated and regulated by something mindless and aimless. Moreover, Fichte
clearly holds that the epistemologically affiliated notion of the thing in itself—
that is, of “a not-I that is not opposed to any I” (EPW 74 [GA 1/2:62])—is,
in light of the Wissenschafislehre’s basic principles, ill-formed and illegitimate
(“a pipe dream, a non-thought”: EPW 71 [GA 1/2:57]). But such claims raise
significant questions. To begin with: How, then, does Fichte understand and
account for the empirical dimension of cognition and volition? (On the
orthodox Kantian model, the empirical content of experience is the result of
an “affection” of the mind by some thing-in-itself outside the mind. But
Fichte roundly rejects such a picture.) And what, then, does Fichte’s post-
Kantian position imply regarding the sources and the epistemic status of our
beliefs in material objects and other minds?

Fichte himself asks: “Can one explain cognition without having to assume
the occurrence of any contact or affection whatever?” (IWL 74 [GA 1/4:241])
His answer, in broadest outline, is that “all of our cognition does indeed begin
with an affection, but not with an affection by an object” (IWL 74 [GA
1/4:241]). Instead—according to the first fully systematic presentation of his
position, the 1794/1795 Foundation of the Entire Wissenschafislehre, “all that is
required ... is the presence of a check [Anstoff] on the I, that is, for some rea-
son that lies merely outside the Is activity, the subjective must be extensible
no further” (WL 189 [GA 1/2:354-55]). This ‘check’ to the I’s activity is then
more specifically depicted by Fichte as the advent or manifestation within the
mind (“im Ich”) of something that is “not immediately posited through the I's
own positing of itself” (WL 130 [GA 1/2:293]): “something heterogeneous,
alien, and to be distinguished” from the I (WL 240 [GA 1/2:405]), insofar as
the latter essentially consists in pure and autonomous mental activity. In the
1794/1795 presentation, the role of the Is basic other is played by recalcitrant
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sensory data (see WL 272 [GA 1/2:437]). In later writings, however (most
notably the 1796/1797 Foundations of Natural Right), Fichte supplements the
idea of a merely sensory “check” or “affront” (Anstof§) to the Is activity, with
the more complex notion of a conceptually structured “summons”
(Aufforderung—or, occasionally, “demand”: Anforderung), calling for the Is
reasons-responsive self-limitation.” This notion substantially mitigates, if it
does not altogether counteract, the seemingly subjectivist or solipsistic ten-
dencies of Fichte’s transcendental epistemology.?® Indeed, his detailed explica-
tion of the necessity and implications of the summons make Fichte the first
major theorist of intersubjectivity and its associated norms: reciprocal recog-
nition, respectful self-restraint, and so forth.”

In Chap. 10, “Fichte’s Relational 1: Anstoff and Aufforderung,” Gabriel
Gottlieb explores some important issues raised by Fichte’s assignment of the
latter two concepts—which prima facie are interestingly distinct—to essen-
tially the same transcendental role: that of first enabling the I to become con-
scious of itself as an 1. To date, two opposing interpretations of the relations
between these ideas have prevailed. One, which Gottlieb calls the “intersub-
jective interpretation,” argues that Fichte’s initial (1794/1795) doctrine of the
Anstof¢ or “check” already implies that an Awufforderung or intersubjective
“summons” is a necessary condition for full-fledged self-consciousness (a
claim the argument for which is then more explicitly elaborated in the texts
and lectures of 1796/1797). The other, “standard interpretation” argues, in
contrast, that the initial Anstoff doctrine concerns only the need for some sort
of limit on the I’s activity, and that it is a mistake to suppose that only an
Aufforderung could fulfill that function. Gottlieb argues that both interpreta-
tions have real weaknesses: the intersubjective interpretation lacks sufficient
textual support, but the standard interpretation is not easily distinguished
from the type of causal-compulsion model that Fichte cannot accept. Instead,
then, Gottlieb proposes a “normativity interpretation” of the Anstoff doctrine,
the central claim of which is that Fichte’s argument, from the start, is that
self-consciousness requires, as a necessary condition for its possibility, that the
I encounters some kind of normative limit on its own activity, such that it is
called upon to freely limit that activity.

Ethical Theory

For Fichte, as for Kant (cf. G 4:437), “reason sets itself an end purely and
simply by itself, and to this extent it is absolutely practical” (SE 59 [GA
1/5:68]). Thus, as Kant might also say, “a rational being continually legislates
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to itself —but on Fichte’s account, “as concerns the content of the law,” what
is required by reason as such is “absolute self-sufficiency, absolute undetermin-
ability by anything other than the I” (SE 58 [GA 1/5:67]). Or, to put this
more precisely: “Our ultimate goal is the self-sufficiency of all reason as such
and thus not the self-sufficiency of one rational being [Einer Vernunfi], insofar
as the latter is an individual” (SE 220 [GA 1/5:209]). Presumably such state-
ments convey Fichte’s own, more rarefied conception of what follows from
Kant’s core commitments (respect for universal law; humanity as an end
itself); but in any case, Fichte’s account of the content, justification, and
implications of the moral law diverges from Kant’s approach in a number of
notable ways. And, interestingly, through much of the nineteenth century, the
expert consensus was that Fichte’s ethical theory is a version of Kantianism
that is in some ways superior to Kants.?® In latter-day Anglophone moral
philosophy, by contrast, Fichte’s contributions have gone largely unrecognized
until very recently, with the appearance of several significant in-depth studies.”

In Chap. 11, “Fichte’s Deduction of the Moral Law,” Owen Ware examines
Fichte’s approach by comparison with Kant’s. Fichte was sometimes critical of
Kant’s strategy of appealing to the “fact of pure reason” as proof of the moral
law’s authority (see, e.g., RG 304-305 [GA 1/2:27-28]), and this has led most
scholars to interpret Fichte’s own deduction of the moral law accordingly—
that is, as an attempt to derive not only the content of that law but also the
fact of moral consciousness from the I (understood as purely active and freely
self-determining), as opposed to positioning consciousness of the moral law as
the foundation of moral philosophy and the basis for our affirmation of free-
dom (as Kant is typically thought to have done). Ware suggests, however, that
such interpretations risk oversimplifying Fichte’s approach, especially insofar
as they overlook a passage in which Fichte, in the course of his own deduction
of the principle of morality, cites Kant’s procedure with evident approval (SE
55-56 [GA 1/5:65]). This passage makes it necessary to ask whether Fichte’s
own procedure is viciously circular or perhaps inconsistent, but Ware coun-
ters these concerns by reconstructing Fichte’s deduction in a way that circum-
vents such objections while acknowledging and explaining Fichte’s (limited)
endorsement of Kant’s alternative approach.

In Chap. 12, “Freedom as an End in Itself: Fichte on Ethical Duties,” Paul
Guyer examines some further divergences—along with some noteworthy
areas of overlap—between Fichte’s ethics and Kants. Guyer argues that both
philosophers regard freedom as the highest end that moral agency ought to
realize, but that they differ with respect to the ways in which this end is con-
ceptualized and contextualized. On Kant’s account, moral agency finally aims
ata “realm of ends” (G 4:433); in Fichte’s case, it strives for “the self-sufficiency
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of all reason as such’—not in the sense of untrammeled individual sovereignty,
but as the unlimited implementation of freely self-determining rationality.
Still, as Guyer notes, Fichte’s depersonalization of our ultimate goal—his idea
of a freedom that is irreducible to, and that outranks, each individual’s free-
dom to set his or her own ends—finally situates him at quite some distance
from Kant. For Kant, the goal of morality is “a whole of all ends in systematic
connection (a whole both of rational beings as ends in themselves and of the
ends of his own that each may set for himself)” (G 4:433). For Fichte,

in contrast,

everyone is an end, in the sense that everyone is a means for realizing reason.
This is the ultimate and final end of each person’s existence; this alone is why
one is here, and if this were not the case, if this were not what ought to happen,
then one would not need to exist at all.—This does not diminish the dignity of
humanity; instead, it elevates it. (SE 245 [GA 1/5:230])

Of course, Fichte also holds (as Guyer goes on to explain) that individuals
have rights to the pursuit of their own ends, subject to their recognition of the
same rights for others.

In Chap. 13, “Fichte on Freedom,” Wayne Martin works to decipher
Fichte’s famous early statement that the Wissenschafislehre is

the first system of freedom. Just as France has freed man from external shackles,
so my system frees him from the fetters of things in themselves, which is to say,
from those external influences with which all previous systems—including the
Kantian—have more-or-less fettered man. Indeed the first principle of my sys-
tem presents man as an independent being. (EPW 385 [GA I11/2, no. 282a])

Such claims indicate that, chez Fichte, a philosophically tenable treatment of
freedom has to be, if not exactly anti-Kantian, then still decidedly post-
Kantian. Accordingly, Martin carefully traces the development of Fichte’s
early views on freedom, from his initial determinism, through an enthusiastic
but not-uncritical Kantian phase, and eventually to a post-Kantian position
of his own. Fichte, like Kant, seeks to reconcile human freedom with nature’s
determinism. But he cannot accept Kant’s proposed resolution, which (1)
requires recourse to things in themselves, (2) threatens to abrogate the causal
closure of nature, unless supplemented with a speculative doctrine of prees-
tablished harmony, and (3) makes the connection between our postulated
freedom and our lived experience of agency deeply inscrutable. Martin argues
that the reconciliation of nature and freedom is therefore reconceived by
Fichte, not as something already constituted (because divinely preestablished),
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but as a possible future accomplishment, demanded by an “absolute decree of
reason” (WL 137 [GA 1/2:301]). What reason thus decrees is that we work to
transform nature into something that is no longer antithetical to freedom—
an infinite task, to be carried out through both the manual cultivation of the
world around us and the moral cultivation of the self within.

Political and Social Theory

In Fichte’s philosophy—in yet another significant departure from Kant—
rights are justified on strictly zon-moral grounds.*® In a highly original argu-
ment for which Fichte is now famous—and an argument that makes him, not
Hegel, the first great theorist of intersubjectivity—he claims that (1) full-
fledged self-consciousness can come about only on the basis of an experience
wherein one’s capacity for reasons-responsive self-determination is explicitly
disclosed and engaged; that (2) this experience must originally take the form
of one’s finding oneself the addressee of a summons (Aufforderung) from
another free being, by whom one is called upon (not compelled) to freely
restrict one’s own activity in some way; that (3) to apprehend this summons
as just such a summons is at least tacitly to acknowledge norms of mutual
recognition and restraint that structure and sustain free, rational interactions
between free, rational individuals; and, finally, that (4) to acknowledge such
norms is to recognize others’ rights to free self-determination while simultane-
ously claiming such a right for oneself.*!

In Chap. 14, “Fichte on Property Rights and Coercion,” Nedim Nomer
explores some of the further specifics of Fichte’s account of individual rights,
with particular attention to his claim that the integrity of each individual’s
rightful sphere of freedom requires both (1) property, understood as some
share of the sensible world to which one is exclusively entitled and which
makes possible one’s ongoing, individual self-definition, and (2) coercion, in
the form of an omnipotent state that enforces the principles of right. Scholars
have disagreed about how best to understand both claims: Does Fichte funda-
mentally understand the right to property as an entitlement to the exclusive
possession and use of certain material objects or, instead, as a right to labor
under conditions that ensure one’s subsistence as a free individual? And if the
principles of right require the coercive backing of an all-powerful state, then
how, if at all, does compliance with these principles secure the freedom of the
individual? Nomer argues that such questions reflect some mistaken assump-
tions. First, he suggests, Fichte’s concept of a sphere of personal freedom is
sufficiently abstract to underwrite several different kinds of property rights
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(including rights of ownership, an entitlement to pursue a specific occupa-
tion, and a right of privacy) in a way that is sensitive to specific social contexts.
And, second, Fichte thinks that it is a basic fact of social life that different
individuals’ actions will tend to clash, so that the only alternative to an unend-
ing cycle of mutual extra-legal coercion is the establishment of a regime of
property rights that make peaceful coexistence possible and that are enforced
by the state.

In Chap. 15, “Fichte’s Theory of the State in the Foundations of Natural
Right” James A. Clarke takes a closer look at Fichte’s understanding of the
relationship between the powers wielded by the state and the rights and free-
doms of the individual. Commentators have long questioned whether Fichte’s
theory strikes an acceptable balance here. Granted, for Fichte the purpose of
the ideal state is to guarantee the security of each individual’s rights and free-
doms; nevertheless, his theory grants unappealable authority and extraordi-
narily broad powers to the government—and expressly 7ot to the populace:
Fichte rejects democracy in that sense (see FNR 14 [GA 1/3:325]). He also
rejects the separation of powers, so his model government cannot comprise
relatively independent legislative or judicial branches, by which the state’s
sweeping executive powers might be overseen or constrained. And these pow-
ers, on Fichte’s account, include extensive “police power and police legisla-
tion” (FNR 146 [GA 1/3:444]), the aim of which is to afford all citizens
maximum protection against rights-violations, but the techniques of which
include (notoriously) the close surveillance of each citizen and the legal pro-
hibition of countless innocuous activities. So is Fichte’s account of the ideally
rational state actually, if inadvertently, a blueprint for a totalitarian system?
Fichte, of course, did not think so, and nor does Clarke, who provides a care-
ful reconstruction of Fichte’s theory, with special attention to its provision for
an “ephorate” designed to be a bulwark against despotism and tyranny. Clarke
then offers a qualified defense of Fichte’s theory, against the charge that it
leaves individual freedoms at the mercy of an over-empowered state.

Another noteworthy feature of Fichtes social thought is his nationalism—
or, if it should prove difficult to find a duly precise definition of “nationalism”
that obviously applies, in any case there is his philosophical investment in an
ethically-charged notion of nationhood and, indeed, of the German nation’s
special (spiritual) mission (see AGN 96-97 [GA 1/10:195-96]). Do Fichte’s
ideas thus point the way toward the twentieth century’s worst manmade disas-
ters? Do they look forward to the resurgent nationalisms that threaten the
postwar international order? It should be noted that worries of this sort may
overlook the fact that Fichte’s own interest in the issue of nationality was
always part of a broader, cosmopolitan outlook, according to which, “through
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the mutual intercourse of different peoples,” we ought finally to achieve “an
omnifaceted, purely human civilization,” united by science (CCS 198 [GA
1/7:141]).3* But it is fair to ask whether such worries can be readily dismissed
on those grounds alone.

In Chap. 16, “Fichte’s Concept of the Nation,” David James approaches
this question by examining what Fichte actually means by the term “nation.”
Fichte commonly deploys important technical terms without explicitly defin-
ing them—and he does this on principle, in order to arouse his interlocutor’s
own mental energy and agility and, thereby, to elicit a lived experience of the
central subject of the Wissenschafislehre. His handling of the notion of the
nation is no exception, and this makes it necessary to carefully track the ways
in which this concept interacts with other ideas: of the state, descent, culture,
language, and so on. As James notes, Fichte regards the ideal state as a political
construction designed to sustain various practical arrangements that it would
be rational for free agents to agree upon. And insofar as the state ought to be
constructed according to such rational criteria, it need not derive its unity or
identity from any preexisting ethnic or cultural grouping. Indeed, in 7he
Closed Commercial State (1800), Fichte distinguishes (1) the “one nation”
comprising the “peoples of modern Christian Europe”—a group united by a
common culture, morality, and religion, but not necessarily by shared descent
(see CCS 139 [GA 1/7:92-93])—from (2) the plurality of independent states
into which that larger nation had, largely haphazardly, been politically parti-
tioned. Fichte’s model of the commercially closed state even mandates that
such political divisions be rationally redrawn and substantially reinforced—a
far cry from demanding the political unification of the nation within a single
state, or equating citizenship with membership in a nation that precedes the
state’s construction. Nevertheless, Fichte also seems to associate this consoli-
dation of political divisions with the gradual (and, he thinks, desirable) culti-
vation of increasingly “sharply determined national character([s]” and, indeed,
of “entirely new nation[s]” (CCS 195 [GA 1/7:139]). The sense of “nation”
involved here seems to be in some tension with the one outlined above, so
James proceeds to consider whether the Addresses to the German Nation
(1807/1808) offer a more definite account of what constitutes a nation with
its own distinctive character. Certainly there is a significant shift: Fichte now
maintains that the members of a nation are united, and their distinctive
national character defined, by the “inner frontiers” established by the lan-
guage that they speak (AGN 53 [GA 1/10:150]). More precisely, on this
account, in order for language-use to constitute membership in a nation, the
language in question must have been acquired in such a way that its ele-
ments—especially those that indicate non-sensory phenomena: metaphysical
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categories, normative notions, religious conceptions, and so forth—are deeply
rooted in and inwardly articulate the lived experience of the speaker (as
opposed to being learned and employed in some more surface-level way, such
that the language and one’s own basic outlook remain to some extent discon-
nected). This restriction might appear to tie nationality, via language-learning,
to ethnicity or descent, but James argues that Fichte’s accounts of language-
learning and education show that he is not committed to any such necessary
connection.

In Chap. 17, “Fichte’s Philosophy of History: Between A Priori Foundation
and Material Development,” by Angelica Nuzzo, the focus shifts from Fichte’s
analyses of political and cultural formations to his outlook on history as a
whole. Before examining Fichte’s most thorough treatment of this topic,
Characteristics of the Present Age (1806), Nuzzo outlines Fichte’s earlier
thoughts on the interface between philosophy and history. These thoughts
reflect the stark tensions between, one the one hand, the sheer givenness and
contingency of history, as the work of free human activity, and on the other
hand, the philosopher’s quest for insight & priori into a developmental logic or
world-plan that makes history intelligible as a whole and imparts to it a neces-
sary direction. The challenge, then, is to identify rational and formal struc-
tures within history—structures that somehow organize and explain the
factual course of concrete events without eliminating things’ sheer facticity or
negating human beings’ freedom. Nuzzo argues that prior to the 1806
Characteristics, Fichte tends to locate the guiding thread of history within the
moral teleology of humanity, which derives from his transcendental analysis
of the necessary conditions for self-consciousness. The ensuing outlook, how-
ever, hardly constitutes a full-fledged philosophy of history (which, as Nuzzo
notes, is something that Fichte seems not to have thought viable at the time).
On Nuzzo’s reading, a proper philosophy of history—with a complex peri-
odization that is both derivable @ priori and demonstrably applicable to the
actual course of events—becomes possible for Fichte only on the basis of his
eventual shift to a more metaphysical frame of reference, in which the tran-
scendental analysis of the necessary conditions for consciousness gives way to
a conception of knowing (Wissen) as the medium for the manifestation of the
absolute. Viewed through this lens, history is the appearance, in a sensible and
sequential form, of a supersensible, eternal, undivided, independent, self-
actualizing activity, which, as such, must appear (in time) as free rational
activity’s progressive emancipation from blind instinct and overcoming of ara-
tional principles of division, until finally, with “sure and unerring hand,”
humanity “builds itself up into a fitting image and representative of reason”
(CPA 9-10 [GA 1/8:201]). Still, Nuzzo argues, Fichte’s complete philosophy
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of history does not consist solely in the a priori derivation of that processs
necessary periodization. There is also the need to map the latter onto the
actual empirical data, and this is a matter for reflective judgment. This is
because the appearance of the absolute requires a medium extraneous to its
own perfectly pure, self-actualizing activity, and this entails the introduction
of an alien element, opaque and inert, which can impede and inflect the abso-
lute’s unfolding, in ways that no pure logic can predict. Pure freedom, striving
against unpredictable impediments, yields absolute contingency; thus the
philosophy of history has an irreducibly & posteriori dimension, without which
the philosopher’s a priori insights yield only a formal schema for history—not
fulfilled philosophical comprehension of the real, full-blooded phenomenon.

Metaphysics and Epistemology

In Chap. 18, “Giving Shape to the Shapeless: Divine Incomprehensibility,
Moral Knowledge, and Symbolic Representation,” by Benjamin D. Crowe,
history is once again an important theme. First, however, Crowe explores
some of the more purely philosophical issues raised by Fichte’s famous equa-
tion of God with the moral world order (IWL 150-51 [GA 1/5:354]), his
related denial of God’s “personality and consciousness” (IWL 152 [GA
1/5:355]), and his pointed insistence on God’s incomprehensibility (see
especially AD 177-79 [GA 1/6:50-52]). On Crowe’s reading, for Fichte,
God is neither a circumscribed personality nor a consciousness defined by a
delimited point of view, but God nonetheless can be said to possess mind-
like attributes of a rarefied kind. As the “moral world order” (which, Fichte
argues, the finite rational being necessarily posits as the supra-subjective,
non-sensible guarantor of the inextinguishable efficacy of the good will),
God is the constantly-operative, purposive, intelligent ordering of the whole
“the reason in which ours is rooted” and which has “been operative in
advance of all finite reason” (GA 11/4:289), suffusing the whole with pur-
pose by integrating the mechanism of nature with the telos of morality. “As
regards content,” Fichte further states, “divinity [Gottheit] is nothing but
consciousness ... pure intelligence, spiritual life and activity,” albeit of a sort
that is essentially incomprehensible to us (AD 178 [GA 1/6:51]). Yet this
incomprehensibility arises, Crowe argues, not because Fichte deems God
logically impossible or absolutely unspecifiable, but chiefly because he holds
that real comprehension requires thorough determination through concepts
that mark distinctions and introduce limitations—concepts which, for just
that reason, are inapplicable to the unitary, unconditioned ordering of the
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whole. Still, such an ordering is (Fichte argues) presupposed by moral
agency, from which it follows that, in sum, “it is contradictory not to assume
[God’s] existence, [but] assuming that He is comprehensible is equally so.
Nothing is as incomprehensible as God” (GA 11/4:291). Interestingly, as
Crowe goes on to show, that point is nowhere near the terminus ad quem of
Fichte’s reflections on humanity’s attempts to grasp the divine. In his later
writings, especially, Fichte theorizes the historically variable forms of moral
community as interestingly-different but always-imperfect expressions of
this incomprehensible but indispensable idea. Crowe also examines,
throughout this chapter, various Kantian prototypes for Fichte’s positions
(most notably in Critique of the Power of Judgment and Religion within the
Boundaries of Mere Reason), while also underscoring the more uncompro-
mising character of Fichte’s own approach.

Fichte’s relation to Kant is once again foregrounded in Chap. 19, “The
Letter and the Spirit: Kant’s Metaphysics and Fichte’s Epistemology,” in which
Matthew C. Altman argues that Fichte’s radical reworking of Kant’s transcen-
dental epistemology—in particular, his rejection of Kant’s appeal to the thing
in itself as the ground of appearances—does not commit him to a merely
subjective idealism. In Fichte’s own words, “The Wissenschafislehre ... recog-
nizes the concept of a thing in itself to be a complete perversion of reason, an
utterly unreasonable concept” (IWL 56 [GA 1/4:225]).>> Altman recounts
Fichte’s chief reasons for paring away this Kantian commitment, and explains
how transcendental idealism can jettison that concept and still circumvent
subjectivism. The key consideration here is that for the critical philosophy,
pure reason is not exclusively theoretical but also (and arguably primarily)
practical. As Kant puts it, “Rational being is distinguished from the rest of
nature by this, that it sets itself an end” (G 4:437). Compare Fichte: “Reason
sets itself an end purely and simply by itself, and to this extent it is absolutely
practical” (SE 59 [GA 1/5:68]). Reason, on this account, requires not only
that we seek knowledge, but also (and arguably primarily) that we work
toward an ideal of autonomy or self-sufficiency. And there could be no such
project in the absence of some broader context by which the rational being’s
independence is somehow compromised. Accordingly, purely practical
requirements, purely rational in origin, mandate assent to the existence of a
mind-independent reality. All things considered, Altman argues, while Fichte’s
position is not faithful to the letter of Kant’s philosophy, it is more consistent
with its spirit,** and especially with Kant’s critique of our epistemic preten-
sions and his related rethinking of reason’s highest aspirations.

Chapter 20, “Transcendental Ontology in Fichte’s Wissenschafislehre of
1804,” by Markus Gabriel, also examines Fichte’s account of the relationship
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between the domain of what there is and the domain of what we can know.
Gabriel argues that Fichte’s project should be read as a contribution to tran-
scendental ontology—that is, to an account of being and existence that shows
that there are no objects or facts that are in principle inaccessible to human
knowledge-acquisition.*> (Note that this is one way of understanding what
follows from Fichte’s rejection of things in themselves.) On this view, although
there can be contingent, empirical facts that we happen not to know, what
there is (being) cannot outstrip or contradict what is knowable in principle
(thought); being can comprise no unknowable domain, outside of or opposed
to what thinking is in principle able to grasp. On Gabriel’s reading, this is the
upshot of Fichte’s account of being and existence in the 1804 lectures on the
Wissenschafislehre. Also prominent in those lectures is an analysis of “absolute
knowing,” which, Gabriel argues, is supposed to show, from the higher-order
(reflective, transcendental) standpoint of the Wissenschafislehre, that there can
be only one form of knowledge and hence only one kind of knower.
Consequently, human knowing is not beholden to some specific, contingent
cognitive architecture, imposing limits or distortions that a non-human
knower (e.g., God) could transcend. Gabriel caps his discussion with an
examination of the relationship between the approach outlined above and
two alternative accounts of transcendental ontology in Fichte: one broadly
antinaturalistic, the other more specifically ontotheological.

Some Repercussions

The extent of Fichte’s impact on philosophy’s subsequent development,
although still widely unrecognized, would be difhicult to overstate. Obviously,
both German Idealism and early German Romanticism developed in dialogue
with Fichte’s ideas, but his influence also extends, in less overt ways, into exis-
tentialism,*® phenomenology,” and beyond.*® To mention only a few of the
more noteworthy connections: We know that Kierkegaard read Fichte® and
was powerfully influenced by him.** The same is true for Husserl.* Heidegger
would have been exposed to Fichte’s thinking both through Husserl and via
the Southwest school of neo-Kantianism (Windelband, Rickert, Lask)*—
whose distinctive tendency, Heidegger says in 1919, “one could almost char-
acterize ... as neo-Fichteanism.”® Heidegger's own early project of
reconstituting philosophy as “a genuinely primordial science from which the
theoretical itself originates” not only sounds structurally isomorphic with
what Fichte attempts in the 1794/1795 Foundation of the Entire
Wissenschafislehre,® but also is avowedly indebted to Lask’s neo-Fichtean
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account of the constitution of intelligibility.** And in his 1929 lectures on
German Idealism (which are dominated by a detailed discussion of the
1794/1795 Foundation), Heidegger credits Fichte with having dismantled
and surpassed modernity’s malformed models of subjectivity (as thinking sub-
stance, contemplative subject, etc.), through his account of se/f-positing as “the
essence of the Being of the entity having the character of the I [das Wesen des
Seins dieses Seienden vom Charakter des Ich).”*” Moreover, although it is not
known for certain whether Sartre ever actually read Fichte, the affinities
between the two thinkers’ philosophies are truly remarkable.*

In Chap. 21, “Heidegger’s Modest Fichteanism,” Michael Stevenson
explores the relationship between Fichte’s transcendental theory of subjectiv-
ity and Heidegger’s existential analytic of Dasein. Stevenson argues that the
idea immortalized in Sartre’s slogan, “existence precedes essence”*—namely,
the claim that human subjectivity is essentially self-constituting—is an idea
that originates with Fichte; thus, existentialism is rooted in Fichteanism and,
by extension, in the critical philosophy of Kant. In the case of Heidegger,
whose work of the late 1920s is the main focus of Stevenson’s analysis, the
debt to Kant is widely acknowledged. Yet, as Stevenson notes, Heidegger
credits German Idealism with having anticipated his appropriation and cri-
tique of Kant—while stating, at the same time, that his own reading neverthe-
less “moves in the opposite direction.”® Evidently, then, in coming to terms
with Kant’s philosophy, Heidegger is also thinking with and against the post-
Kantian idealists—but how, more precisely, does he do so? Stevenson’s answer
is that Heidegger follows Fichte in taking Kant’s work to point the way toward
a new understanding of human subjectivity as self-constituting—but that
Heidegger also diverges from Fichte, and thereby turns away from German
Idealism, by rejecting the claim that subjectivity’s self-constitution entails its
self-sufficiency.

In Chap. 22, “Fichte, Sartre, and Levinas on the Problem with the Problem
of Other Minds,” by Cynthia D. Coe, the comparative focus shifts from early
existentialism’s idea of subjectivity to more-recent phenomenological accounts
of intersubjectivity. Coe argues that all three of these thinkers, beginning with
Fichte, reject the broadly Cartesian model of mentality that gives rise to the
traditional epistemological problem. In place of that strictly epistemological
depiction of the mind, as essentially a self-sufficient surveyor of things’ per-
ceptible properties, all three affirm a person who is partly constituted (not just
contingently characterized) by relationships with others and who, accord-
ingly, is answerable to the norms by which such relationships are structured
and sustained. Still, Fichte, Sartre, and Levinas all emphasize interestingly
different dimensions of the lived experience of intersubjectivity, and Coe
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argues that the former two remain partly caught up in the traditional picture,
which is defined (and in some ways distorted) by an exaggerated image of the
autonomous individual consciousness, whereas closer attention to what is
experientially and ethically elemental to intersubjectivity—as we find, for
example, in Levinas’s phenomenology—encourages a more accurate and more
adequate understanding of our individual limitations and obligations.

Fichte opens the first Introduction to the 1797/1798 Attempt at a New
Presentation of the Wissenschafislehre with these lines: “Attend to yourself; turn
your gaze from everything surrounding you and look within yourself: this is
the first demand philosophy makes upon anyone who studies it” (IWL 7 [GA
1/4:180]). Perhaps it is unsurprising that the ensuing account of I-hood, with
its new and (until that time) unparalleled stress on self-conscious self-
actualization, would provide a significant stimulus toward the development of
more concentrated existentialand phenomenological approaches. Interestingly,
and perhaps surprisingly, Fichte’s ideas have also figured importantly in more
recent debates taking place in the more analytical precincts of German phi-
losophy. In particular, Fichtean ideas have importantly informed Dieter
Henrich’s subjectivity-centered critique of Habermas’s discourse ethics.”!
Beyond that, however (and this seems to be relatively little-known in
Anglophone circles), an interestingly Fichtean approach to issues in the ana-
lytic philosophy of language—the transcendental pragmatics of Karl-Otto
Apel>—has emerged as an important alternative both to the approach pre-
ferred by Habermas and, no less, to the ‘philosophy of consciousness’ still
favored by figures like Henrich.

In Chap. 23, “Fichtean Selthood and Contemporary Philosophy of
Language: The Case of Transcendental Pragmatics,” Michihito Yoshime
reconstructs this development. As Yoshime explains, Fichte is the first phi-
losopher in the transcendental tradition to have reached the following radical
insight, which structures his entire philosophy: A transcendental “science of
science,” the basic principles of which should ground those of all other legiti-
mate sciences, must be in some sense se/f-grounding; consequently, the tran-
scendental “science of science” must have a basic principle that is in some way
self-certifying—and, accordingly, self-reverting or self-referentially structured.
And the Wissenschafislehre is founded upon precisely such a principle, which
describes  the self-referentially ~ self-grounding activity-structure (the
Tathandlung or “fact-act”) constitutive of selfhood—or the 1, or I-hood
(Ichheit), or consciousness. Yoshime argues, however, that in light of more
recent philosophical developments—especially the linguistic turn, and in par-
ticular Wittgenstein’s private language argument—philosophy’s self-reverting
grounding cannot plausibly be credited to the spontaneity and interiority of a
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self-positing consciousness, but must instead be rethought with reference to
the inescapable norms and presuppositions of argumentative discourse. Apel’s
transcendental pragmatics, especially in its approach to “ultimate grounding”
(Letztbegriindung), undertakes just such a project. Thus, Yoshime’s reading
suggests that the Wissenschaftslehre, in addition to being a pivotal contribution
to post-Kantian philosophy, remains a key resource for contemporary reflec-
tions on rationality’s foundations.

Conclusion: Complexity, Unity, Infinity

Chapter 24 brings the volume to a close with a series of brief reflections on
some of the more noteworthy prospects and problems for Fichte studies in the
yearsahead. One enduring source of real promise, butalso of not-inconsiderable
difficulty, is the sheer complexity of Fichte’s philosophy. This makes the inter-
pretation of his writings particularly challenging, but it also constitutes his
work as a remarkably rich resource, whose conceptual potential is far from
exhausted and whose historical impact we have only recently begun to appre-
ciate aright. Two somewhat more specific challenges also loom large: the
development of more-unified accounts both of the Jena Wissenschafislehre in
particular, and also of the Wissenschaftslehre as a whole, through and beyond
the writings of 1800 (this later period being, to a large extent, terra incognita
in the Anglophone world). To say this is, of course, to presuppose the overall
and enduring consistency of at least the essentials of Fichte’s philosophy. But
some such working assumption seems justified, not only by the general prin-
ciple of charity, but also by Fichte’s own, lifelong, oft-attested will to absolute
integrity—to “what gives strength and completeness to the whole” (WL 113
[GA 1/2:276]).

Notes

1. The word “Wissenschafislehre” is Fichte’s neologism and names his philoso-
phy’s initial basic aim: “demonstrating the first principles of all the sciences
which are possible—something which cannot be done within these sciences
themselves” (EPW 108 [GA 1/2:120]). Fichte’s project thus begins as a rigor-
ous demonstration and delimitation—thus, a ‘doctrine’ or ‘theory’ (Lehre)—
of ‘science, that is, of well-founded, systematically elaborated cognition
(Wissenschaft). Nevertheless, in even the earliest statements of even its most
basic claims, the Wissenschafislehre broaches axiological and (arguably) onto-
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logical topics that are not ordinarily associated with the aforementioned epis-
temological concerns. For that reason, and also because the system’s
epistemological essentials are not quite captured by any one English render-
ing (“Doctrine of Science,” “Theory of Scientific Knowledge,” “Science of
Knowledge,” etc.), it is standard practice to leave Fichte’s coinage
untranslated.

The details are too complicated to go into here; instead, concerning the first
major phase of Fichte’s career (1793-1799), see Daniel Breazeale, “Fichte in
Jena” (EPW 1-50); and regarding its second major phase (from 1799 until
Fichte’s untimely death in 1814), see Guinter Zoller, “Fichte’s Later
Presentations of the Wissenschafislehre)” in The Cambridge Companion to
Fichte, ed. David James and Giinter Zéller (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2016), 139-67.

Fichte’s most impactful works were all published during the 1790s and thus
at a pivotal moment for classical German philosophy, insofar as this decade
also saw Kant’s last major publications, a series of important early texts by
Schelling, and the earliest (albeit then-unpublished) writings of Hegel. From
1800 until his death in 1814, Fichte produced a great deal of significant fur-
ther work, but most of this material remained unpublished during his life-
time, and only a fraction has been translated into English (most notably: VM;
CCS; CCR; WL,g045 AGN; LTE; and the writings compiled in volume two of
The Popular Works of Johann Gottlieb Fichte, 4th ed., trans. William Smith, ed.
Daniel Breazeale (Bristol: Thoemes Press, 1999)).

For recent overviews of the period, see: Frederick Beiser, 7he Fate of Reason
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1987); Frederick Beiser, German
Idealism: The Struggle against Subjectivism, 1781—1801 (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 2002); Eckart Forster, 7he Twenty-Five Years of Philosophy,
trans. Brady Bowman (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2012); Paul
W. Franks, All or Nothing: Systematicity, Transcendental Arguments, and
Skepticism in German Idealism (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2005);
Terry Pinkard, German Philosophy 1760-1860: The Legacy of Idealism
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002).

For a sampling, including contextualizing commentary, see AD.

In the text containing the first published presentation of the Wissenschafislehre’s
basic principles (“Review of Aenesidemus’: EPW 59-77 [GA 1/2:41-67]),
Fichte explicitly connects (1) those principles themselves, (2) his conception
of pure reason as practical, (3) his account of the rational grounds for “belief
in God [Glauben an Gott],” and (4) an affiliated analysis of the origin and
content of the “idea of divinity [/dee der Gottheit]” (see especially EPW 75-76
[GA 1/2:64-66]). He returns to these issues in the 1798 essay, “On the Basis
of Our Belief in a Divine Governance of the World” (IWL 142-54 [GA
1/5:347-57]), cited above, which figured prominently among the causes of
the atheism controversy.
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See also EPW 75 (GA 1/2:65); IWL 52 (GA 1/4:221).

As Giinter Zéller notes (cf. Chap. 3, below), the term “transcendental ideal-
ism” has a much more restricted denotation for Kant than it does for Fichte.
For Kant, the term pertains to the enabling conditions for empirical intuition
specifically, whereas for Fichte, it far more broadly encompasses both the
methodological standpoint and all of the main substantive findings of a phi-
losophy constructed along post-Kantian lines.

See, for example, Tom Rockmore, German Idealism as Constructivism
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2016), chap. 3; Kienhow Goh, “The
Ideality of Idealism: Fichte’s Battle against Kantian Dogmatism,” in Fichte
and Transcendental Philosophy, ed. Tom Rockmore and Daniel Breazeale
(London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 128-42.

See, for example, Steven Hoeltzel, “The Unity of Reason in Kant and Fichte,”
in Kant, Fichte, and the Legacy of Transcendental Idealism, ed. Halla Kim and
Steven Hoeltzel (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2014), 129-52. Cf. Daniel
Breazeale, “The Problematic Primacy of the Practical,” in Thinking Through
the Wissenschafislehre (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 404-39; cf.
also Guinter Zéller, Fichtes Transcendental Philosophy: The Original Duplicity of
Intelligence and Will (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), chaps.
5&6.

See especially Michelle Kosch, “Fichtean Kantianism in Nineteenth-Century
Ethics,” Journal of the History of Philosophy 53, no. 1 (2015): 111-32.

There is also Schopenhauer to consider, but in this case the connection is
more remote. See Giinter Zoller, “Schopenhauer’s Fairy Tale about Fichte:
The Origin of The World as Will and Representation in German Idealism,” in 4
Companion to Schopenhauer, ed. Bart Vandenabeele (London: Blackwell,
2012), 385-402.

“In the material sense”—ergo, the empirical sciences, broadly construed
(Ed.).

Note that much of what we ordinarily count as philosophy does not satisfy
this Fichtean standard. For example, to elaborate a relations-based metaphys-
ics consistent with quantum mechanics, or to develop an account of mental
states as multiply-realizable functional states in order to link psychology and
neuroscience, would 70z be to think philosophically, per the criterion out-
lined above. This is because in both of those cases one would be working to
“expand the sphere of ordinary thinking”—thoughtfully filling in the picture
which our experiences merely sketch—as opposed to bracketing and ques-
tioning that sphere in its entirety and as such (stepping back from that whole
picture and asking how any such picture can first come about). Evidently, for
Fichte, philosophy sensu strictissimo must be (or at any rate must begin with)
such higher-order, transcendental reflection on “ordinary thinking” as such
(including ‘the material sciences’), for the reason that, in the absence of “this
separation from actual life,” our thinking remains in the grip of unexamined
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assumptions as to what there really is—rtacit default commitments which
transcendental philosophy deactivates and interrogates (see EPW 432-35
[GA I1I/3, no. 440]).

For a classic treatment of this topic, see Daniel Breazeale, “Idealism vs.
Dogmatism,” in Thinking Through the Wissenschafislehre, 301-33.

In a strikingly forward-looking argument, Fichte denies that such an explana-
tion ever could be completely carried through, on the grounds that the self-
transparency, intentionality, and normativity integral to I-hood are
‘dogmatically’ inexplicable—i.e., irreducible to any amount or arrangement
of mindless objects and aimless processes (see especially IWL 20-25 [GA
1/4:195-99]).

Cf. IWL 17 (GA 1/4:193): “The dispute between the idealist and the dogma-
tist is actually a dispute over whether the self-sufficiency of the I should be
sacrificed to that of the thing, or conversely, whether the self-sufficiency of the
thing should be sacrificed to that of the 1.”

For a more detailed treatment of the transcendental theory outlined here, see
Steven Hoeltzel, “The Three Basic Principles (drei Grundsitze),” in The
Bloomsbury Companion to Fichte, ed. Marina E. Bykova (London: Bloomsbury,
forthcoming).

In Fichte, see e.g. IWL 149-50 (GA 1/4:184-85); VM 99 (GA 1/6:284-85).
All quotations in this chapter that reference WL are my own translations; I
provide the references for the benefit of Anglophone readers who wish to
examine the indicated claims in context.

Here the main puzzle is presented by “schlechthin,” which is often rendered as
“absolutely,” but which can just as acceptably (from a purely verbal stand-
point) be rendered as “purely and simply,” or just “simply”—which might put
an interestingly different spin on Fichte’s principles. Many contemporary
scholars are chary of “absolutely,” insofar as the term “absolute” (“the absolute
I” and so on) can seem to suggest an outdated, metaphysically inflationary
interpretation of Fichte’s idealism. Still, there are philosophically significant
but not disreputably-‘metaphysical’ senses in which the I's positing of itself
(etc.) might qualify as interestingly ‘absolute’—for instance, in being neither
causally compelled by prior conditions nor rationally mandated by any prior
commitments.

For a helpful discussion of this concept, see pp. 376-83 in Paul Franks,
“Fichte’s Position: Anti-Subjectivism, Self-Awareness, and Self-Location in
the Space of Reasons,” in The Cambridge Companion to Fichte, ed. David
James and Giinter Zéller (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016),
374-404.

Two landmark earlier studies are: Frederick Neuhouser, Fichtes Theory of
Subjectivity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992); Zoller, Fichtes
Transcendental Idealism.
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On cognitive construction in Fichte, see also Rockmore, German Idealism as
Constructivism, chap. 3.

For a helpful discussion of this dimension of Fichte’s position, see pp. 82-87 in
Allen W. Wood, “Deduction of the Summons and the Existence of Other
Rational Beings,” in Fichtes Foundations of Natural Right: A Critical Guide, ed.
Gabriel Gottlieb (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 72-91.
See Allen W. Wood, “Fichte’s Intersubjective 1,” in 7he Free Development of
Each: Studies on Freedom, Right, and Ethics in Classical German Philosophy
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 194-213.

Concerning Fichte’s justification of those norms, see Frederick Neuhouser,
“Fichte’s Separation of Right from Morality,” in Fichtes Foundations of Natural
Right: A Critical Guide, ed. Gabriel Gottlieb (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2016), 32-51.

See Kosch, “Fichtean Kantianism.”

See Michelle Kosch, Fichtes Ethics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018);
Allen W. Wood, Fichtes Ethical Thought (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2016); Owen Ware, Fichtes Moral Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, forthcoming); Owen Ware and Stefano Bacin, eds., Fichtes System of
Ethics: A Critical Guide (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
forthcoming).

For further discussion, see James A. Clarke, “Fichte’s Independence Thesis,”
in Fichtes Foundations of Natural Right: A Critical Guide, ed. Gabriel Gottlieb
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 52-71.

This is my paraphrase of Fichte’s reasoning, but for this understanding of his
position, I am particularly indebted (albeit not perfectly faithful) to Wood,
“Deduction of the Summons,” and Neuhouser, “Fichte’s Separation of Right
from Morality.”

For further development of this point, see (in addition to Chap. 16, below)
David James, Fichtes Republic: Idealism, History and Nationalism (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2015), 38-39. For an overview of cosmopoli-
tanism in Fichte (and Kant), see Emiliano Acosta, “Revisiting Kant and
Fichte’s Conceptions of Cosmopolitanism,” Revista de Estud(i)os sobre Fichte
16 (2018): https://journals.openedition.org/ref/805.

Indeed, Fichte is so thoroughly convinced of the concept’s obvious inadmis-
sibility that he repeatedly claims that Kant himself never seriously affirms that
there are things in themselves that ground our sensations. See especially IWL
65-71 (GA 1/4:234-39).

Fichte himself liked to describe his relationship with Kants work in exactly
these terms. See especially IWL 63—64n (GA 1/4:231n).

On transcendental ontology in German Idealism more generally, see Markus
Gabriel, Transcendental Ontology: Essays in German Idealism (London:
Bloomsbury, 2013).
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See Steven Hoeltzel, “Fichte and Existentialism: Freedom and Finitude,
Subjectivity and Striving,” in 7he Palgrave Handbook of German Idealism and
Existentialism, ed. Jon Stewart (London: Palgrave Macmillan, forthcoming).
See the essays collected in Fichte and the Phenomenological Tradition, ed.
Violetta L. Waibel, Daniel Breazeale, and Tom Rockmore (Berlin: de Gruyter,
2010).

For a classic statement of this view, see Allen W. Wood, “Introduction,” in
ACR, xxiv—xxviii; cf. Allen W. Wood, “Fichte’s Philosophical Revolution,”
Philosophical Topics, 19, no. 2 (1991): 1-28.

See David J. Kangas, “J. G. Fichte: From Transcendental Ego to Existence,”
in Kierkegaard and His German Contemporaries Tome 1, Philosophy, ed. Jon
Stewart (Kierkegaard Research: Sources, Reception and Resources, vol. 6)
(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007), 49-66.

In addition to Kangas, “J. G. Fichte,” see: Michelle Kosch, “Kierkegaard’s
ethicist: Fichte’s role in Kierkegaard’s construction of the ethical standpoint,”
Archiv fiir Geschichte der Philosophie 88, no.3 (2006): 261-95; Samuel Loncar,
“From Jena to Copenhagen: Kierkegaard’s Relations to German Idealism and
the Critique of Autonomy in Zhe Sickness unto Death,” Religious Studies 47,
no. 2 (2011): 201-16.

See, for example, James G. Hart, “Husserl and Fichte: With special regard to
Husserl’s lectures on ‘Fichte’s ideal of humanity,” Husserl Studies 12 (1995):
135-63.

See Marion Heinz, “Die Fichte-Rezeption in der siidwestdeutschen Schule
des Neukantianismus,” Fichte-Studien 13 (1997): 109-29.

Martin Heidegger, Towards the Definition of Philosophy, trans. Ted Sadler
(London: Continuum, 2008), 111.

Ibid., 75.

Cf. Alfred Denker, “The Young Heidegger and Fichte,” in Heidegger, German
Idealism, and Neo-Kantianism, ed. Tom Rockmore (Amherst, NY: Humanity
Books, 2000), 103-22.

Heidegger, Towards the Definition, 69; for further context, see Theodore
Kisiel, “Heidegger—Lask—Fichte,” in Rockmore, Heidegger, German
Idealism, and Neo-Kantianism, 239-70.

See Martin Heidegger, Gesamtausgabe: Abteilung II, Band 28: Der deutsche
Idealismus  (Fichte, Schelling, Hegel), ed. Claudius Strube (Frankfurt:
Klostermann, 1997), 65. For discussion, see Jirgen Stolzenberg, “Martin
Heidegger reads Fichte,” in Waibel, Breazeale, and Rockmore, Fichte and the
Phenomenological Tradition, 207-22.

See Dorothea Wildenburg, Ist der Existentialismus Ein Idealismus?:
Transzendentalphilosophische Analyse der SelbstbewufSiseinstheorie des Friihen
Sartre Aus der Perspektive der Wissenschafislehre Fichtes (Amsterdam: Rodopi,
2003); cf. Daniel Breazeale, “How to Make an Existentialist? In Search of a
Shortcut from Fichte to Sartre,” in Whaibel, Breazeale, and Rockmore, Fichte
and the Phenomenological Tradition, 277-312.
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Jean-Paul = Sartre, “Existentialism is a Humanism” (reprinted as
“Existentialism”), trans. Bernard Frechtman, in Existentialism and Human
Emotions (New York: Citadel Press, 1985), 13; cf. 15f.

Martin Heidegger, Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics, trans. Richard Taft,
5th enl. ed. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1997), 96-97n.

For a sympathetic presentation of Henrich’s position vis-a-vis that of
Habermas, see Dieter Freundlieb, Dieter Henrich and Contemporary Philosophy
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For an overview of Apel’s approach, see Matthias Kettner, “Raising Validity
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Fichte’s Life and Philosophical Trajectory

Yolanda Estes

The Early Years (1762-1794)

Johann Gottlieb Fichte was born on May 19, 1762 in Rammenau, Saxony.'
His parents, Christian and Maria Dorothea, farmed and maintained a cottage
garter-weaving industry. Christian’s favorite child proved sensitive, excitable,
and bright. When he was about nine years old, the Baron von Miltitz spon-
sored little Fichte’s education in the hope that he would become a village
parson. The youngster attended the Stadtschule in MeifSen and then the elite
Schulpforta. Although his academic performance was exemplary, the boy was
sometimes unhappy, at one point running away from Schulpforta. After grad-
uating from the Gymnasien, Fichte studied in Jena, Leipzig, and Wittenberg,
until von Miltitz died and his widow withdrew support for her ward’s
education.

Between 1785 and 1794, Fichte served as a rootless tutor, eking out a living
from prosperous households in Ziirich, Krakow, and various Saxon towns.
Once, on the eve of his twenty-sixth birthday, he fell into a nearly suicidal
depression. The two bright moments during this dismal period of Fichte’s life
were his discovery of Immanuel Kant’s critical philosophy, which released him
from the trammels of material determinism and fatalism, and his introduc-
tion to Johanne Rahn, who accepted his pledge of affection and marriage.
From 1785 until 1793, Fichte struggled to survive. At one point, he broke off
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his engagement to Johanne, asking her to seek a better suitor. He made an
arduous trek to Kénigsberg, where he solicited Kant’s moral and economic
assistance. Although Kant rebuffed the plea for economic assistance, he helped
Fichte secure a publisher for his first book, Astempt at a Critigue of all
Revelation, published in 1792. Finally, in 1793, spirits bolstered, Fichte
returned to Ziirich and married the long-suffering Johanne. Shortly after-
wards, the University of Jena sought him to replace K. L. Reinhold in the
prestigious chair in critical philosophy. By 1794, Fichte was ensconced in Jena
as a professor of philosophy, specially appointed by the Weimar Court of
Duke Karl August.

When he arrived in Jena, Fichte was still working out his own interpreta-
tion of Kant’s critical philosophy. He shared many philosophical goals and
presuppositions with the elder philosopher. Fichte approved of Kant’s restric-
tion of knowledge in order to preserve faith in God, freedom, and the king-
dom of ends. He regarded Kant as defending morality from material
determinism while simultaneously securing natural science from philosophi-
cal skepticism. Both philosophers eschewed dogmatism, or the employment
of concepts and principles without an adequate investigation of their legiti-
macy. Like Kant, Fichte believed that philosophy should explain the condi-
tions necessary for the possibility of experience and held that in order to do
so, it must rise above the empirical standpoint of morality, natural science,
and sensible experience, to the transcendental standpoint of philosophy.

Because of his genuine respect for the “spirit” of Kant’s critical philosophy,
Fichte soon felt compelled to alter its “letter.” Maimon had shown him that
Kant’s idealism remained vulnerable to skepticism.” Both Schulze and Jacobi
pointed to the thing-in-itself as the weak point of Kants philosophy.’
Following Reinhold, Fichte decided to rebuild the critical philosophy as a sci-
ence, or a systematic body of knowledge, derived from an unconditional first
principle.* Thus, he came to develop his own distinctive form of transcenden-
tal idealism, which he called Wissenschafislehre.

Fichte presented his transcendental idealism in many different ways, but
despite radical changes in terms, style, and method throughout his philo-
sophical development, he insisted that each version retained the essence of the
one and only Wissenschafislehre. Every version of the Wissenschafislehre empha-
sizes freedom and morality. The principle of determination through opposi-
tion, which stipulates that something particular (or determinate) must always
be conceived in contrast to something general (or determinable), remains an
important methodological device throughout Fichte’s philosophy.” Likewise,
most presentations of the Wissenschafislehre culminate in a five-fold synthesis
of the main elements of human consciousness.
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For Fichte, the task of philosophy was always to relate life or human con-
sciousness (that is, sensible experience at the empirical standpoint) to its
supersensible ground (that is, pure consciousness at the transcendental stand-
point). As an explanation of life, philosophy proves no experiential facts but
only demonstrates the relation between those facts within thinking (IWL 8
[GA 1/4:186]). Although life and philosophy are opposites, life presumes con-
cepts and principles that can only be justified by philosophy at the transcen-
dental standpoint, and philosophy presupposes feelings, intuitions, and beliefs
that can only be discovered at the empirical standpoint.®

The Wissenschafislehre shows that awareness of things—objective conscious-
ness—is an aspect of awareness of self—subjective consciousness—or, as
Fichte calls it during the Jena period, the “I.” Transcendental idealism must
explain the whole of human experience or, at minimum, the universal and
necessary aspects of human reason. In experience, the rational subject discov-
ers itself as thinking and willing; thus, philosophy must account for the uni-
versal and necessary laws to which every rational subject’s cognition and
volition conform (IWL 2-118 [GA 1/4:183-281]). The theoretical
Wissenschaftslehre explains the rational laws of cognition—ways of thinking
about the world—whereas the practical Wissenschafislehre, or Sittenlehre,
explains the rational laws of volition—ways of acting in the world. In experi-
ence, the rational subject also discovers that the postulates of theoretical and
practical reason require satisfaction through the activities of rational subjects.
The system of right, or Rechrslehre, addresses the goal that theoretical reason
gives to practical reason: free individuals ought to unite in peaceful relations.
The philosophy of religion, or Religionslehre, addresses the goal that practical
reason gives to theoretical reason: sensibility ought to conform to the goal of

reason (NM 470-71 [GA IV/2:264-25]).

The Jena Wissenschaftslehre (1794-1799)

During Fichte’s tenure at Jena (1794-1800), he enjoyed a period of immense
productivity as well as extraordinary popularity amongst the students. At
home, his marital contentment was only increased by the birth of his only
child, Immanuel H. Fichte. Nonetheless, there was rarely a moment when
Fichte was not enmeshed in some bitter literary dispute or subjected to some
spurious political accusation. Allegations of his democratic and anti-religious
tendencies were more or less constant. These charges were often instigated by
the mostly anonymous publications of the reactionary journal Eudimonia,
oder Deutsches Volksgliick. These rumors sometimes led to formal charges, such
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as the charge raised by the Jena Consistory that Fichte was violating the
Sabbath by holding mid-morning lectures on Sunday. His efforts to mediate
between the various student “orders” and the authorities ended in student
riots, during which the Fichte family fled to Offmannstedt.” Despite these
difficulties, Fichte was productive, completing many significant philosophical
works, and charismatic, lecturing to eager audiences of one hundred, and
even four hundred, strong.

During Fichte’s Jena period, he described the move from the empirical
standpoint to the transcendental standpoint as an act of intuition initiated by
following the simple instruction: Think of the “I” and think about yourself as
you do this (NM 110 [GA IV/2:29]). Whether or not we think about our-
selves depends entirely on our own free decision. However, if we think about
ourselves, then we engage in an act of self-reflection; and if we engage in this
self-reverting activity, we think about ourselves. This non-sensible and imme-
diate self-recognition is an intellectual intuition.

Fichte’s Wissenschafislehre nova methodo (1796/1799), one of many presen-
tations of his theoretical philosophy, begins with a preliminary definition of
subjective consciousness as a philosophical intellectual intuition of the I's self-
reverting activity. The question, “How does the I discover itself as active?”
propels the central argument, generating progressively richer concepts of
I-hood, which are restricted and focused by the principle of determinability.
This examination of the concept of I-hood generates a series of dualities: intel-
lect and will, real (objective) and ideal (subjective) thinking, and ideal (con-
ceptualizing or theoretical) and real (practical) activity.®

The I discovers itself as active by willing, but willing presupposes the
concept of a goal, which, in turn, presupposes the concept of an object;
and the concept of an object presupposes willing.” To escape this circle,
Fichte postulates a will that contains its own goal, or a pure will. Since any
concept must be thought as something determinate, or particular, the con-
cept of pure will must be limited in thinking, or felr in consciousness as an
individual will. Pure willing, which is wholly intelligible, cannot be limited
sensibly by something but only limited intelligibly by someone, that is, by
another will.

Pure willing is limited as a particular (determinate) rational will in relation
to a general (determinable) world of rational being by means of another will.
The particular rational will, which is not wholly intelligible, is limited, or felt,
as a determinate sensible object (or body) in relation to a determinable world
of material being. Thus, for Fichte, the empirical standpoint can be explained
in terms of a synthetic relation between the individual rational will, a world
of rational being, the particular sensible body, and a world of material being,
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which are united by an intellectual intuition occasioned by a summons from
another rational will. At the transcendental standpoint, this five-fold synthesis
is simply a philosophical postulate or hypothesis, which cannot provide any
explanation of human consciousness unless it occurs as a fact, or real intel-
lectual intuition, in life.

A real intellectual intuition does occur, because, in life, the rational subject
encounters other human beings, who sensibly affect its body and thereby,
solicit deference to their intelligible wills. When the individual becomes aware
of another will like its own, it recognizes that it is obliged to respect that will
by acting in a particular manner, or fulfilling a specific duty. This recognition
causes the moral subject to reflect on itself as free. Thus, the ideal, abstract
concept that grounds the Wissenschafislehre is a real, concrete part of empirical
consciousness. It is the familiar form of self-reverting activity encountered in
moral consciousness (NM 465 [GA 1V/2:260-61]). The moral subject’s rec-
ognition of this activity is immediate and certain; thus, it is not a conceptual
object of knowledge but the intuitive foundation of all belief and, thereby, of
all knowledge.

The real intellectual intuition of the moral law, or the feeling of free-
dom, which is initiated by the summons issued by another free being, pro-
vides an extra-philosophical sanction for the philosophical intellectual
intuition, or the concept of I-hood, which constitutes the starting point of
the theoretical Wissenschaftslehre. In the System of Ethics according to the
Principles of the Wissenschaftslehre—the Sittenlehre—Fichte deduces the
moral law, or principle of morality, as a transcendental condition for indi-
vidual self-consciousness.

Consideration of the I in abstraction from external things reveals that a
rational subject must be conscious of itself as a willing subject (SE 25-29 [GA
1/5:37—42]).!° The 1 is essentially its tendency to self-activity as an end-in-
itself. The law of self-sufficiency, or principle of morality, is the “necessary
thought of the intellect that it ought to determine its freedom in accordance
with the concept of self-sufficiency, absolutely and without exception” (SE 60
[GA 1/5:69-70])."!

To be sure, individuals will disagree about their practical judgments, but
they ought to engage in reciprocal interaction to develop shared convictions
within the moral community, because the aim of morality is reason as a whole.
Nonetheless, in the sensible world, moral subjects must perform their duties
as many individual (and often conflicting) wills rather than as an intelligible
whole. Consequently, in order for moral individuals to exercise their freedom,
they must be united under a concept of right that secures a sphere of freedom
for every member of society.
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In the Foundations of Natural Right, or Rechtslebre, Fichte formulates a
principle of right that determines the necessary juridical relations between
rational subjects. A rational being cannot become self-conscious without
attributing a free efficacy to itself, which requires it to posit an object that
opposes its efficacy; but it cannot posit an object if it is not really effica-
cious. To dispel the apparent circularity here, Fichte introduces the
hypothesis that the “already posited” object must be precisely the rational
being’s own efficacy. However, the rational being feels the object as a
determinate limitation on its activity, so the subject must find itself as
constrained and free simultaneously. Fichte argues that the rational being
can find itself in this manner only if “we think of the subject’s being-
determined as its being-determined ro be self-determining, i.e. as a summons
[eine Aufforderung] to the subject, calling upon it to resolve to exercise its
efficacy” (FNR 31 [GA 1/3:342]).

The summons from another rational subject initiates the rational subject’s
self-awareness without undermining its freedom, because the subject chooses
freely to act or not to act in deference to other subject. The subject’s self-
concept is necessarily connected to the thought of reciprocal interaction
between individuals whereby each subject obtains a determinate sphere of
possible activity (FNR 31 [GA 1/3:342]). This thought yields the principle of
right: “I must in all cases recognize the free being outside me as a free being,
i.e. I must limit my freedom through the concept of the possibility of his
freedom” (FNR 49 [GA 1/3:358)).

The summons to free activity, which appears as the categorical imperative
in the Sittenlehre, appears as a hypothetical imperative in the Rechislehre (see:
NM 338, 437 [GA IV/11:168, 240-41]; SE 68-71 [GA 1/5:76-79]; FNR
37-39 [GA 1/3:347-49])."* The principle of morality commands the moral
subject to respect freedom in itself and others as an end in itself, whereas the
principle of right solicits the juridical subject to respect the freedom of others
as a means to recognizing and preserving its own freedom.

The Atheism Dispute (1798-1800)

Although the principle of right mitigates the conflicts that arise between
moral individuals in order that they might strive to achieve the goal of reason
in the sensible world, the sensible world rarely conforms to reason and, hence,
practical reason demands that theoretical reason explain how to reconcile the
conflict between the sensible and the intelligible. Philosophy of religion, or
Religionslehre, provides this account. Fichte articulated his early Religionslehre
at the end of his tenure in Jena and by chance—or mischance—as it were.
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In the fall of 1798, Fichte and E I. Niethammer published, in the
Philosophisches Journal einer Gesellschaft Teutscher Gelehrten, which they co-
edited,”? “Development of the Concept of Religion” by E K. Forberg, an
iconoclastic proponent of the critical philosophy,'* and “On the Ground of
Our Belief in in a Divine World-Governance” by Fichte (AD 21-29 [GA
1/5:347-571]). These essays garnered little attention outside the transcendental
circle until the widespread distribution of an anonymously authored tract, A
Father’s Letter to his Student Son about Fichtes and Forberg’s Atheism (AD 57-75
[GA 1/6:121-38]). Soon after this maudlin pamphlet appeared, members of
the Dresden High Consistory complained to the Saxon Elector, Friedrich
August that the Philosophisches Journal contained atheistic statements. This
allegation led to the Atheismusstreit, or atheism dispute.”

In November of 1798, Friedrich August issued a confiscation rescript and
posted a letter to the Ernestine Dukes of Saxony, including Karl August, the
Duke of Saxony—Weimar—Eisenach. Friedrich August forbade distribution of
the journal and advised the dukes that if Fichte, Forberg, and Niethammer
were not investigated and punished, he would bar his subjects from attending
institutions of learning in Ducal Saxony and, particularly, in Jena. Karl
August, the patron of the University of Jena, sent his own rescript to the uni-
versity, demanding the investigation and punishment of Fichte and
Niethammer for editorial, and possibly academic, negligence.

In January 1799, Fichte published an Appeal to the Public, exhorting the
learned community to support his denial of the atheism charge (AD 92-125
[GA 1/5:363-65]). In March, as instructed by Pro-Rector H. E. G. Paulus,
Fichte and Niethammer submitted, to Karl August and the other Ernestine
Dukes, a “juridical defense” of their actions as editors—and in Fichte’s case as
an author—of the condemned essays. Meanwhile, Fichte sent a letter to Karl
August’s Privy-Councilor, Christian Gottlob Voigt, threatening to resign if
censured for atheism. The Ernestine Dukes unanimously condemned Fichte
and Niethammer. In April, Karl August, through the University of Jena, sent
Fichte and Niethammer a reprimand for negligence, which included a post-
script “accepting” Fichte’s “resignation.” In the aftermath, both Kant and
Jacobi published highly critical repudiations of the Wissenschafislehre.
Meanwhile, Fichte’s students brought two petitions, signed by nearly three
hundred students, before Karl August, to no avail.

It is ironic that Fichte had published “On the Basis of Our Belief in a
Divine World-Governance” to counter the mocking, skeptical tone of
Forberg’s “Development of the Concept of Religion.” In his essay, Fichte
assumes the relatively modest task of showing the connection between the
concept of God, or an intelligible world order, and the rest of human think-
ing. In keeping with the parameters of transcendental philosophy, the essay
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offers no proof hat God exists but only explains how belief in God arises at
the empirical standpoint.'®

In life, the moral subject experiences the real intellectual intuition of the
moral law. If the moral subject actually obeys the law, it must presuppose the
conditions necessary to fulfill its duty (AD 24-25 [GA 1/5:352]). Hence, the
moral subject simply believes that it has a free, self-determining will and that
it has an articulated body that expresses its will. Likewise, the moral subject
believes that its will is efficacious in an intelligible world and that its body is
efficacious in a sensible world. It presumes orders—efficient laws or powers—
within the intelligible and sensible worlds whereby the will and body become
efficacious.

The real intellectual intuition coincides with religious belief in an intelli-
gible world, which includes intelligible individuals and an intelligible world
order (AD 23-27 [GA 1/5:350-54]). Religious belief that a moral world order
governs the moral world begins with dutiful willing without regard for sensi-
ble consequences. God is simply the efficient law or power whereby morally
right actions achieve rational ends (AD 22-24, 26-27 [GA 1/5:348, 351,
354-55]). At the transcendental standpoint, religious belief consists in noth-
ing more than the moral subject’s complete confidence in this power; but at
the empirical standpoint, the moral subject’s concepts of the objects of faith
might include other content.

According to Fichte, “genuine unbelief and godlessness” involves basing
moral decisions on the anticipated sensible consequences of actions rather
than the intelligible voice of conscience (AD 25-27 [GA 1/5:354-55]; cf.
VM 116 [GA 1/6:302]). Ethical consequentialism, particularly eudae-
monism, manifests idolatry, atheism, and egoism, because it makes a god of
the finite individual will.'” Conscience, as the only form of divine revelation,
provides the ultimate criterion of practical and theoretical truth, which no
rational subject can deny without “wishing to destroy” itself (AD 23 [GA
1/6:351])."® Real intellectual intuition grounds religious belief in a supersen-
sible world, empirical belief in a sensible world, and all natural and philo-
sophical science.

In Fichte’s Appeal to the Public, he asserts that he was charged with atheism
due to a “thoughtful and slowly and deliberately executed plan” by an “idola-
trous and atheistic faction” of eudaemonists and obscurantists united by their
distaste for freedom in politics, morality, and philosophy (AD 92-99 [GA
1/5:416-17, 419-22])." Motivated by political conservatism, moral conse-
quentialism, and philosophical dogmatism rather than any sense of religious
piety, they accused Fichte of atheism in order to oust him from public dis-
course (AD 99-100, 108—109 [GA 1/5:423-24, 434]).
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Fichte claims that his opponents are philosophical dogmatists, because
they are eudaemonists, who lack any consciousness of themselves as free, or as
moved by anything other than sensible desire, in life (AD 108-15 [GA
1/5:434-40]). They cannot conceive of a spiritual god in relation to the
human moral disposition, because they cannot think of the connection
between any concept and any feeling except dogmatically and thus, they
regard Fichte’s denial of a sensible god “in-himself” as atheism (AD 109-11,
123-24 [GA 1/5:435-36, 450]). As an idealist with an acute consciousness of
himself as free, self-determining, and inspired by a supersensible, moral
yearning, Fichte views his opponents’ assertion of a sensible god as pure idola-
try, Godlessness, and atheism (AD 111-14, 123-24 [GA 1/5:437-39, 450]).*°
Since their conflict over religion is really a philosophical dispute that arises
from a difference between fundamental moral commitments at the empirical
standpoint, it cannot be resolved philosophically (AD 124-25 [GA
1/5:444-51]).*!

During the atheism dispute, theologians, philosophers, and other writers
queried the ethical presuppositions and implications of transcendental ideal-
ism, and particularly, questioned whether the Wissenschafislehre entailed social
anarchy and personal despair. The controversy was one among many debates
about the compatibility of human belief and knowledge—and indeed, of
human welfare and enlightenment—that presaged the ultimate dissolution of
the Aufllirung.** Some participants were idealists, such as Forberg and
Reinhold.? Others, such as Jacobi and Lavater, spoke for fideism or pietism.*
Still others, such as the anonymous author of the Father’s Letter, represented
Popularphilosophie.”> The Wissenschafislehre, or the “first philosophy of free-
dom,” challenged the ethos of the century, leading many to ask whether tran-
scendental idealism was a recipe for anarchism, nihilism, and egoism.

Three Transitional Texts (1800)

In the spring of 1800, Fichte emigrated to Berlin. His activities there were
characterized by a concern with communication at both the transcendental
and the popular level. He became deeply involved in freemasonry, which he
regarded as a device for moral, social, and political enlightenment. During
this transitional period, Fichte remained concerned with the various criti-
cisms of his Jena Wissenschaftslehre. He addressed these objections to his phi-
losophy in “From a Private Letter” (AD 252-67 [GA 1/6:369-89)),
“Concluding Remark by the Editor” (AD 276-81 [GA 1/6:411-16]), and 7he
Vocation of Man.
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Many of Fichte’s opponents accused him of atheism or agnosticism, because
they thought he denied traditional proofs of God’s existence. The author of
the Father’s Letter claimed that Fichte’s rejection of these arguments amounted
to the “coarsest atheism” (AD 57 [GA 1/6:122]), and the theologian Vogel
demanded that Fichte prove God’s existence.”® However, in the “Concluding
Remark,” Fichte asserts that these critics fail to grasp the nature of both objec-
tive and transcendental proofs. Fichte offers no empirical or philosophical
arguments for God’s existence, not because he is an atheist or agnostic, but
because he understands the purposes and limitations of such proofs (AD
277-78 [GA 1/6:412-14]; see also AD 179-81 [GA 1/6:52-54]).

At the empirical standpoint, objective proofs demonstrate knowledge-
claims about the relations between particular, contingent features of empirical
consciousness, but they establish no unconditional existence or truth.
Objective proofs presume fundamental principles, or theoretical assump-
tions, which can only be demonstrated by transcendental proofs at the tran-
scendental standpoint. Transcendental proofs demonstrate philosophical
knowledge-claims about the relations between the universal and necessary
features of pure subjective consciousness (see AD 276-81 [GA 1/6:411-16];
AD 21-29 [GA 1/5:347-57]; AD 263 [GA 1/6:386-89]; VM 27, 46, 72 [GA
1/6:215, 234, 257-58]). Such arguments establish the philosophical truth
that one idea, or mental activity, produces, or conditions, another, but they
demonstrate no empirical existence or objective truth, and they establish no
unconditional existence or truth (see VM 27, 46 [GA 1/6:215, 234]; AD
257-58 [GA 1/6:377]; AD 276 [GA 1/6:411-12]). Transcendental proofs
depend on some fundamental principles, or practical assumptions, which can
only be approved by immediate consciousness, or belief (VM 70-72 [GA
1/6:256-58]).

Fichte’s critics also accused him of irreligion because he seemed to deny
various characteristics traditionally considered essential to God (VM 112 [GA
1/6:297]; AD 26-27 [GA 1/5:355-356]). Eberhard argued that Fichte could
not presume to comprehend God’s relation to man without acknowledging
an innate concept of God.” The pamphleteering “father” objects to Fichte’s
failure to acknowledge God as a separate substance, intelligent designer, or
personal creator. Jacobi claimed that Fichte posited a mere concept “in lieu of
the living God.””® According to Jacobi, Fichte’s moral world order could not
encompass God as a “living, self-subsisting,” eflicacious force that creates order
independent of human activity.” In “Private Letter,” Fichte argues that these
criticisms betray a disregard for the crucial difference between the use of lan-
guage at the empirical and transcendental standpoints (as well as for his
unique use of language in his own philosophy).
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At the transcendental standpoint, the philosopher employs terminology
that signifies intelligible activities and the universal, necessary connections
between them (AD 255-58, 265-66 [GA 1/6:373-77, 378]).>° The transcen-
dental “concept of God” indicates human thinking about an unlimited effica-
cious activity without delimiting the characteristics of the divinity. Likewise,
the “moral world order” references an active power that creates a dynamic
relation between intelligible events (rather than a passive array that consists in
the static relations between sensible things) (AD 255-57 [GA 1/6:373-77]).
At the empirical standpoint, religious believers rely on metaphors to elucidate
God’s nature. Fichte has no objection to these figurative expressions in life but
only to their appearance in philosophy, so he is not guilty of irreligiously sap-
ping the believer’s concepts of their content.

Many of Fichte’s enemies regarded him as a pantheist or an egoist, who
identified God with the moral law, the moral community, or the moral sub-
ject. One anonymous author accused Fichte of equating the infinite order of
the moral world and the finite community of moral subjects.’! Jacobi also
argued that Fichte’s moral world order was a limited human construction,
which only described the ordered coexistence between men.** Additionally, he
condemned the Wissenschafislehre as egoism, because he equated intellectual
intuition with empirical self-consciousness. In “Private Letter,” Fichte claims
that these complaints indicate a conflation of several philosophical concepts.
In addition, these objections reveal his critics’ failure to distinguish between
philosophy and life.

In “Private Letter” and Vocation of Man, Fichte emphasizes the difference
between the moral law, moral individual, moral community, and moral world
order. Moral willing is the only goal of the moral subject’s activity; but because
cognition is discursive, the moral subject must think about moral willing as a
member of a series, which is connected to a final end by an ordering principle.
Moreover, the moral subject must act without impinging on other moral sub-
jects’ freedom; but because cognition is discursive, the moral subject must
think about others as fellow members of a moral community, whose activities
are related to a highest goal by a unifying principle (AD 258-63 [GA
1/6:379-84]); (see also NM 173 [GA 1V/2:61]; RL 64). Thus, the moral law,
the moral individual, and the moral community are distinct parts of the intel-
ligible world, which is organized by the moral order, rather than expressions
of one pantheist principle (VM 79-81, 104-114 [GA 1/6:265-66, 290-99]);
(AD 258-63 [GA 1/6:378-85]).

“Concluding Remark” and Vocation of Man stress the relation of the indi-
vidual to the pure I as well as to the moral and social communities. The pure,
self-determining I is the theoretical principle of the Wissenschafislehre.
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Individual self-consciousness of the moral subject is the practical sanction of
that principle, which occurs at the standpoint of life. The pure I is a theoreti-
cal postulate, which the philosopher uses as an abstract hypothesis to explain
objective consciousness, and it is a practical end, which the moral agent uses
as a regulative concept to guide objective activity (VM 68-9, 98 [GA
1/6:254-55, 283]; see also AD 276, 27879 [GA 1/6:411, 414—15]; EPW
148-49, 157 [GA 1/3:29-30, 37-38]). The Wissenschafislehre is not an ego-
ism, because the individual I does not establish the order of the moral world,
the goal of morality, or the basis of philosophy but rather depends on the
social and moral community, defers to the freedom of others, submits to the
moral law, and relies on the moral order (VM 90, 98-102, 106-107, 111,
116-18,121-22[GA1/6:283-88,256-57,291-93,296,300,302-303,307]).

Many of Fichte’s critics considered him to be a fatalist or nihilist, whose
philosophy was an empty analysis, arrogant game, or linguistic sophistry that
ignored the facts of social, moral, and religious life.”> Kant described the
Wissenschafislehre as a “mere logic” lacking philosophical or religious signifi-
cance (C 559-61 [Ak 12:370]). Eberhard suggested that the moral world
order was an artifact of conceptual analysis.** Dyck disparaged Fichte’s audac-
ity as an Alleinphilosoph, whereas Jacobi faulted him for being any kind of
philosopher at all.> He indicted Fichte for reducing the infinite divine #rue to
a finite human #ruzh and, thereby, imprisoning God (who is only intimated by
non-knowing, or faith) within knowing, or conception.*® Heusinger charged
Fichte with moral determinism, arguing that human beings were mechanisms
of the moral law within the Wissenschafislehre.’’ Jacobi, similarly, considered
Fichte’s philosophy to be an “inverse Spinozism” that compared the personal,
creative power of God (and the individual, concrete freedom of the moral
subject) to the mechanical, self-reverting activity of the I. He claimed that
Fichte’s theoretical “egoism” and “fatalism” led to practical amorality and
nihilism, which extinguished meaning and order in the present life along with
hope and purpose for a future life.”® The author of Father’s Letter, the Saxon
Elector, and the noble sponsors of the University of Jena feared that Fichte’s
“nihilism” would undermine common morality and popular religion and thus
would threaten public welfare, ecclesiastical authority, and state security.” For
Fichte, all of these criticisms resulted from confusing the empirical and tran-
scendental standpoints.*

In “Private Letter” (AD 257-58, 263-64 [GA 1/6:377-78, 386-89]),
“Concluding Remark” (AD 278-80 [GA 1/6:414-16]), and Vocation of Man,
Fichte discusses the reciprocal relationship between life and philosophy (cf.
AD 23 [GA 1/5:351]). Transcendental knowledge justifies the fundamental
principles of empirical knowledge, which is necessary for life; but the purpose
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of life, and so the “final purpose of knowledge,” is moral activity, which
depends on moral-religious faith (VM 64-68 [GA 1/6:251-54]).*! Theoretical
philosophy cannot justify its own fundamental principle, which must be
grounded on a practical belief that is not knowledge “but a decision of the will
to recognize the validity of knowledge” (VM 70-73, 76, 79, 97 [GA
1/6:256-59, 262, 264-65, 283]). Faith establishes both the non-philosopher’s
relation to the divine and the philosopher’s “foundation of all truth,” whereas
philosophy relates the objects of faith to the rest of thinking: So the
Wissenschaftslehre is not a nihilistic, fatalistic system, or a “confusing game”
that reduces the world to a “meaningless and mere deceptive image” (VM 71,
74,75 [GA1/6:257, 260, 261]).%2

Vocation of Man clarifies the distinction between philosophy and life, or the
transcendental and the empirical standpoints, which so many of Fichte’s crit-
ics ignored.* Moreover, it was an experiment in philosophical discourse that
contained a unique presentation of Fichte’s philosophy. Vocation of Man
describes a young man’s journey from the empirical to the transcendental
standpoint, and then his return to life augmented by philosophical knowl-
edge. The protagonist’s effort to grasp the relation between life and philoso-
phy clarifies the distinction between the empirical and the transcendental
standpoints, which so many of Fichte’s critics failed to grasp.*

In “Doubt,” the protagonist’s endeavor to construct an objective proof of
his freedom leads him to conclude that he is a “thoroughly determined link in
the chain of nature” (VM 22-26 [GA 1/6:210-14]). In “Book Two:
Knowledge,” with the assistance of his mentor, he provides a transcendental
proof that the sensible world of nature is an aspect of self-consciousness and
ultimately, free self-activity. However, this accomplishment, rather than bring-
ing him solace, causes him to lament that “if nothing outside of knowledge
corresponds to any of my knowledge then I think I will have been defrauded
of my whole life” (VM 59-67 [GA 1/6:246-53]). Ultimately, in “Book Three:
Belief,” the fledgling philosopher recognizes that knowledge cannot justify
itself but rather must be founded on belief, and thus “every supposed truth,
which is to be produced by mere thinking without having its roots in faith,
will surely be false and fallacious” (VM 71-72 [GA 1/6:257-58]).

In “Knowledge,” the protagonist and his mentor create a pastiche of Fichte’s
idealism: a theoretical Wissenschafislehre without an ethics or a foundation in
belief, a transcendental idealism as Fichte’s enemies construed it.> In “Belief;”
the young philosopher comes to grasp the relations between the pure I, the
empirical I, and the different elements of the moral and social world. This
allows him to recognize that the “finite individual, who is not the rational
world but only one among many of its members, necessarily lives at the same
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time in a sensible order,” but “every finite being’s sensible life points to a
higher one into which the will may conduct him merely through itself, and in
which it may secure him a place” (VM 99 [GA 1/6:284-85]). He distinguishes
the law governing the spiritual world from the individual human will as well
as from the collective social will (VM 95, 104 [GA 1/6:280, 290]). Thereby,
he quiets any fears that transcendental idealism is egoistic or pantheistic.
Initially, in “Doubt,” the protagonist views “knowledge” of the material
world and “love” of spiritual freedom as equally valuable but irreconcilable
world-views (VM 24-26 [GA 1/6:212-14]). He resolves this opposition phil-
osophically in “Knowledge,” but he then condemns transcendental idealism
as a “system of mere images” that reduces life to a “dream of a dream without
meaning or purpose” (VM 62-65 [GA 1/6:250-52]). Finally, in “Belief,” he
realizes that the apparent conflict between philosophy and life comes from
treating knowledge and belief as alternative theoretical positions. After discov-
ering that theoretical knowledge depends on practical belief, which is “more
and higher than all knowledge,” he understands that the difference between
knowledge and belief is “no mere verbal distinction but a true deeply founded
distinction of the most important consequence” (VM 68, 71 [GA 1/6:254,
257]). Believing involves a free acceptance of knowledge and knowing involves
a free acceptance of belief and thus, transcendental idealism is neither nihilis-

tic nor fatalistic (VM 71, 74 [GA 1/6:257, 259]; cf. AD 23 [GA 1/5:351]).

The Religionslehre (1805-1806)

Fichte was appointed professor in Erlangen in 1805, but the French occupa-
tion forced him to flee to Konigsberg in 1806 and then to Copenhagen in
1807. During this period, Fichte was often separated from his family and
funds were short, but he remained active and continued in his endeavors to
communicate the Wissenschaftslehre in new and different ways. In the winter
of 1805-6, he delivered a series of lectures titled 7he Way towards the Blessed
Life, or The Religionslehre, wherein he revisits the subjects of God and religion.

The Religionslehre expands the rudimentary philosophy of religion that
Fichte expounded during the Jena period (RL 3; cf. IWL 157 [GA
1/6:369-70]). As a transcendental philosophy of religion, it relates God to
human consciousness and thereby to philosophy as a whole. Like the
Vocation of Man, the Religionslehre contains a presentation of the
Wissenschaftslebre. Likewise, it offers a popular explanation of how con-
science (and concomitant belief in God) grounds consciousness rather than
providing a strict philosophical derivation of empirical consciousness from
pure self-consciousness, or God.*¢
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Because philosophical reflection is unlimited, the transcendental philoso-
pher cannot prove that God (or anything else) is the ultimate ground of con-
sciousness. The philosopher simply postulates God, or Sein, as a self-sufhcient
ground. For the philosopher, God is a mere hypothesis, like the pure will in the
Nova Methodo, but the empirical subject, or Dasein, becomes conscious of this
ground through the desire for unity (both with itself and Sein). Actual con-
sciousness always contains an original division between the representing (and
desiring) subject and the represented (and desired) object.

The philosopher postulates Sein as originally united with Dasein, but the
principle of reflective opposition requires that Seiz be conceived as something
determinable in reciprocal opposition to determinate consciousness.
Cognition is discursive, so when the knowing subject attempts to make itself
an object of consciousness, it conceives itself as a series of acts. Were it able to
comprehend itself as a whole, it would grasp the unity of Sein and Dasein as
well. In thinking about Sein, consciousness posits it as an independent, deter-
minable world.

Dasein discovers itself within the world as a free will, because it feels an
obligation to become something determinate. This “ought” appears to the
acting subject as a summons from an external will. Dasein grasps itself as an
actual self-conscious will, so that its “being”—Sein—Dbecomes a world for it.
This “being of consciousness” (Sein des BewufStseins) conditions the possibility
of empirical consciousness. Actual consciousness involves reflection, which
divides the world into an infinite multiplicity, a finite part of which enters
each individual consciousness as a series. The world and its counterpart, the
divine life, cannot be reflected upon as wholes (RL 70). In reflection, Sein is
originally divided into Sein and Dasein, which itself is further divided into its
appearance as a determinate consciousness and as an infinitely determinable
world. Dasein perceives the world and itself from five perspectives: (1) as a
sensuous subject, (2) as a juridical subject, (3) as a moral subject, (4) as a reli-
gious subject, and (5) as a philosophizing subject.

The Last Presentation of the Wissenschaftslehre
(1807-1812)

In 1807, after the Peace of Tilsit, Fichte returned to Berlin. The coming years
were difficult: Fichte was often unwell, suffering a serious illness in the sum-
mer of 1808. He secured a position as a professor and the dean of the philo-
sophical faculty—and briefly, as the rector—of the newly founded University
of Berlin. In 1812, he presented what would prove to be the final version of
his Wissenschaftslebre.
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The Wissenschaftslehre of 1812 included Fichte’s lectures on the Facts of
Consciousness, a metaphilosophical introduction to the Wissenschaftslehre
proper, which addresses specifically the appearance of Sein as absolute knowl-
edge within Dasein.*’ As in the earlier presentations of the Wissenschafislebre,
Fichte describes philosophy as explaining the ground of experience, or “actual
knowledge.” Since philosophy is the most fundamental type of knowledge,
the philosopher abstracts from the empirical standpoint of actual conscious-
ness in order to discover the conditions for its possibility at the transcendental
standpoint of “absolute thought.”

The philosopher observes consciousness, or the I, which posits itself as the
principle, or form of knowledge. The I-form (Zch-form) produces representa-
tions of the world, which it unites within one consciousness.*® However, the
I-form is not merely a theoretical principle of thinking but also a practical
principle of reality.’ Its activity is guided by the concept of a goal, which it
constructs as a result of its drive to activity, conceives through its ideal (think-
ing) activity, and realizes through its real (practical) activity.”® Each successive
action changes the world and thus, the drive to activity re-emerges as an end-
less series of impulses compelling the I to construct new goals that satisfy its
demands. The resulting endless series of actions on the part of the I reveals
absolute being, which appears as an ever-changing image (Bild). As in the
Sittenlehre, the 1 reflects on its drive and formulates it as an unconditional
practical law for itself. This “ought” is a command for the I to express Sein
through a series of images.”' Through the interactions between the pure I’s real
and ideal activities, the sensible world of ordinary consciousness—the object
of empirical knowledge—comes to exist for the individual I.

The object of transcendental knowledge is the relation between Sein, or
God, and consciousness. The Wissenschafislehre begins with the concept of
Sein, which appears in consciousness as knowledge (Wissen) that assumes the
form of a self, or 1, as principle. The entire Wissenschafislehre is, according to
Fichte, an analysis of this I, or freedom.” As in the Wissenschafislehre nova
methodo and the Religionslehre, the various relations between Sein and con-
sciousness are resolved within a central five-fold synthesis. Substance, acci-
dent, principle (willing), and principiate (product) are united by the “ought,”
which is ultimately revealed to be the categorical imperative.”® Consciousness,
guided by a concept of a goal that satisfies its fundamental drive to activity (as
in the Sittenlebre), constructs an image of Sein, which appears in the actual
world as willing.>* Ultimately, the Wissenschafislehre of 1812 describes a recip-
rocal relationship between the sensible, visible world and the supersensible,
invisible world wherein consciousness finds itself as an individual, which is
part of a system of other conscious individuals.”
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Conclusion: Pure Will, Moral Order, God,
and Being

Fichte lost both parents in the space of two years, Christian in 1812 and
Marie Dorothea in 1813. The Prussian uprising against Napoleon forced him
to suspend his lectures. In 1814, Johanne brought home a fever—possibly
typhus—that she had contracted while nursing wounded Prussian soldiers.
Johanne survived, but Fichte died at five a.m. on January 29, 1814. The great-
est part of his life had been devoted to explaining the connection between
empirical consciousness and its ground (RL 49). This project and the main
features of its execution remained constant despite the many different presen-
tations of the Wissenschafislehre.>®

Philosophical reflection has no intrinsic limit, so the transcendental phi-
losopher must postulate a foundation of consciousness (RL 49).”” In the
Wissenschaftslehre nova methodo, Fichte calls this foundation the pure will. In
“On the Ground of Our Belief in a Divine World-Governance” and Vocation
of Man, he calls it the moral world order, or God. In the Religionslehre and the
Wissenschafislehre of 1812 it is God, or Sein. The pure will, the moral world
order, God, and Seiz serve the same purpose in Fichte’s philosophy.*® Moreover,
as concepts, each falls under the law of reflective opposition, the Prinzip der
Spaltung or Prinzip der Mannigfaltigkeit. Due to this law, the concept of a
ground gives rise to a division within itself (RL 66—67). The philosopher can-
not conceive of pure consciousness except as standing in reciprocal determi-
nation with empirical consciousness (RL 52).”” Consequently, thinking
cannot escape the circle of consciousness to comprehend its own ground (RL
52).% Were the philosophizing subject able to comprehend its own conscious-
ness as a whole, it would grasp the pure I, God, Sein, or the Absolute, but it
must grasp itself as a series of acts, because it thinks discursively (RL 28, 64,
149, 166; cf. NM 173 [GA IV/2:61]; see also GA 1/2:275).

The Wissenschafislebre nova methodo, the Religionslehre and the
Wissenschafislehre of 1812 culminate in a five-fold synthesis or synthetic perio-
dum (RL 124; NM 371 [GA IV/2:135]). The pure will, God, or Sein has the
form of an I that is originally determined as the individual Dasein (RL 142).
This determination through individuality is the explanatory ground, or cen-
tral point, of consciousness, which the transcendental philosopher simply
postulates as a hypothesis, or gualitas occulta, but which can only be justified
in actual consciousness (compare RL 120 and NM 293-94 [GA 1V/2:135]);
(compare also RL 124 and NM 371 [GA IV/2:191]). In the various presenta-
tions of the Wissenschafislehre, Fichte’s description of how this intelligible
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ground appears in empirical consciousness is the same. The reciprocal opposi-
tion of Sein and Dasein, or the pure will and the empirical will, appears as a
feeling (compare RL 126 and NM 295 [GA IV/2:136]; see also NM 373 [GA
IV/2:192]). A summons, or a feeling of “ought,” initiates the individual’s
awareness of itself as a determinate freedom in a determinable realm of other
rational beings (compare RL 129 and NM 295 [GA 1V/2:136]). In the
Wissenschafislehre nova methodo, the pure will remains a theoretical hypothe-
sis, albeit one that appears to empirical consciousness as the ethical law (NM
292,304 [GA IV/2:134, 143]). In “On the Ground of Our Belief in a Divine
World-Governance,” the Vocation of Man, the Religionslehre, and the
Wissenschafislehre of 1812, this hypothesis is called God.

Considered transcendentally, the concept of God, or Sein, belongs among
the “representations accompanied by a sense of necessity” that transcendental
philosophy explains (NM 102 [GA 1V/2:25]; see also IWL 8 [GA 1/4:180]).
Considered practically, this idea is the object of the empirical subject’s belief
in a will that expresses the moral law (RL 66; on the “ought” as a command
issuing from the pure will, see NM 294 [GA 1V/2:136]). For the empirical
subject, God is a subjectively necessary reality, which also provides the ulti-
mate pre-philosophical justification for the Wissenschafislehre (NM 295-98
[GA1V/2:137-39]). The concept of God, or Sein, is the philosophical hypoth-
esis of a pure will, or pure consciousness, which contains its own law and
concept of a goal (RL 66). For the philosopher, God is a “transcendentally
objective reality” (NM 230-32 [GA IV/2:96-8]; cf. RL 120).%
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The Precursor as Rival: Fichte in Relation
to Kant

Glinter Zoller

May God only save us from our friends; for our enemies, we will watch out
ourselves.
—Immanuel Kant, “Declaration Regarding Fichte’s Wissenchafislehre”
(Ak 12:370-71, my translation)

This chapter features Fichte’s philosophical relation to his chief predecessor,
Immanuel Kant (1724-1804). The chapter argues that Kant’s work, in addi-
tion to being a prime formative influence on the development of Fichte’s
philosophy, also represents a genuine alternative to the latter. Rather than
being a mere precursor, first to be followed and then to be surpassed, as he is
portrayed by Fichte himself, Kant is shown to represent an enduringly viable
alternative to the alleged emendations and claimed extensions of his philoso-
phy offered by Fichte. The first section places Fichte’s relation to Kant into the
general context of the competitive as well as complementary constellation of
the chief representatives of German Idealism. Next, the second section
explores the divergent meanings and functions of the twin concepts of cri-
tique and system in Kant and Fichte. The third section then compares and
contrasts the relation between theoretical and practical reason in Kant and
Fichte. Finally, the fourth section tracks the systematic differences between
Kant and Fichte in matters of laws and ethics.
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Predecessor and Competitor

Customary accounts tend to portray the history of philosophy in general and
that of classical German philosophy in particular as a linear sequence involv-
ing change under the conditions of growth and development. Moreover, the
relation between earlier and later philosophical thinkers, or their schools, is
often presented as a progression involving maturation, improvement, and
progress. In the case of classical German philosophy, the standard account
places Kant, Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel in an ascending array of positions
that follow each other logically as well as chronologically. On such a reading,
classical German philosophy is a movement, under the guiding conception of
the mind making the world intelligible (idealism), that evolves from the criti-
cal idealism of Kant through the subjective idealism of Fichte to the objective
idealism of Schelling, finally to culminate and terminate in the absolute ideal-
ism of Hegel.

Such a standard assessment is shaped by a history of philosophy with an
underlying philosophy of history that equates the later with the more matured
and the more perfected and that is typically written, or at least inspired, by the
successors, who locate their own accomplishments above and beyond those of
their individual or collective predecessors. While the linear and progressive
account often reflects the actual reception and effective history of one philoso-
pher’s work by another one, it risks confusing influence with significance and
actual effect with good cause. A striking example of the potential shortcom-
ings of the standard scheme in the historiography of philosophy is the com-
plex constellation of philosophers that constitute the movement of
German Idealism.

To be sure, in terms of biographical data, there is no disputing the genera-
tional gap between Kant (born 1724) and Fichte (born 1762) and the further
leap in time to Hegel (born 1770) and Schelling (born 1775). But a closer
look at the lifespans involved also reveals much closer temporal proximity, on
the one hand, with Fichte dying less than ten years after Kant (1814 and
1804, respectively), and also greater temporal distance, on the other hand,
with Schelling surviving Hegel by more than two decades (1831 and 1854,
respectively). The chronological proximity, rather than distance, between the
four philosophers is even more apparent with regard to a limited but signifi-
cant time period in which their work actually overlaps, even coincides, and
clearly exhibits forms of reciprocal influence, namely, the 1790s.

During the final decade of the eighteenth century Kant concludes his phil-
osophical work with a number of major late publications (Religion Within the



3 The Precursor as Rival: Fichte in Relation to Kant 59

Bounds of Reason Alone, 1793; Toward Perpetual Peace, 1795; The Metaphysics
of Morals, 1797). But the very same decade also sees the publication of Fichte’s
major early works, on which his initial reputation and first influence rest
almost entirely (On the Concept of the Wissenschaftslehre, 1794; Foundation of
the Entire Wissenschaftslehre, 1794/1795; Foundation of Natural Law,
1796/1797; The System of Ethics, 1798). Moreover, Schelling’s entire body of
early works dates from the same decade (Of the I as Principle of Philosophy or
on the Unconditional in Human Knowledge, 1795; Philosophical Letters on
Dogmatism and Criticism, 1795; Essays in Explanation of the Idealism of the
Doctrine of Science, 1796/1797; Ideas for a Philosophy of Nature as Introduction
to the Study of this Science, 1797; First Plan of a System of the Philosophy of
Nature, 1799). Finally, Hegel’s early unpublished writings stem from those
very years (Berne Manuscripts and Frankfurt Manuscripts, 1793-1800).

But even after the crucial decade of obvious overlap and manifest interac-
tion between the works of Kant, Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel, there persists a
close, if virtual relationship between the philosophical projects pursued by the
four chief exponents of German Idealism. To be sure, for contingent reasons
this further extent of their interrelation was not visible to the four philoso-
phers themselves. For in each case, a good part of those later works remained
unpublished during their lifetime and hence unknown to their contempo-
raries, including their self-styled successors. Thus Kant’s late double project of
a summary presentation of transcendental philosophy and a systematic com-
pletion of his philosophy of nature (Opus postumum) remained the secret of
his final years.! Similarly, Fichte’s substantial further work on the
Wissenschaftslehre and its application to law and ethics from the years 1800
through 1814, work which he refused to publish as a matter of principle,
remained unknown to both Schelling and Hegel. In the same vein, Schelling’s
vast body of work after 1809, laid down in manuscript form and presented in
university lecture courses (7he Ages of the World; The Philosophy of Mythology;
The Philosophy of Revelation) remained unpublished and therefore effectively
unknown until its posthumous publication. Furthermore, Hegel’s extensive
lecture courses from the final decade of his life—on the philosophy of reli-
gion, the philosophy of history, the philosophy of right, the history of phi-
losophy, and the philosophy of art—were published only after his death.

While the philosophers themselves were not aware of their alleged precur-
sors’ or perceived competitors’ continued work, which often already involved
metacritical responses to the critiques they had received from their renegade
followers, the comprehensive cognition of their significant posthumous
works, rendered possible by the latters” publication during the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, affords a different view of the philosophical landscape of
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German Idealism. The image of a temporal sequence that stretches from Kant
through Fichte and Schelling to Hegel, is replaced by the alternative aspect of
a spatial expanse in which the different philosophers and their bodies of work
figure as neighboring massive elevations that share a common geological for-
mation while exhibiting characteristic individual profiles.

The reassessment of the topology of German Idealism afforded by the post-
humous publication of Kant’s, Fichte’s, Schelling’s, and Hegel’s complete
works has so far resulted mainly in alternative attempts to locate the summit
in which the monumental mountain range of classical German philosophy
culminates. After Hegel first and for a long time was perceived as the move-
ment’s pinnacle,? eventually Schelling, with his late work largely dating from
after Hegel’s death, was promoted, by some, as the highpoint toward which
the entire movement had advanced and from which the further course of
nineteenth-century philosophy would unfold.? Still others have viewed Fichte,
mainly with regard to his originally unpublished late work, as the apex of
German Idealist thought.*

Going beyond those individual revisions, the recent reassessments of the
relations of sequence and superiority between Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel
suggest considering the panorama of German Idealism in a comprehensive
and comparative perspective that aims not at preferring one of them over the
others, but at viewing them as connected by a common concern addressed in
specifically different ways, shapes, and forms by the individual characteristic
approaches involved.” Going further yet than those previous perspectives, the
hermeneutical move from mutual exclusion to completist inclusion in the
contrastive consideration of Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel calls for an analo-
gous re-evaluation of Kant’s standing with regard to each of his three succes-
sive and alternative followers. For Kant, too, has to be considered an equally
valuable member of the movement of German Idealism—not its pioneer pre-
cursor but a full-fledged competitor for the satisfactory realization of its philo-
sophical ambition.

Put in most general terms, the root project of German Idealism, as alterna-
tively executed with shifting focus and emphasis by its four chief representa-
tives, is the original and thorough joining of freedom and nature, of mind and
matter, of the sensible and the supersensible, of the finite and the infinite, of
the conditioned and the unconditioned, but also of knowing and doing and
of theory and practice, in a unitary yet complex account of self and world that
is at once mindful of human limitations and of human aspirations, respecting
the former without neglecting the latter. Moreover, the general project of
German Idealism so construed is driven by the common conviction that rea-
son, the I or spirit, while being primary in lending structure, meaning, and
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purpose to everything within human reach, does not exhaust the scope and
significance of what there is, or might be, to the self and its world—thus add-
ing diversity to unity, difference to identity, and contingency to necessity.
German Idealism so comprehensively and consensually conceived serves the
contrary but complementary tasks of celebrating and of containing human
existence—of seeking to ascertain that it is, or is to become, all that it can be,
while not neglecting the fact that it cannot be all.

Critique and System

The bio-bibliographical contiguity and connectedness between the major pro-
ponents of German Idealism is especially striking in the case of Kant and
Fichte. Schelling and Hegel never met Kant and are related to him philo-
sophically via the mediation of Fichte and other immediate post-Kantian and
anti-Kantian philosophers, chiefly among the former Karl Leonhard Reinhold
and among the latter Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi.® By contrast, the young
Fichte visited Kant in Kénigsberg seeking his personal support, which eventu-
ally he received under the guise of a declaration in which Kant identified
Fichte as the author of an anonymously published work in the philosophy of
religion (Attempt at a Critique of All Revelation, 1793), widely believed to be
the long-awaited work of Kant’s on the topic. To be sure, it was also Kant
who, some seven years later, in the context of accusations of atheism raised
against Fichte, issued another public declaration regarding Fichte, in which he
characterized the Wissenschafislehre as an empty formalism unfit to fulfill its
claim to be carrying on Kant’s core project of a foundational philosophical
science (transcendental philosophy) (see Ak 12:359, 12:370).

But even beyond their biographical and bibliographical interaction at the
beginning and at the end of the 1790s, Fichte repeatedly and consistently
claimed the ultimate identity of his philosophy, in essence the Wissenschafislehre,
with Kant’s.” While not denying methodological and doctrinal differences
with Kant, Fichte tended to treat his apparent departures from Kant as a mat-
ter of alternative presentation with regard to an essentially identical philo-
sophical outlook, namely, transcendental idealism. Drawing on the
hermeneutical distinction between the letter and the spirit of a text, Fichte
took himself to have remained faithful throughout to the basic insights and
intentions of Kant’s philosophy (“spirit,” GA 1/2:335n), as conveyed in the
latter’s critical trilogy (Critique of Pure Reason, 1781, second, expanded edi-
tion 1787; Critique of Practical Reason, 1788; Critique of the Power of Judgment,
1790).8 In an autobiographical regard, Fichte even claimed to have been
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awakened from his determinist, even fatalist slumber by Kant’s sustained
defense of the theoretical possibility and the practical necessity of freedom in
the first and second Critique, respectively (GA 111/1:167).

In logical terms, the identity-cum-difference between Kant’s and Fichte’s
philosophy, as claimed by Fichte, can be described as sameness of intension
combined with difference in extension. On Fichte’s view, the Wissenschaftslehre
carries out in greater detail and with a wider scope what is already perfectly
prepared, even completely planned, but not yet exhaustively executed in Kant.
Fichte bases his claim of staying with Kant precisely in going beyond Kant on
the latter’s own characterization of his primary work in first philosophy, the
Critique of Pure Reason, as a “propaedeutic” and a “treatise on the method [of
transcendental philosophy]” and as standing in an anticipatory relation to the
complete “system” eventually to be provided on their basis (Bxxi, A11-14/
B24-28). On Fichte’s reading, though, the term and concept of critique,
employed by Kant for the chief designation of his foundational philosophical
project as provided in the three Critigues, takes on the much more modest
meaning of a mere preparation for the actual accomplishment foreseen by
Kant but effectively left for others to be done on his behalf and in his spirit.

The restricted regard in which Fichte holds Kant’s contribution to philoso-
phy is evident from the strict distinction he employs in his own philosophical
work between the latter’s core (“system”) and the methodological and metaphi-
losophical reflections surrounding it by way of introductions and commentar-
ies (“critique”).” Once dissociated from the philosophical system, the
conception of critique in Fichte changes from of the status of a substantial,
specifically critical philosophy, which it had possessed in Kant, to a cursory
critique of the way philosophy should (or should not) be done.

By contrast, the term and concept of system in Fichte takes on a meaning
and use far more central and extensive than it previously possessed in Kant. To
be sure, Kant already employed the technical term “system” in its architec-
tonic meaning for designating a complete whole of well-ordered elements,
from the “system of the categories” to the “system of nature” and the “system
of freedom” to the “system of transcendental philosophy” and the “system of
pure philosophy” (Ak 4:325, 6:218, 4:324 and 5:168, respectively). In addi-
tion, he used the term in its older meaning as “doctrinal concept” (Lebrbegriff,
Latinized Greek systema, A491/B851) to designate a basic theoretical approach
to a given problem or area of inquiry, the chief instance being the doctrinal
system of transcendental idealism with its “critical distinction” (Bxxviii)
between appearances and things in themselves, advanced in reply to the core
question, “How are synthetic judgments a priori possible?” (B19). Under
Kants influence, but departing from Kant’s terminological practice, Fichte
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joins the architectonic and doctrinal meanings of “system” that are found in
Kant, by basing the executed edifice of the complete system of philosophy on
the doctrine of transcendental idealism. In the process, the whole of philoso-
phy comes to coincide with the system of transcendental idealism.' Moreover,
given the foundational function of freedom in Fichte, he terms the all-inclusive
transcendental-philosophical system a “system of freedom,” considering it the
very first such system ever (GA 111/2:298, 300)."!

In hindsight Kant certainly came to regret the occasional diminutive desig-
nation of his core accomplishments in the first Critique and, by extension, in
the two further installments of his comprehensive critique of reason, as merely
propaedeutical, hence only preparatory and altogether provisional with regard
to some future system. On Kant’s understanding, the critique of reason, both
under its original guise as the first Critigue and in its subsequent expansion
into the three Critiques, already is systematically complete, effectively consti-
tuting the core of philosophy systematically conceived and providing the basis
for the latter’s further systematic coverage of nature and morals (“metaphysics
of nature,” “metaphysics of morals,” A841/B869). Moreover, from Kant’s
viewpoint, transcendental idealism, as a conceptual designation specific to the
first Critigue’s account of the a priori concepts and principles governing the
empirical domain (nature), is ill-suited to cover, much less to characterize, all
of philosophy, including moral philosophy, which, according to Kant, is based
on the idea of freedom and on laws that exceed the confines of any and all
experience. For Kant, the transcendental remains tied to the empirical, which
it serves to render possible in a principal manner independent of any particu-
lar experience.'?

In addition to radically revising the Kantian architectonic distinction
between critique and system, along with the Kantian understanding of the
two key concepts involved, Fichte’s creative reuse of Kant’s crucial concepts
also affects the doctrinal content of his critically grounded system of philoso-
phy. In particular, Fichte believes it possible, indeed necessary, to provide a
deeper level of foundation for his form of first philosophy (Wissenschaftslehre)
than Kant undertook in the latter’s precedent prototype (transcendental phi-
losophy). To be sure, the sought-for supplementary layer is not part of the
Fichtean propaedeutical critique, which remains largely limited to prepara-
tory matters of a methodological and metaphilosophical nature. Instead it is
the philosophical system itself that receives a further foundation in Fichte.

In particular, Fichte takes issue with the irreducible dualisms that permeate
Kant’s critical philosophy, from the dualism of sensibility and understanding
(intuitions and concepts), through the dualism of theoretical and practical
reason (cognition and volition), to the dualism of lower and upper employment
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modes (sense and reason) of the three basic faculties or capacities of cognition,
of desire, and of feeling. On Fichte’s view, Kant failed to trace the manifest
dualities of various kinds to their respective predisjunctive unitary ground.
More specifically, Fichte seeks to complete Kant’s foundational work by iden-
tifying the ultimate root of the mind’s many modes of engagement with the
world of (other) minds and objects. The chief instances of Fichte’s vertical
completion program with regard to Kant’s pluralism of powers are the intro-
duction of the speculative concepts and technical terms of “positing [sezzen]”
(GA 1/2:47, 256), “fact-act [Tathandlung]” (GA 1/2:46, 255), and “intellec-
tual intuition [intellektuelle Anschauung)” (GA 1/2:48, 57), all designed to
convey an essentially and numerically identical item that is supposed to pre-
cede distinction and differentiation.

To be sure, in reducing manifest plurality and Kantian ultimate duality to
original unitary identity, Fichte is not intent on denying differences and even
opposites among the features constitutive of the (human) mind and its world
or worlds. On a doctrinal level, he even concedes that the unity of thinking
and doing, along with that of knowing and willing, that precedes and prepares
the manifest difference of theoretical subjectivity and practical subjectivity
and of their object domains (world of sense, world of the understanding) is
itself not simple and primitive but complex and plural. In particular, Fichte
countenances a core of originary subjectivity that not only prepares any sub-
sequent structuring but already predelineates the eventual dualist disposition
of subjectivity (“original duplicity”)."

On a methodological level, Fichte further concedes the artificial character
of the originary conceptuality introduced in the (re-)construction of the prin-
cipal powers of knowledge and in the latter’s extension into willing and doing.
While occasionally appealing to warrants from immediate evidence (intu-
ition), Fichte’s main methodological devices are of a logical and reconstructive
nature and involve the teasing out of real or apparent contradictions (dialec-
tic) and the imaginative, indeed fictional narration of the stadial constitution
of consciousness of self and world (the “pragmatic history of the human
mind;” GA 1/2:365). In a similar vein, Fichte draws on traditional and cur-
rent philosophical concepts in order to designate the inscrutable ultimate
basis of self and world alike (“being,” “absolute being,” “the absolute,” “God”;
GA 11/8:249, 118, 10 and 414, respectively). In epistemic terms, Fichte fur-
ther concedes that the indubitable certainty to be obtained about the absolute
reality of freedom and the reality of the absolute itself is a matter not of objec-
tive knowledge but of personal conviction (“faith,” “believing”; GA 111/3:225
and GA 11/9:8, respectively).
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Compared to Kant, then, Fichte’s major moves in first philosophy are at
once radical and moderate: radical in the external extremes to which they
push Kant’s innovations, yet moderate due to the modalities under which the
innovations are introduced in an altogether Kantian spirit. In particular,
Fichte’s seemingly novel notions of intellectual intuition and fact-act can rea-
sonably be tracked to Kant’s conceptions of pure theoretical self-consciousness
(“transcendental apperception,” A107/B131-32) and of practical, moral con-
sciousness (“categorical imperative,” Ak 4:414, 5:41). Even Fichte’s notorious
replacement of the Kantian things in themselves with a minimal realist resis-
tance relic (“check,” GA 1/2:356) could be considered compatible with Kant’s
global agnosticism about what underlies the world of appearances.

Theoretical and Practical Reason

Fichte’s philosophical proximity to Kant, the remaining doctrinal differences
between them notwithstanding, is especially apparent in their shared concep-
tion of the primacy of practical reason over theoretical reason, a conception
maintained in specifically different but essentially identical ways by both of
them. To be sure, at the surface level Kant and Fichte seem to disagree about
the mode and extent of the primacy that the practical, volition-based employ-
ment of reason possesses over reason’s theoretical, cognition-geared use. In
particular, Fichte’s emphatic assertion that reason could not even be theoreti-
cal if it were not in some more primordial sense practical (GA 1/2:64, 399)
might seem to alienate him from Kant’s sustained insistence on the heteroge-
neity of reason’s twofold manner of engagement with self and world by way of
theory and practice.

On closer inspection, though, Fichte’s seemingly strong claim about practi-
cal reason forming a necessary condition of theoretical reason reduces to a
number of philosophical points quite compatible with, or even already con-
tained in, Kant’s view of the matter. For one, the concept of the practical in
Fichte does not have the narrowly moral meaning it tends to take in Kant,
who distinguishes the practical in its specifically moral, freedom-enabled
sense both from the theoretical, involving nature rather than freedom, and
from the merely pragmatic, which, for Kant, draws on natural laws rather
than on the exercise of genuine, moral freedom (see Ak 20:195f.). Accordingly,
Fichte’s wider conception of the practical, along with the associated broader
meaning of freedom, encompasses both theoretical freedom in the sense of
the spontaneity of the (theoretical) understanding, as already recognized by
Kant, and the exercise of extra-moral freedom in volitions and actions of all
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kinds, for which Kant provides a naturalist account independent of specifi-
cally moral freedom. Considered in that way, the practical, as comprehen-
sively conceived and hence inclusive of the spontaneous (and the pragmatic),
could be considered a prerequisite of all cognition, including the narrowly
theoretical cognition of what there is, which for both Kant and Fichte involves
spontaneous intellectual activity.

A further sense in which practical reason is primary with regard to theoreti-
cal reason in Kant as well as in Fichte can be traced to Kant’s concern with the
unity of theoretical and practical reason, as assessed in the Critique of Practical
Reason, the site of Kant’s original claim of the primacy of practical reason “in
the conjunction of purely speculative with purely practical reason” (Ak 5:121).
According to Kant, in the case of cognitive claims of a certain kind, for which
theoretical reason is insufficient to warrant genuine knowledge, genuinely
practical resources may provide supplementary warrants, thus generating a
mixed, theoretico-practical claim, with the practical taking the lead in its
combination with the theoretical. The paradigmatic case of this mixed mode
of cognition in Kant is the sought-after cognition of supersensory objects,
especially the soul’s immortality and God’s existence, which, according to the
Critique of Pure Reason, cannot be established on theoretical grounds alone,
given that those entities fall outside of possible experience. In particular, Kant
introduces the immortality of the soul and the existence of God as objects of
firm conviction (“purely practical rational faith,” Ak 5:146) that are inten-
tionally introduced (“postulates,” Ak 5:132) on the grounds of their essential
function in lending efficacy to the practical consciousness of unconditional
moral obligation (“categorical imperative,” Ak 4:414, 5:41).

In Kant, though, the postulatory thinking about otherwise elusive entities
based on specifically moral grounds is of limited scope and narrow use, with
the primacy of the practical involved governing the unification of the morally
practical with the theoretically transcendent. By contrast, Fichte seeks to
extent the practical postulation of theoretical entities to other things, includ-
ing empirical objects and other agents. In the process, Fichte widens the
Kantian question-type characteristic of the postulates of pure practical reason
from the psychological case (soul) and the theological case (God) to the cos-
mological case (world). The lead question of extended postulatory reasoning
in Fichte asks how a world in which the acting of a genuinely free being is to
be possible and effective must be constituted—or rather must be supposed or
presupposed to be constituted.'*

In extending the practical or, more precisely, postulatory mode of reasoning
to cosmological matters, chiefly to the constitution of an empirical world that
is conducive to efficacious moral activity, Fichte builds on the more general
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argumentative strategy in his version of transcendental philosophy
(Wissenschafislehre), which consists in introducing and legitimizing the essen-
tial constituents of self and world as prerequisites (necessary conditions) of
self-consciousness in general, even prior to the latter’s specification as moral
self-consciousness. Among the features so warranted by transcendental argu-
mentation and practical postulation are the very existence of an outside world
in space and time, along with the spatial-temporal presence of one’s own liv-
ing body (GA 1/3:365, 376), and that of other practically intelligent beings,
all of them located in the empirical world and equipped with organs of bodily
action fit to transform internal volition into outward action and interaction.'

From a Kantian perspective, Fichte’s extreme extension of postulatory rea-
soning from the transempirical realm (soul, God) to the world of experience
(animate and inanimate bodies in space and time), far from amounting to
innovation and enrichment, could be regarded as retrenchment and regres-
sion. Kant had kept the operative spheres of theoretical and practical reason
systematically separate, though inscrutably related, thereby severing the cer-
tain cognition of empirical nature, as epitomized by the first principles of
modern natural science (synthetic judgments a priori), from skeptical doubt
no less than from moral fervor and religious zeal. By contrast, Fichte’s inclu-
sion of the empirical world among the objects of postulatory and presupposi-
tional thinking risks reducing empirical cognition, including the latter’s
refinement into natural science, to a matter of interested belief, thereby sub-
jecting seemingly certain knowledge to instrumental and contingent
functionality.

To be sure, the radical integration of the cognitive and volitional aspects of
subjectivity provides a considerable degree of unity to Fichte’s post-Kantian
account of the cognitive as well as volitional self and its world of empirical
objects and of other selves to be cognized, acted upon, and interacted with. In
particular, Fichte advances an ambitious account of a five-fold self-reverting
structure (“synthetic periodus,” GA 1V/2:247 and GA IV/3:500) that has the
self in its core function as the unitary subject of thinking and willing (“the I”)
unfold, on the one side, into an entire array of theoretical activities (“ideal I,”
“thinking”) along with the latters’ object domain (“world of sense”) and, on
the other side, into a corresponding set of practical activities (“real I,” “will-
ing”) together with the latters” sphere (“world of the understanding”) (GA
IV/2:49 and 58). Finally, the five features (I, thinking, willing, natural word,
spiritual world) are united by the reciprocal relation between the natural and
the spiritual world, by means of which cognition provides the ends to be pur-
sued by volition just as volition brings about altered objects in the world of
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sense, objects that are subsequently to be cognized with an eye to further
changes to be brought about.

The highly integrated treatment of thinking and willing and of their respec-
tive domains in Fichte comprises not only a generically practical understand-
ing of thinking, as inner intellectual doing, and a radically idealist conception
of the world of sense, as but a product of transcendental imagination. It also
includes the reverse consideration of the genuinely practical activity of willing
and acting as but an externalized, objectified manner of thinking. For Fichte
thinking and willing, along with the natural world and the moral order, are
but two sides or “aspects” (GA IV/3:356) of some same core subjectivity and
core objectivity, respectively. Such an account, in addition to rendering think-
ing practically effective, turns willing and doing themselves into mere modes
of thinking. Where Kant countenanced actual, though inscrutable, things (in)
themselves, Fichte turns all being involved in willing and doing into practical
objects of thought or noumena, thus expanding Kantian idealism from the 2
priori constitution of sensible beings (phenomenalism) to that of the realm of
intelligible beings (noumenalism).

Given Fichte’s radical departure from the Kantian restriction of (transcen-
dental) idealism to the world of sense, in favor of an all-encompassing ideal-
ism of phenomenal as well as noumenal reality, it comes as no surprise that the
later Fichte finds himself in need of a warrant for the ultimate certainty and
reality outside of all thinking and willing and their world(s). This move of the
later Fichte from the phenomenal and the noumenal, the sensible and the
intelligible, to a radically different, even alien and altogether inscrutable abso-
lute is no longer of Kantian inspiration only but can be traced to Fichte’s
productive engagement with his own early critics, namely, E. H. Jacobi and
Schelling, who had objected to the lack of an ultimate, extrasubjective, and
praeterobjective reality behind and beneath the self and its self-made world.'

Law and Ethics

The competitive and contemporary, rather than successive and supplemen-
tary, relation between Kant and Fichte that pertains to the main methodologi-
cal and doctrinal features of their critical systems also affects the application
of the foundational philosophy of each of them to the twin fields of (juridical)
law and ethics. Chronologically speaking, Fichte’s early philosophy of law
(Foundation of Natural Law, 1796/1797) actually antedates the publication of
Kant’s late philosophy of law (7he Metaphysics of Morals, Part One, 1797) just
as Fichte’s early ethics (7he System of Ethics, 1798) was written in advance of
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the publication of Kant’s late ethics (7he Metaphysics of Morals, Part Two,
1797). While there is general agreement between Kant and Fichte on the
fundamental function of freedom and on the essential role of reason in law
and ethics, the two disagree considerably on the nature of legal and ethical
obligation and on the systematic relation between law and ethics. Moreover,
the divergent assessment of these matters in Kant and Fichte has far-reaching
implications for their resulting basic positions in political philosophy.

For Kant practical philosophy narrowly conceived—to the exclusion of
technical and pragmatical principles based on skill and prudence, respec-
tively—coincides with moral philosophy broadly conceived, encompassing
both juridical law and ethics (see Ak 6:218f.). The common denominator for
the two parts of practical philosophy in Kant is the notion of non-natural laws
(laws of freedom) that are based on universal reason and not imposed from
without but consist in self-legislation or autonomy. In the case of juridical
law, the rationality (and universality) requirement consists in the imposition
of (universal) laws governing the exercise of outwardly manifest, “external”
freedom, in order to ensure everyone’s equal enjoyment of such freedom (see
Ak 6:230). Accordingly, for Kant, the rational, universality-geared regulation
involved in juridical law-giving (legislation) concerns external actions only, to
the exclusion of matters of motivation and without concern for the grounds
governing willing (“legality,” Ak 6:219).

By contrast, ethics in Kant involves the legislation of laws that govern the
very formation of the will, based on the consideration that a given principle
of action (“maxim,” Ak 4:400n), in order to qualify as genuinely moral, should
be susceptible to adoption by everyone (“universal legislation,” Ak 5:74).
Moreover, on Kant’s account, the universalist ethical qualification of a prin-
ciple of action should furnish a sufficient ground for the latter’s adoption
(“morality,” Ak 6:219). While the freedom involved in juridically relevant
matters concerns actions (or inactions) in their possible impact on everyone
else’s outward exercise of freedom gua free choice, the freedom involved in
ethical willing concerns motivational principles with regard to their possible
effects under (counterfactual) conditions of universal implementation.
Accordingly, Kant distinguishes juridical law and ethics in terms of the outer
or inner legislation involved and with regard to the outer or inner employ-
ment of freedom, respectively.

The strict separation between juridical and ethical legislation and the result-
ing two kinds of laws notwithstanding, Kant maintains the unity of practical
philosophy gua moral philosophy in terms of the common idea of freedom
under reason’s laws (“autonomy,” Ak 4:447) and the shared notion of uncon-
ditional obligation (“duty,” Ak 4:439) imposed on strictly rational grounds
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(“categorical imperative,” Ak 4:414 and 5:41). To be sure, there is no one
encompassing and contentually specific principle covering both juridical law
and ethics in Kant. The unity of the two is formal and functional rather than
material and substantial. Moreover, Kant links the two specifically different
legislations of freedom through the idea that ethical obligation, in addition to
comprising specifically ethical duties, also includes the ethically motivated
fulfillment of specifically juridical duties (see Ak 6:219f.).

Unlike Kant, whose practical philosophy, while formally united, remains
divided in two specifically different constituent parts under the guise of jurid-
ical law and ethics, Fichte pursues his general systematic project of original
unification also in the area of moral philosophy. But rather than reducing
juridical law and ethics to an alleged common ground, such as basic practical
reason, Fichte revises the scope of practical philosophy to include ethics but
not juridical law. In particular, Fichte assigns the entire sphere of juridical law
to theoretical philosophy, specifically to the latter’s applied or practical part,
thereby limiting practical philosophy to ethics (GA 1/3:359f.). The reason
behind this radical realignment is Fichte’s instrumental understanding of
juridical law as a social strategy designed to ensure the equal preservation of
everyone’s basic freedom under conditions of natural law. While Fichte argues
that the basic legal relation of respect (“recognition,” GA 1/3:351, 355) is
essential for the first formation of fully functional self-consciousness, he con-
siders the subsequent sustained pursuit of law-abiding conduct (“reciprocal
recognition,” GA 1/3:417f.) a matter of prudence, both on the part of the
individual, who seeks to avoid legal sanctions, and on the part of civil society,
which seeks to assure compliance by implementing a system of threats of
punishment.

Freed of its juridical part, practical philosophy in Fichte coincides entirely
with moral philosophy, the latter narrowly construed as ethics. Accordingly,
the type of rationality and the kind of freedom involved in Fichte’s practical
philosophy are not geared toward the plural external exercise of freedom, as
assured by juridical law, but aim at the ever closer approximation to a condi-
tion of complete identity among ethical agents, who are all supposed to act in
the same, absolutely rational way (GA 1/5:221, 226). By contrast, the sphere
of juridical law, severed as it is in Fichte from absolute obligation in favor of
merely instrumental and solely prudential considerations, may serve all kinds
of functions, including the ultimate orientation of all juridical rules toward
the preparation and facilitation of specifically ethical conduct.

The differently realized separation of juridical law from ethics undertaken
by Kant and Fichte has significant repercussions for the divergent shape and
scope of their political philosophy. In Kant, juridical law in its principal form
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as reason-based, a priori law (natural law) serves as the arbiter of possible poli-
tics by providing unconditionally binding strictures for political action or
inaction that are moral, involving outer freedom, but not ethical, not involv-
ing inner freedom, in nature. In Fichte, the freedom of juridical law from
unconditional principles, while seemingly more liberal in its approach to civic
life, goes together with the subordination of the freedom afforded by juridical
law (rights) under extrajuridical purposes, including political projects but also
ethical ends.

In particular, in legal matters Fichte considers (personal) property not, like
Kant, an inherent right valid prior to its civic institution and regulation, but
an arrangement that is coeval with political society and therefore subject to
the latter’s overriding interests, as conveyed in the state’s invasive socio-
economic measures foreseen by Fichte (7he Closed Commercial State, 1800)."
In an analogous move, Fichte takes education entirely out of the hands of the
family and society at large, to whom it had been entrusted traditionally,
instead assigning it to the state and the latter’s core effort to forge its popula-
tion into a civic populace (Addresses to the German Nation, 1808).'8

A similar trumping of juridical law by extraneous exigencies is to be
observed in Fichte’s subordination of juridical law, aligned with (jurally based)
politics, under ethical standards. With regard to the future course of human
history, Fichte envisions the compulsory character of law’s and politics’ rules
and regulations as something that should be superseded by freely chosen com-
pliance with the law and its regulations. According to Fichte, such a radical
universal change in attitude and obedience is to be achieved by communal
civic education and the ensuing insight into the meaning and function of law
(7he Doctrine of the State, 1813)." The world-historical advance in the func-
tionality of law and politics envisioned by the late Fichte is in turn to provide
the civico-social base structure for everyone’s identically ethical conduct.
Fichte regards the civico-social world so brought about as an earthly paradise
(“realm of heaven on earth,” GA 11/16:164) characterized by collective ethical
self-perfection. In a political perspective, the Fichtean society of the future is
marked by an equality that is to be achieved through the abolition of inher-
ited position and private power, and a freedom that is to consist in unforced,
“free” obedience to the absolute authority of universal reason, as conveyed by
its interpreters and executors, whom Fichte identifies as philosopher-rulers in
the tradition of Plato’s philosopher-kings (GA 11/16:82 and GA 11/15:222).%°
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Conclusion: Idealism, Identity, and Difference

If there is one primary trait that separates Kant’s and Fichte’s similarly moti-
vated and oriented philosophical work, from its abstract theoretical founda-
tions to its concrete political consequences, it is Fichte’s firm focus on identity
at the expense of difference, on unity at the expenses of diversity, on oneness
at the expense of plurality, which lends Fichte’s thinking, in form as well as
content, an illiberal, even antiliberal character that is absent from Kants.
Starting from a shared concern for the possibility and actuality of freedom in
a world marked by deterministic natural laws and by unfree socio-civic cir-
cumstances, Kant and Fichte become exponents and forerunners of such
opposed movements as reformism and revolutionism, liberalism and social-
ism, and cosmopolitanism and nationalism, respectively. The divergent devel-
opment of Kant and Fichte attests to the considerable openness of the basic
idealist conception of freedom as rational self-determination or autonomy,
which the two share, to the entirely opposed philosophico-political conse-
quences that are drawn by Kant and Fichte under the formative influence of
differentiating personal and political factors. As Fichte himself knew, one’s
philosophy is “animated through the soul of the human being that owns it”
(GA 1/4:195).
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Fichte, German Idealism,
and the Parameters of Systematic
Philosophy

Andreas Schmidt

Fichte’s accession to Reinhold’s chair at the University of Jena was received
enthusiastically by many. Schelling writes to Hegel on January 6, 1795: “I
would be abundantly happy were I one of the first to welcome the new hero,
Fichte, to the land of truth!—Blessed be the great man! he will complete the
task!”! After the loss of his chair, however, Fichte was quickly confined to the
sidelines while German Idealism followed its own paths. It is therefore reason-
able to ask what role Fichte played in the development of German Idealism.
The answer, I argue, lies less in specific theses or arguments—although some
of these were certainly influential: one need only think of the mutual interde-
pendence of freedom and recognition—than in his introduction into classical
German philosophy of a number of problem-complexes, to which particu-
larly Schelling and Hegel responded in their respective ways. On the one
hand, this led to the three philosophers operating within a set of shared
parameters introduced by Fichte. On the other hand, however, the moves
they made within these parameters were so disparate that they can hardly be
said to be pursuing the same philosophical project. The four sets of problems
that [ want to examine in this chapter concern questions of the architecture of
the system, the object of philosophy, the certainty of the system, and the
method of generating the system. I will confine myself to the systems devel-
oped between 1794 and 1807, paying particular attention to Fichte’s
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Foundation of the Entire Wissenschaftslehre (1794/1795), Schelling’s System of
Transcendental Idealism (1800), and Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirir (1807).

Fichte and the Idea of a System

According to Fichte, philosophy must have the form of a system. In his 1794
treatise on philosophical method, Concerning the Concepr of the
Wissenschafislehre, he writes, “Philosophy is a science.... A science possesses
systematic form. All the propositions of a science are joined together in a
single first principle, in which they unite to form a whole” (EPW 101 [GA
1/2:112]). Such a system exists, according to Fichte, if the elements of the
theory stand in necessary relation to one another and together form a totality.
There are, however, two system-architectures that fulfill these conditions,
both of which can be found in Fichte’s work. On the one hand, Fichte stipu-
lates a system with a first principle, on which all other elements of the theory
depend, but which itself does not depend on any other element. There is,
however, a second possibility. A system can be composed of a complex of
interdependent elements. In that case there is no “first” principle.” Both
system-architectures have their advantages and disadvantages. The advantage
of a system developing from a first principle that does not depend on any-
thing is that it is possible to have secure knowledge of that principle while the
rest of the system still remains obscure. The disadvantage: if the principle is
independent of the rest of the system, then the rest of the system cannot be
derived from it by simply following its dependence relations. In that case, the
system lacks necessity. A holistic conception of the system solves this problem:
if everything is interdependent, then everything is necessary. Definite knowl-
edge of the system and its parts can then, of course, only be gained when the
entire system has been established.

Fichte, however, wants to have the best of both worlds. He thus writes,
for example:

The essence of philosophy would consist in this: 7o trace all multiplicity ... back
to absolute oneness.... “ To trace back”— precisely in the continuing insight of the
philosopher himself as follows: that he reciprocally conceives multiplicity
through oneness and oneness through multiplicity. That is, that, as a principle,
Oneness = A illuminates such muldplicity for him; and conversely, that multi-
plicity in its ontological ground can be grasped only as proceeding from A.
(WL,g04 23—4 [GA 11/8:8])

That, however, appears to be contradictory. The system must contain an ele-
ment that is at once dependent on and independent of the rest of the system.
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There appear to be only three solutions to this problem. Either one commits
oneself to a hierarchical system-architecture, or to an egalitarian one, or one
introduces a distinction of aspects: in one respect the first principle is depen-
dent; in another respect it is independent. This last approach is Fichte’s solu-
tion. More on that later.

What now is the object of the theory? What is it that is to be represented in
the form of a system? According to Fichte this object is consciousness: all the
mental acts of a finite rational being. “The system of the idealist is called
immanent philosophy because he finds his principle in consciousness and
remains in consciousness” (GA IV/2:22). In his classification of the forms of
consciousness, Fichte more or less follows Kant’s doctrine of the faculties. The
central problem for Fichte’s project of systematization is thus Kant’s distinc-
tion between theoretical and practical reason—what is missing in Kant is a
principle that unites these ‘reasons.” Fichte seeks to show that there is but one
reason and that this reason must necessarily differentiate itself into theoretical
and practical reason. Fichte’s solution consists in making practical reason,
under the label of the “absolute I,” his first principle. In the System of Ethics of
1798 he writes, “We are therefore once again and in a still higher sense claim-
ing the primacy of reason insofar as it is practical. Everything proceeds from
acting and from the acting of the I” (SE 90 [GA 1/5:95]). Here Fichte can
demonstrate his closeness to Kant, who, by writing that “because all interest
is ultimately practical and even the interest of speculative reason is only con-
ditional and is complete in practical use alone” (CPrR 5:121), argues for the
primacy of practical reason, without, of course, attempting to derive theoreti-
cal reason directly from it. The identification of practical reason with the T’
also has Kantian roots (see G 4:451). Practical reason is, for Kant, character-
ized by its self-legislation (Selbstgesetzgebung). This notion is reinforced by
Fichte, who develops from it the idea that the absolute I posits itself
(Selbstsetzung)—practical reason only exists insofar as it gives itself its own
law.? Fichte furthermore understands this self-legislation, in the form of self-
positing, to be the essence of the I, and thus every mental state must be under-
stood as the product of a self-positing of the I—every mental state must, in
other words, be understood as the product of free self-determination. With
regard to the capacity Kant calls sensibility, however, this poses a theoretical
problem, which Fichte confronts in the Foundation of the Entire
Wissenschafislehre.

How then does Fichte regard the certainty of this first principle? Since the
object of the theory is mental states, and since, according to Fichte, we are
conscious of all mental states (Fichte speaks of an “intellectual intuition”),
these mental states can be made explicit through philosophical reflection
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(confusingly, this too is called “intellectual intuition” by Fichte). This reflec-
tion on one’s own mental states, however, does not provide infallible certainty:
“The question is precisely whether and to what extent our portrayal is accu-
rate, and this is something which we can never show by strict proofs, but only
by probable ones” (EPW 130 [GA 1/2:146-7]). The first principle is, how-
ever, a different case. Since the first principle that reigns over the system of
consciousness is reason, Fichte can play with the idea of a ‘retorsive’ argu-
ment: the first principle—reason itself—is presupposed by all claims of
knowledge and therefore cannot be negated without running headlong into a
performative self-contradiction.* He thus writes that the first principle

provides the foundation for all knowledge; that is, if one has any knowledge at
all then one knows what this principle asserts. One knows it immediately as
soon as one knows anything at all. It accompanies all knowledge. It is contained
within all knowledge. It is presupposed by all knowledge. (EPW 109 [GA
1/2:121])°

Since, moreover, the first principle is practical reason, and practical reason is,
in turn, the basis for morality, there are also moral grounds for believing the
first principle to be true:

I can go no further from this standpoint, because I may not go any further; and
transcendental idealism thus appears at the same time as the only dutiful mode
of thought in philosophy, as that mode wherein speculation and the moral law
are most intimately united. I ought in my thinking to set out from the pure self,
and to think of the latter as absolutely self-active.... (WL 41 [GA 1/4:219f.])

There is, of course, no cure for the hardline skeptic, however convincing the
retorsive and moral argument may be, and there thus remains an element of
the arbitrary in the question of whether the first principle is adopted or not:

What sort of philosophy one chooses depends, therefore, on what sort of man
one is; for a philosophical system is not a dead piece of furniture that we can
reject or accept as we wish; it is rather a thing animated by the soul of the person

who holds it. (WL 16 [GA 1/4:195])

I now proceed to the question of the merhod by which Fichte constructs his
system. As has already been mentioned, the essence of the I lies in its self-
positing. It thus posits only itself. The I, however, also posits something other
than itself: a not-I. In only its second step the theory has thus contradicted
itself. In the Foundation of the Entire Wissenschafislehre Fichte reacts to this
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problem by introducing an analytic-synthetic method: two elements that are
(prima facie) contradictory but that must be thought together are given. The
philosopher must then attempt to resolve this problem by reformulating the
description of one or both of the elements so that the contradiction disap-
pears; in doing so, however, the reformulated version must retain those prop-
erties for the sake of which the element in question was introduced (synthetic
step). It is then shown that the contradiction reappears in slightly altered form
in the reformulated version, thus requiring a further synthesis (analytic or
antithetical step). In the Foundation of the Entire Wissenschaftslebre, the contra-
diction between the self-positing of the I and the positing of the not-I thus
becomes ever more refined, moving towards an insoluble basic contradiction,
which, however, is no longer understood as a defect of the theory, but rather
as a contradiction iz reality, and which is identified by Fichte with the “waver-
ing of imagination” (WL 194 [GA 1/2:360]). If we loosely term this analytic-
synthetic method ‘dialectics,” then we might say that here a dialectic of thought
transforms into a dialectic of being. This analytic-synthetic method is, of
course, not strictly deductive: the reformulation of the elements, by which the
ever-reoccurring contradiction is to be made to disappear, is itself not con-
tained within these elements but rather requires the creative intervention of
the philosopher. The steps do not follow each other with necessity; the
analytic-synthetic method is more heuristic than deductive.®

Fichte follows up on this analytic-synthetic method with another argument
which again has its own method. This new method has as its premise that
there is no I without self-consciousness (or, as Fichte puts it, “reflection”).
Everything that is entailed by the I must, therefore, be an object of the reflec-
tion of the I. This reflection as a whole is divided by Fichte into a series of
partial reflections, each of which is concerned with different structural prop-
erties of the I. Fichte depicts these partial reflections as a sequence of stages of
a reflection that is itself evolving, a “pragmatic history of the human mind”
(WL 198f. [GA 1/2:365]). The temporal dimension of this “pragmatic his-
tory” is, however, a fiction. In reality it is only the various steps in the develop-
ment of the theory that form a temporal sequence. The immanent reflection of
the I, as it is composed of its partial reflections, and as it is described by the
theory, does not itself evolve but is rather always given as a whole. The szarting
point of this fictitious “history” of the mind is identical to the end point of the
preceding analytic-synthetic argument, that is, to the “wavering of the imagi-
nation.” Its end point is the absolute I, with which the theory started and
which must, in turn, appear in the reflection. Fichte arranges the acts of reflec-
tion that connect starting point (wavering of the imagination) and end point
(absolute I) in such a way that they proceed from minimal to maximal self-
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activity of the I. The history of the mind can thus be read as a history of
emancipation: the I initially reflects itself as a state in which activity and
passivity are not yet distinct from one another, and then, in a series of acts of
reflection, it discovers its own self-activity, before finally re-finding itself in the
absolute L. It is through this “history of the mind” that Fichte secks to show
that the various syntheses merely asserted by us—the philosophers—in the
analytic-synthetic argument were not, indeed, arbitrary but are actually phe-
nomenologically demonstrable. The distinctions in the analytic-synthetic
description of the I are owed entirely to the constructive activity of the phi-
losopher; they are artefacts of the theory. Now, in the “history of the mind,”
we are confronted by data of the mind that occur in experience and that show
themselves to be real: “It follows at once that from now on we shall no longer
be concerned with mere hypotheses, in which the modicum of true content
must first be separated from the empty dross; but that everything established
henceforward is fully entitled to be credited with reality” (WL 198 [GA
1/2:365)).

At this point it only remains to revise our depiction of the architecture of the
system with which we began. For Fichte, as has been mentioned, there is no I
without self-consciousness. Self-consciousness, however, depends on a multi-
tude of conditions. There is no self-consciousness of the I without a “check”
(Anstofs), without intersubjective relations of recognition (Anerkennung), and
so forth. The individual subdisciplines of the Science of Knowledge have the
task of developing these conditions of self-consciousness. It should be noted
that it is the conditions of self-consciousness that are thus developed, not
those of the I itself. We are thus able to resolve the open question of the way
in which the first principle depends on the other parts of the system. There
can be no absolute I without self-consciousness and no self-consciousness
without the entirety of the system—as to its existence the absolute I is depen-
dent. But as to its justification it is not dependent on anything: everything is
justified in relation to it, not vice versa.

Let us now examine how Schelling and Hegel incorporate these four ele-
ments—system architecture, object, certainty, method—into their own sys-
tems and how, in part, they transformed them profoundly.

Schellingian Transformations

I will now turn to Schelling’s System of Transcendental Idealism (1800). With
regard to the method, we see that the “history of the mind,” which was only of
peripheral significance to Fichte, takes on a central role as the “history of self-
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consciousness”’; the entire System of Transcendental Idealism is of this form.
We do, however, find in Schelling a slight modification of this method, which
is of little significance for Schelling himself, but which will become immensely
important when we turn to Hegel.® Schelling makes a great deal of the neces-
sity of the succession of the individual steps—everything hinges on “present-
ing them in a sequence, whereby one can be certain, thanks to the very method
employed in its discovery, that no necessary intervening step has been omit-
ted; the result being to confer upon the whole an internal coherence which
time cannot touch.” To this end Schelling integrates the analytic-synthetic
method into the “historical” method. Schelling concisely describes his method
as follows:

Two opposites a and b (subject and object) are united by the act x, but x con-
tains a new opposition, ¢ and d ..., and so the act x itself again becomes an
object; it is itself explicable only through a new act = z, which perhaps again
contains an opposition, and so on."’

Thus integrated into a “history of self-consciousness,” the analytic-synthetic
method gains a new significance: whereas for Fichte the syntheses and antith-
eses were constructs of the philosopher, they are now understood as acts of
reflection of the mind, through which the mind becomes transparent to itself
and which the philosopher only has to replicate. There is, however, no change
to the merely heuristic character of the method. Schelling himself concedes as
much in the History of Modern Philosophy, where he characterizes his method
in the System of Transcendental Idealism as follows:

Between the objective I and the philosophising I there was roughly the same
relationship as between the pupil and the master in the Socratic dialogues. In
the objective I more was always posited in a developed way than it itself knew;
the activity of the subjective, of the philosophising I now consisted in helping
the objective I itself to knowledge and consciousness of what is posited in it, and
of finally bringing it in this way to complete knowledge of itself."

In view of the idiosyncrasy of Schelling’s characterizations of the I, one may
pose the question of whether the master might not impart to the pupil
thoughts which the pupil might never have had of his own accord. There is,
indeed, a further problem: because Fichte establishes his first principle in his
very first paragraph, he can resort to that principle in his “history of the
human mind” and can thus bring the acts of reflection into alignment with it.
Schelling, however, because he makes the method of the “history of self-
consciousness” absolute, cannot do the same: the first principle can only be
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found at the end of his history. His method, however, is incapable of achieving
this discovery without help. Schelling is thus also forced to fall back on an
“intellectual intuition” that precedes the “history of self-consciousness” and to
which, in turn, this history must do justice. I return to this issue below.

But what of the object of this history of self-consciousness? What is it that
is intellectually intuited and whose history is being told? In order to answer
these questions it is necessary to examine more closely the development of
Schelling’s relationship to Fichte. At the beginning of his philosophical career
Schelling was an ardent admirer of Fichte. His early work On the I as the
Principle of Philosophy or on the Unconditional in Human Knowledge (1795)
lies—at least on the surface—entirely within the tradition of Fichtean phi-
losophy.'? Beginning in 1797, however, Schelling begins to develop an inde-
pendent philosophy of nature. His fundamental idea is that nature, iz analogy
to the self-positing of the absolute I, can be understood as a self-organizing
productive power: “Nature has its reality by virtue of itself—it is its own
product—a whole, self-organizing, and organized by itself”'%; nature is “her
own (self-) legislator.”'* This is in itself not necessarily a deviation from the
Fichtean tradition and was, indeed, initially not understood as such by Fichte.
Philosophy of nature is an integral part of Fichte’s system, and Schelling’s
exposition of it is compatible with Fichte’s premises, but only insofar as
nature—read: nature as appearance—is understood to be constructed by the
I through a projection of properties that the I finds within itself and then goes
on to project onto the not-I. Fichte’s reaction to Schelling’s texts on the phi-
losophy of nature is, therefore, perhaps somewhat cautious, but by no means
negative.”” This all changes with the publication of Schelling’s System of
Transcendental Idealism. In the introduction to that text, Schelling proposes
that philosophy of nature should be coordinate to and coequal with transcen-
dental philosophy:

To make the objective primary, and to derive the subjective from that, is, as has
just been shown, the problem of nature-philosophy. 1f, then, there is a transcen-
dental philosophy, there remains to it only the opposite direction, that of proceed-
ing from the subjective, as primary and absolute, and having the objective arise from
this. Thus nature-philosophy and transcendental philosophy have divided into
the two directions possible to philosophy, and if @// philosophy must go about
either to make an intelligence out of nature, or a nature out of intelligence, then
transcendental philosophy, which has the latter task, is thus #he other necessary

basic science of philosophy."®

This, of course, is unacceptable to Fichte: to him, nature appears in conscious-
ness “not according to her own laws, but according to the immanent laws of
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intelligence” (GA 111/4:360). The contrast can, perhaps, be better put as fol-
lows: for Fichte, nature remains a not-I az its core, however many aspects of its
activity the I projects onto it—that is, nature remains an impediment to the
only real activity, the activity of the I. If we understand life as a metaphor for
activity, then nature is always concealing death behind its veneer of life."” In
contrast, Schelling, for whom nature, just like the I, is purely autonomous
activity, understands nature 7o be life. Schelling can thus claim that to Fichte
“nature is an empty objectivity, a mere world of the senses; it consists of affec-
tions of the self, rests upon inconceivable limits, in which it feels itself
enclosed, it is in its essence nonrational, unholy, not divine; in every respect
dead.”"® He, however, maintains “that it is impossible for us not to grasp any
given part of matter as a life.”"

Schelling, moreover, does not leave it at that. On a closer reading of the
System of Transcendental Idealism it becomes apparent that he does not merely
coordinate philosophy of nature and transcendental philosophy; in fact he
superordinates the former over the latter. This becomes clear when we com-
pare the end of Schelling’s “history of self-consciousness” with that of Fichte’s
“pragmatic history of the human mind.” Fichte ends with the categorical
imperative (GA 1/2:450)—in it the mind has an experience of its own essence
as self-legislative practical reason. Schelling, in contrast, ends his history with
aesthetics, or, more precisely, with the productivity of the artistic genius. In
the activity of the genius we experience the unity of conscious and free activity
with unconscious and natural activity that eludes all control. In the genius we
thus have a living experience of the unity of freedom and nature,® and it is
here, at the ‘point of indifference’ between freedom and nature, that the truth
of the mind lies. Herein the final synthesis is reached. At the end of its evolve-
ment the mind learns that free activity is, at the same time, the expression of
nature. It thus becomes clear that Fichte and Schelling are pursuing entirely
different projects: whereas Fichte, as a transcendental philosopher, is con-
cerned mainly with normative presuppositions that every finite rational being
must make in its truth claims, Schelling is concerned more with developing
an ontology of the various layers of reality and deriving their metaphysical
explanation from first principles. Looking back, we can find this difference in
nuce in Schelling’s earlier writings. Whereas Fichte orients himself via Kant’s
self-legislating practical reason in his conception of the absolute I (which, to
be fair, isanything but obvious in the Foundation of the Entire Wissenschafislebre),
it is notable that Schelling, in On the I as the Principle of Philosophy or on the
Unconditional in Human Knowledge, explicitly attempts to exclude the norma-
tive dimension of the absolute I from his discussion: “For the nonfinite I there
is no moral law, and in respect to its causality it is determined only as absolute
power, equal to itself.”*!
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With the publication of his Presentation of My System of Philosophy (1801),
Schelling finally breaks with Fichte. Aligning himself more closely with
Spinoza, he introduces “reason” or “absolute identity” as the first principle,
whose modes of appearance are mind and nature. The parallelism between the
two, discussed above, now finds its resolution in a theory of identity—much
like Spinoza’s parallelism between thought and extension is resolved through
their identity as attributes of one and the same substance. It would go beyond
the scope of this chapter to further explore Schelling’s new system. It is, how-
ever, worth examining Fichte’s reaction to it, as it illustrates the fundamental
differences between Schelling’s and Fichte’s system architecture. It is, indeed,
rather surprising that Fichte does not criticize the fact that Schelling no longer
posits the absolute I as the first principle. Rather, his criticism centers on the
fact that Schelling conceives of the first principle in such a way that nothing
can be derived from it—a problem which we identified above as that of a hier-
archical system-architecture:

Finally, by means of this definition reason is perfectly determined and closed,
that is to say, it is dead; and the author can indeed now repeat and reformulate
his proposition as much as he likes, but he will never find a means in a just and
consistent way to get out of it and move on to his remote determinations. If he
now really begins to awaken the dead in his own manner, and in the following
§§ attaches the predicates of nothing and totality, unity and equality to this
concept of reason and tries to demonstrate with them, one should inquire as to
how he himself has arrived at these predicates. Because if the essence of reason
is really exhausted by this first definition, then this predicate has to be derived
from an analysis of this definition as necessarily grounded in the essence of rea-
son. (PR 122-3 [GA 11/5:487-8])

In his absolute identity Schelling may have found a principle of unity, but this
cannot at the same time be the principle of difference. It is not without irony
that this is the same objection that Hegel levels against Fichte: “Here, then,
we have no more to do with derivation,”” Hegel jibes in reference to the
unmediated introduction of the second principle in the Foundation of the
Entire Wissenschafislehre. Why then does Fichte believe himself to be immune
to the objection he raises against Schelling? The answer, in my opinion, lies in
a second objection that Fichte raises against Schelling: “So then he says: rea-
son exists; in this way he externalizes reason from the start and sets himself
apart from it; thus one must congratulate him that with his definition he has

not hit the right reason. This objectification of reason is completely the wrong
path” (WL,gp4 110 [GA 11/8:210]). As was mentioned above, the absolute, for
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Fichte, is always given within finite self-consciousness and cannot exist in any
other way; whosoever removes it from this context commits, according to
Fichte, the sin of dogmatism. In the Foundation of the Entire Wissenschaftslebre
this was already his objection to Spinoza:

He separates pure and empirical consciousness. The first he attributes to God,
who is never conscious of himself, since pure consciousness never attains to
consciousness; the second he locates in the specific modifications of the Deity.
So established, his system is perfectly consistent and irrefutable, since he takes
his stand in a territory where reason can no longer follow him; but it is also
groundless; for what right did he have to go beyond the pure consciousness
given in empirical consciousness? (WL 101 [GA 1/2:263)])

Fichte now levels the same objection against Schelling: Schelling forgets that
it is he himself that grasps the absolute and that the absolute cannot simply be
removed from this epistemic relationship. If this necessary connection between
the absolute and finite self-consciousness is understood, then the problem
reflected in the first of Fichte’s objections above—the problem of transition
from the first principle to the rest of the system—is also resolved. The absolute
is the principle of unity, self-consciousness the principle of difference (for iz is
subject to an array of conditions, which, as a consequence, can be derived
from it); but the one cannot exist without the other and whoever speaks of the
absolute must implicitly think of it as appearing in self-consciousness. The
transition from the first principle to the system has therefore, for Fichte,
always already occurred, whereas for Schelling—according to Fichte—it must
remain arbitrary.

What then is the epistemic status of Schelling’s system? What can we say of
its certainty? As has already been mentioned, in his System of Transcendental
Idealism Schelling invokes an intellectual intuition of the first principle, which
the history of self-consciousness must then do justice to. For his expansion
into the philosophy of nature, however, he cannot fall back upon an intellec-
tual intuition, insofar as this is understood as a form of introspection. He
nonetheless does so, by introducing a different form of intellectual intuition,
a form he calls “objective” intellectual intuition:

For the purpose of the philosophy of nature I stipulate an intellectual intuition,
as it is stipulated in the science of knowledge; I, however, also stipulate the
abstraction from the intuiting subject in this intuition, an abstraction that leaves
me with the purely objective of this act, which is in itself merely subject-object,
but in no way = 1.7
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Certainly, if the structures of the mind are isomorphic with the structures of
nature, then it is possible to understand the essence of nature through intro-
spective intellectual intuition. But it is difficult to understand how it could
thus be shown hat this isomorphism exists. Aesthetic intuition, as Schelling
discusses it at the end of the System of Transcendental Idealism, might afford a
hint of this isomorphism—but no more than a hint. It might therefore be
better to read Schelling’s philosophy of nature, in spite of its ambition, as a
speculative hermeneutics of natural phenomena.

Hegel, the System, and the Challenge
of Skepticism

In turning to Hegel and his Phenomenology of Spirit, it is to be noted from the
outset that the question of the right method of constructing the system and
the question of the system’s certainty cannot be separated; that is precisely
Hegel’s point. For compared to Fichte and Schelling, Hegel is far more con-
scious of the skeptical challenges regarding the question of what the first prin-
ciple of philosophy is. When debating the relative merits of the foundations
of rival philosophical systems, we find ourselves in a “he-said/she-said” situa-
tion. Falling back upon an “intellectual intuition” is no solution, as this move
is open to all parties: “one arid assurance is just as valid as another.”* Is there
a rational selection method that makes a decision possible? Such a method
cannot consist of appealing to shared premises and seeing if these premises are
incompatible with one system or the other, for we are examining systems that
diverge in their very premises. It is also impossible to critique philosophical
theories by applying external criteria that are not accepted by them, as such
criteria would themselves require justification. It must therefore be shown
that the competing theories destroy themselves from the inside by embroiling
themselves in contradictions. That is what Hegel understands his technique of
immanent critique to be. According to Hegel, the rival and successively cri-
tiqued theories can be ordered in such a way that each successive theory avoids
the contradictions of its predecessor before, in turn, lapsing into its own con-
tradictions. The new theory is thus—as Hegel puts it—the “determinate
Negation™ of its predecessor: it is a negation because it recognizes its prede-
cessor’s falsehood and takes its predecessor’s place; it is determinate because it
does not merely reject the predecessor, but rather learns from its mistakes and
seeks to avoid said mistakes (with the least possible effort on its own part).
The result of this ordering is a history of cultivation: “The series of the figura-
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tions of consciousness which consciousness traverses on this path is the full
history of the cultivation of consciousness itself into science.”* A final point
would be reached either if we reached a theory which avoids all internal con-
tradictions, or if, in the end, we encountered a contradiction that could not
be resolved by any subsequent theory.

Hegel thus integrates the analytic-synthetic method into the history of self-
consciousness in an entirely different way than Schelling. The pivotal step in
the development of the method of immanent critique is that it is no longer
the actions of the mind, which must, as such, first be conceptualized, that are
the object of investigation, but rather the philosophical theories themselves—
a decisive difference, since theories are already sets of propositions and can, as
such, harbor contradictions; thus the philosopher no longer needs to inter-
vene through interpretation by reading ever new syntheses and analyses into
his object but instead can confine himself to uncovering the contradictions
already present in the theories. All that remains for the philosopher to do is to
put the theories in such an order that they form an ascending sequence of
problem solving capacities. Hegel is of the opinion that the transitions from
one theory to the next are sufficiently motivated by “determinate negation”
that the course of the sequence and its end result are fully justified. He can
thus do without an intellectual intuition, which remained necessary for
Schelling in order to anticipate the results. The method itself generates the
certainty of the system.

With regard to the system architecture, Hegel emphasizes that the theories
critiqued in the course of the Phenomenology of Spirit together form “the
whole realm of the truth of spirit.”®” That is, the examined theories are not
arbitrary philosophical constructs that are eliminated from the sequence as
soon as they are shown to be self-contradictory, but rather are based on the
actual structure of the mind or spirit. As such the course of the Phenomenology,
its treatment of the various theories, is also a successive self-enlightenment of
the mind with regard to its own constitution; what was always already implicit
in the mind is progressively made explicit until, in the end, the mind becomes
entirely self-transparent. What is essential, however, to an understanding of
the system architecture is that all of these elements are merely “moments” of
the whole, that none of them is in itself the “absolute” or a “first principle.”
The critiqued theories are thus not abandoned in their entirety—their falsity
lies in the singling out and isolation of one moment of the whole, which is
then mistakenly taken to be that whole. It is here—in the question of the
architecture of the system—that Hegel’s main critique of Fichte lies. Fichte
singles out one moment of the whole—the absolute I, practical reason, what-
ever one wants to call it—and treats it as something independent, something
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un-conditioned. This not only leads to this moment, considered in isolation,
becoming dysfunctional (or “empty,” as Hegel puts it), but also means that
the rest of the system cannot be developed by simply introducing into it that
which is as yet unaccounted for. Fichte, according to Hegel, thus cannot do
justice to his claims of systematicity.?® This contrast can also be put as follows:
Fichte, as mentioned above, distinguishes between the principle of unity and
the principle of difference: the principle of unity is practical reason; that of
difference is (finite) self-consciousness. Plurality enters the system through the
manifold conditions of self-consciousness—practical reason itself remains an
unaffected unity wholly outside of this plurality and only indirectly connected
to it by the fact that without its manifestation in self-consciousness, there
would be no practical reason. For Hegel, in contrast, there exists no such dis-
tinction between the principle of unity and the principle of difference: “The
true is the whole”® and thus necessarily accommodates a plurality within itself.

What then is the object of the system for Hegel? If we keep to the
Phenomenology of Spirit, the object of the theory is, unsurprisingly, “spirit.”
Spirit is, as evidenced by the table of contents, in turn placed under the head-
ing of “reason.” We are thus dealing with a theory of reason—just like in
Fichte, just like in Schelling. But with a view to the revised idea of the archi-
tecture of the system, we can no longer expect reason to be understood as
something unconditioned. Rather, its manifold relations and interdependen-
cies must be uncovered: there is no reason without experience (and vice versa);
there is no reason without intersubjective relations of recognition (and vice
versa); and so forth. Hegel is particularly concerned with showing that ele-
ments that are not usually attributed to reason, or that are even thought of as
opposed to it, in fact are necessary conditions for reason and can thus be
understood as necessary constituents of it. It is in this sense that reason is only
“at home with [itself] in [its] other™® 7hat these various conditions exist
remains, of course, to be shown in each particular case: the mere reference to
the idea of the architecture of the system proves nothing. It is here that philo-
sophical argument must rise to the challenge.

Is reason for Hegel then a principle of transcendental philosophy, as it is for
Fichte, or is it rather a metaphysical principle, as it is for Schelling? It seems
to me that Hegel wants to avoid deciding this question. I have shown that
Hegel does not make practical reason absolute. Since making practical reason
absolute is the main motive for Fichte’s idealism, Hegel does not necessarily
have to adopt an idealistic position. In fact, in the introduction to the
Phenomenology of Spirit, Hegel argues for realism: he criticizes modern repre-
sentationalism, which leads to skeptical positions, and writes:
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This fear [of erring] presupposes representations of cognizing as an instrument
and as a medium, and it also presupposes a difference between our own selves
and this cognition; but above all it presupposes that the absolute stands on one
side and that cognition stands on the other for itself, and separated from the
absolute, though cognition is nevertheless something real; that is, it presupposes
that cognition, which, by being outside of the absolute, is indeed also outside of
the truth, is nevertheless truthful; an assumption through which that which

calls itself the fear of error gives itself away to be known rather as the fear
of truth.

Furthermore, he is not prepared to equate reason with the absolute I; Fichte’s
formula “I = 1,” which is meant to express the self-positing of the I, is, for him,
a mere “motionless tautology.”*

Hegel, however, also warns of the reification of the I that occurs when we
conceive of it as distinct from us. That is the error of religion, which remains
in the medium of mere “picture thinking” and must first be rectified by the
“concept” of philosophy: “What in religion was content, or the form of rep-
resenting an other, is here the self s own doing. The concept makes it binding
that the content is that of #he self s own doing.”?? Insofar as reason cannot exist
without the “self’s own doing,” Hegel thus appears in his conception of reason
to be closer to Fichte than to Schelling, for whom reason is the original ground
of nature.

Conclusion: Fichte and the Parameters of German
Idealism

These reflections on these parameters introduced into philosophy by Fichte
are, admittedly, very brief and cursory. It does, however, appear to me to be
useful to distinguish these four axes: through them it is possible to construct
a logical space of philosophical positions within the paradigm of German
Idealism and thus to identify the choices made by the various philosophers of
that paradigm in order to position themselves within it. Certainly, these
parameters are not entirely independent of one another: whether, for exam-
ple, the architecture of the system is holistic or hierarchical is a question that
depends on the conception of the object of the theory. It is nonetheless useful
to initially distinguish these four parameters, in order to then further investi-
gate their interdependence.

The question of whether the history of German Idealism is one of success
(Kroner) or of decline (Lauth), or whether, in fact, it is a threefold completion
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(Janke),** must thus be considered in a more nuanced light. Wherever one
stands on Fichte’s own theory, one must hold it to his credit that he estab-
lished this entire supple paradigm of German Idealism.

Translated by Moritz Hellmich
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Fichte on the Standpoint of Philosophy
and the Standpoint of Ordinary Life

Halla Kim

Fichte is well known for having radically transformed Kant’s transcendental
idealism and for having discovered the root of this system in the dynamic
activities of the pure I, which are known as “fact-acts” (Zathandlungen).'
Nevertheless, it is not well known that, in the process, Fichte makes a pivotal
distinction between the standpoint of philosophy and the standpoint of life.
Despite its far-reaching consequences, this distinction has received scant
attention—which is unfortunate, because, since Fichte’s own time, neglect of
the distinction has resulted in numerous unfounded attacks upon, and gross
misunderstandings of, Fichte’s idealism. Indeed, this distinction enables his
system of philosophy (the so-called Wissenschafislehre) to be self-consistent
and materially resourceful without losing its substantial relevance for the
actual reality of life. It thus deserves our most close scrutiny, given the way in
which it frames Fichte’s whole philosophical project.

In what follows, I show (1) how, exactly, Fichte distinguishes between these
two standpoints and (2) why he accords special authority or priority to the
standpoint of philosophy over the standpoint of life. I then provide a general
assessment of the distinction in its historical and philosophical context. Next,
I argue that, with the distinction between the two standpoints, Fichte radical-
izes the nature of philosophy, and in offering a synoptic vision of the two
standpoints, his transcendental idealism achieves a harmony between them,
ensuring the unity of speculation and life as well as the unity of knowledge
and action.
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The Aim of Fichte’s System

There is no question that Fichte’s first truly systematic work, Foundation of the
Entire Wissenschaftslehre (1794/1795), was greatly influenced by Kant’s tran-
scendental idealism. In this work and others following it, he structured the
presentation of his system around the highest principle of original self-
consciousness,” on the basis of which he undertook to account for the experi-
ence of putatively mind-independent objects. In his Jena period (1794-1799),
starting with the basic insights of the most dominant view at the time, namely
Kant’s transcendental idealism, Fichte moved on to give a systematic con-
struction of the most important activities of our consciousness (such as the
original and derivative activities of the pure I) together with the ensuing deri-
vation of the embodied beings (including our own bodies) in space and time,
as well as other rational beings.

Nevertheless, no matter how “Kantian” in spirit Fichte’s enterprise might
be, he was at the same time unmistakably of the view that Kant’s own project
contained serious lacunas. It was in fact the incisive objections of such critics
as E H. Jacobi and G. E. Schulze that prompted Fichte to propound a radi-
cally revised version of Kantian transcendental idealism: one that would offer
adequate responses to the challenges of nihilism and skepticism induced by
the Spinozistic dogmatism and the Kantian-style idealism, respectively. As the
bastion of the system of freedom, Fichte felt greatly threatened by the onset of
this Spinozistic dogmatism, which held that everything in nature is com-
pletely and causally determined by the laws of nature. But this left no room
whatsoever for value and morality, thus ending with nihilism.’> At the same
time, despite his allegiance to the basic spirit of Kantiansim, he was equally
wary of the skeptical consequences implied by the dogmatic legacy of the
“thing in itself” in Kant’s view. Against this background, Fichte made it abun-
dantly clear that one of the central aims of his ambitious project just was to
show that we are active beings freely exercising our power in the natural world
that is, however, composed of embodied objects in space and time that are
necessarily determined.”

To Fichte’s disappointment, however, the reception of the Foundation was
far from enthusiastic. Fichte felt that he had not been understood at all. First,
there was the prevailing misinterpretation of his idealism, according to which,
for Fichte, the whole empirical world is somehow created by the “I” when the
latter posits it.” Furthermore, his genetic construction of our consciousness
and its objects in the world immediately invited the suspicion that he revived
the transcendent metaphysics, which Kant had tried so hard to prevent
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in his transcendental dialectic of the First Critique. For example, in his open
letter of August 7, 1799, Kant vitriolically accused Fichte of failing to make
the all-important distinction between analytic and synthetic judgments.® For
Fichte was presumably trying to deduce experience on the meager basis of the
concepts of identity and negation.” Thus, to Kant’s eyes, Fichte’s system was
no different from the monadic fancy of the Leibniz-Wolfhan kind.

The Distinction of the Two Standpoints

In order to deflect the charge of skepticism and nihilism, both of which can
cast doubt on the value of any of our activities, Fichte had to make a con-
certed effort to clarify the task of transcendental philosophy.® Above all, Fichte
made it clear that philosophy is intrinsically a reflective activity. While we
ordinarily see and think directly about the objects of representations, philoso-
phers “reflect upon the activity of representing” itself (EPW 201 [GA
11/3:329]). In other words, philosophy begins by turning our attention
inward, by means of reflection upon the human mind. Philosophy is the “sys-
tematic history of the human mind’s universal modes of acting” (EPW 208
[GA 11/3:334]).” “Philosophy” therefore “teaches us to seek for everything
within the I” (EPW 83 [GA 1/2:87]). Indeed, as Fichte puts it: “the material
of all philosophy is itself the human mind or spirit, considered in all its affairs,
activities, and modes of acting. Only after it has made an exhaustive inventory
of all of these modes of acting is philosophy Wissenschafislehre” (EPW 200
[GA 11/3:328]). But the philosopher’s life is not exhausted by the life of the
mind. She not only has philosophical moments, but she also must live a life
in the daily context. How are these two aspects or moments related to each
other in the course of the world? Fichte suggests that we make a sharp distinc-
tion between the “standpoint” of ordinary life and that of transcendental
reflection, which is the standpoint required of the philosopher.

He was, however, not the first to make such a distinction. Kant, for exam-
ple, already made a similar distinction between two standpoints when he dis-
tinguished transcendental idealism from empirical realism and went on to
argue for their identity. He also tacitly appealed to the standpoint of common
sense, versus the standpoint of philosophy as a metaphysics of morals, in
Groundwork 1 and Groundwork 11, respectively. It was, however, Fichte who,
whenever he faced serious challenges to his system, responded by a consistent
recourse to the two-standpoints distinction.

Without doubt, Fichte is widely remembered as the philosopher who

emphasizes life and practice, and it is no wonder that he accords a special
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importance to the standpoint of ordinary life.'® To begin with, the standpoint
of ordinary human life is the one with which we are all familiar. Obviously, it
is concerned with the common transactions we daily engage in as simple,
naive, and busily occupied individuals. Thus, it deals with the familiar objects
and states of affairs in our natural, physical, social and political, and even
religious environments, as well as our typical responses and reactions to them.
In this sense, it is naturally and primarily concerned with our commonplace
construal of our sensations (which Fichte sometimes calls “feelings”) as repre-
sentations of physical objects (EPW 199 [GA 11/3:327]). Here we believe
ourselves to be aware both of mind-independent objects and of our own rep-
resentations of them. Following Fichte, we can perhaps say that there is an
awareness of a double series: the series of objects and the series of representa-
tions of them (NM 78 [GA IV/3:314]).

It then appears that at the level of ordinary life, we are primarily “realists,”
in the sense that our activities are believed to be determined by the being of
things. Indeed, we clearly believe that there are objects out there and that our
representations of them are involuntarily imposed upon us, in what Fichte
calls “representations accompanied by a feeling of necessity” (IWL 8 [GA
1/4:186]). The I is thus regarded as the natural product of the not-I."" In the
process, we easily fall victim to the fallacy of taking sensible objects as things
in themselves.

Additionally, in the ordinary life, we are not only aware of objects and of
our representations of them; we are also conscious of our own activity of rep-
resenting, no matter how dimly we may be aware of it. This then leads to our
belief that we are able to make a difference to the world through our free
agency, in “the representations accompanied by a feeling of freedom” (IWL 8
[GA 1/4:186]), and that this can be achieved by way of our obedience to, and
practice of our moral duties. In other words, we are aware of ourselves as inde-
pendent and free. Thus our ordinary life is not only concerned with the com-
mon cognition of material objects and other persons but also with our
“practical awareness of freedom of action and thought.”'* Therefore, in ordi-
nary life, there is definitely an awareness of our moral ideals and ends."

Because we naively believe both that we are determined by objects and that
we also are capable of freely determining them, this naturally gives rise to a
tension in our outlook. The standpoint of life inextricably intertwines two
commitments that create a contradiction: one between freedom and deter-
minism. If the things that we do in life are completely causally determined in
a way that is beyond our control, then how can we be morally and socially
responsible for them? This is a serious problem that can preclude any consis-
tent conception of human life. We routinely shrug off the problem and go on



5 Fichte on the Standpoint of Philosophy and the Standpoint... 101

with life, pretending that this matters little, but there is no denying that ordi-
nary life’s outlook on things presents a big challenge to impartial observers
and gives rise to a conceptual crisis in its midst.

According to Fichte, a successful resolution of this dilemma requires raising
one’s consciousness to the standpoint of philosophy. Philosophy is needed to
resolve such quandaries, because only philosophy can provide a reflective
activity. The only way one can answer the philosophical questions regarding
the nature and limits of our default view and its underlying assumptions is by
turning our attention inward, by means of a reflection upon the human mind.
In this way philosophy dissolves the realist deception inherent in our ordinary
viewpoint, the error of mistaking sensible objects for things in themselves.'

At this point, in order to introduce the philosophical perspective properly,
we stand in need of freedom fully engaged. This is because philosophy begins
with an abstraction, an operation by which we freely detach ourselves from
everything that is not directly concerned with the I in our experience. Also,
instead of looking outside, we need to look inside when we take up philoso-
phy—that is, we need to reflect on the I. This is the reason why abstraction,
as the operation of separating the I from the facts of experience, is required.
Further, abstraction demands a free exercise of the will at its full capacity.”
Without freedom, and without abstraction as well as reflection, philosophy
would be an impossibility.

Turning inward and reflecting on the I marks the first beginning of phi-
losophy. But the ability to reflect on the I helps us to reflect on the necessary
conditions of the possibility of ordinary experience (EPW 203 [GA 11/3:331]).
Accordingly, philosophy has the task of “deriving,” and hence of “explaining,”
our ordinary experience. So, even though philosophy must abstract from
experience, and although this abstraction paves the way for an exposition of
the patterns of the human mind in its operations, philosophy must bear in
mind that the reflection goes nowhere unless it comes back to experience and
explicates the latter in terms of the resources inherent in the mind. As Fichte
puts it, “within human reason,” we can find “the task of explaining the foun-
dations of experience” (IWL 33 [GA 1/4:206]).

But not just any philosophy will do. We need to make a choice between
two possibilities: dogmatism and idealism.'® Dogmatism holds that the I is
determined by the thing, that is, the not-I. So, we may say that the dogma-
tism is an “object’-centered theory. On the other hand, idealism holds that
the I determines the thing. In this respect, the idealism is a “subject”-oriented
philosophy. Fichte’s view is that fundamentally idealism and dogmatism are
the only available systems of philosophy. How then do we choose between the
two? Fichte here famously suggests that “the kind of philosophy one chooses
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thus depends upon what kind of person one is” (IWL 20 [GA 1/4:195]). This
seems to show that, if we ever have to choose between them, our choice
would be necessarily guided by our own subjective preference. However,
note that we do not make the choice here as ordinary individuals. In ordi-
nary life, we don’t have to make this choice. The standpoint of ordinary life
allows the possibility of the non-cacophonous coexistence of these two radi-
cally different viewpoints. Only when we consciously abstract from ordinary
life and reflect on it, are we then faced with the choice between the two. In
other words, the choice in question is a philosophical one: it is a choice we
make as philosophers. And this requires our active agency, as “the decision
between these two systems is determined by free choice” (IWL 18 [GA
1/4:194]).

Our ordinary life is a web of succeeding moments of freedom and deter-
mination. In it, we sometimes face the dilemma of free choice and deter-
minism. When you choose dogmatism in your philosophical moment, you
hold on to one horn of the dilemma and discard the other. In this case, you
hold that our freedom must be an illusion. We are then immediately chal-
lenged by the threat that the whole world might turn out to be without
value and meaning. Thus, it seems necessary that dogmatism leads to nihil-
ism. But, since the choice of dogmatism itself is an outcome of an exercise
of free choice, dogmatism seems to be practically inconsistent. All in all,
even though Fichte may sound as though he is suggesting that the opposi-
tion between dogmatism and idealism cannot be rationally resolved—that
is, that the decision between them is a matter of a philosopher’s subjective
temperament—his ultimate verdict is that idealism has an edge over
dogmatism.

Although there is no denying that the possibility of seeing things from the
point of view of philosophy depends partly on the conception of things from
the ordinary point of view, the former is by no means completely determined
by the latter.'” To be sure, it must be acknowledged that the standpoint of
philosophy is adopted by persons who live their lives as ordinary individuals.
Thus the standpoint of philosophy must always have ordinary experience for
its background. If the standpoint of philosophy is perceived as being in con-
flict with the standpoint of life, then this is only because both standpoints
are treated as two equally valid theoretical positions. Instead, we must
acknowledge, as we will see shortly, firstly, that we should consider both
standpoints to be inexorably practical, and secondly, that knowledge claims
made in ordinary life depend crucially on practical beliefs, which are higher

than knowledge.



5 Fichte on the Standpoint of Philosophy and the Standpoint... 103

Transcendental Philosophy and the Practical
Stance

It is the job of the philosopher to explain the experience that is viewed in
ordinary life. In order to do this, the philosopher must abstract from ordi-
nary experience and reflect on it. She must be able to elevate herself to a
higher standpoint by freely analyzing it and observing what follows from it.
However, as we have observed, idealism is not the only way to reflect on the
experience in question philosophically. There are two ways to do it: in the
right way and in the wrong way. One elevates oneself in the wrong way if one
abstracts from the ordinary experience but tries to explain it from the side of
things. In other words, one might end up assuming the “dogmatic” philo-
sophical standpoint and trying to derive the subject’s experience from that
standpoint. This wrongheaded philosophy then attempts to explain ordinary
experience by postulating the world of things in themselves, which are
thought to cause the experience. It is interesting to note that dogmatism as a
philosophy resembles the ordinary standpoint in being “realist” about things
out there, but it also radically distorts experience as it is encountered in the
ordinary standpoint. For dogmatism reduces the dual series of objects and
representations present (no matter how dimly) in the ordinary standpoint to
a single series of objects by focusing on only the “representations with a feel-
ing of necessity.” Thus, dogmatism as a philosophy does not do justice to our
ordinary experience.

On the other hand, if you adopt the idealist standpoint, then you take the
double series of things seriously and attempt to explain experience on that
basis. Idealism thus holds that, within consciousness itself, there is a dual
series of “objects” and “representations.” It then appears that taking an idealist
position would fulfill the task of accounting for our experience more consis-
tently. However, the matter is not so simple.

Above all, adopting an idealism is only the first step in identifying the
proper philosophical system for the task at hand, because idealism can be
divided into two sorts: dogmatic idealism and critical idealism. Dogmatic
idealism holds that reality is exhausted by the infinite —in other words, that
the subject completely determines the object, such that the latter completely
depends on the former.'® On the other hand, critical idealism holds that the I
determines the not-1, but in a way that allows limitedness and finitude in the
former. Characteristic of critical idealism is the claim that it recognizes the
interdependence of the subject and the object. “No subject, no object; no
object, no subject” (WL 168 [GA 1/2:332-33]).
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Fichte thus invokes a critical idealism which is the same as transcendental
idealism. But here again, there are two versions of transcendental idealism, so
it appears that, even if we make an ascent to transcendental idealism, we still
need to face competing alternatives: the Kantian version of transcendental
idealism or the Fichtean version of the same. Kantian transcendental idealism,
which involves starting from subjectivist knowledge and thus is merely theo-
retically oriented in its underlying outlook, will fail to ground our knowledge
of the world, for it leads to skepticism with its commitment to the existence
of the thing in itself. As we will see shortly, we may say, in the language of the
Vocation of Man, that this view represents the standpoint of “knowledge”
(Wissen). On the other hand, Fichte’s idealism represents the standpoint of
“belief” (Glaube).

Fichte contends that the root problem of the Kantian transcendental ideal-
ism is the central role it accords to “representations” in critical philosophy,
which reflects its emphasis on knowledge. On this Kantian view, if the subject
cannot relate itself to the object by way of representations, then there is no
knowledge. Fichte, however, questions the separation of the theoretical and
the practical that this emphasis on representation entails. According to Fichte,
representing the world depends on an act of a special kind: the original self-
consciousness which Fichte sometimes calls “ Zathandlung.” Indeed, for him,
philosophy must begin with an act, not a fact. The faculty of desire—in other
words, will—is the fundamental organizing principle of the mind that lies at
the heart of our relation to the world. Descartes once claimed, “I think, there-
fore I am.” Fichte could not have accepted this claim as it stands, and instead
must have said, “I will, therefore I am.” Since what I am is determined by
what I will, “I will, therefore I am” can be abridged as “I am 1.” This is in fact
the very starting point of the Foundation of the Entire Wissenschaftslebre.

As I pointed out earlier, in ordinary life, we are naturally conscious of our
freedom (EPW 421 [GA, 11I/3:73]). But this is not a full-fledged awareness,
because here our practical obedience to the moral law takes place without a
heightened awareness. Only in transcendental idealism can the latter be fully
achieved. Such a transcendental idealism alone would present the philosophy
of freedom in the strictest sense. As we have seen above, the transcendental
philosopher carefully observes the way in which the human mind works. He
freezes this process, “holding still for examination that which is changeable
and transient within the mind” (EPW 200 [GA 11/3:328]). In focusing on the
act of representing instead of the objects of representing, the philosopher’s
standpoint propels us to the position of reflection and we thereby gain “a new
and higher insight into the origins and overall significance” of the whole way
of representing reality."” Fichte then affirms that, from the standpoint of
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transcendental philosophy, the interaction of freedom and nature could be
explained by attributing sovereignty to practical reason. We can then deduce
how the world is from how it ought to be.”® From this, we can go on to
explain how free moral actions take place in the world. The standpoint of
transcendental philosophy thus achieves a harmony between freedom and the
sensible world—that is, between the self-determination of the free I and the
determined nature of the finite I. The latter is possible only because of the
former. In other words, our free agency is the necessary condition of the pos-
sibility of the determined order of the sensible world. For philosophers,
accordingly, there is no conflict between transcendental idealism and the
commonsense realism of everyday life. For Fichte, “the standpoint of life is
comprehensible only from the standpoint of speculation” (IWL 38n [GA
1/4:210n]).*! One can be a philosopher and continue to live one’s life.

In this sense, Fichtean transcendental idealism is “the only kind of philo-
sophical thinking that is in accord with duty” (IWL 50 [GA 1/4:219]). Any
rational being who takes the command of duty seriously—as reason absolutely
requires of us—must also, on that basis, take seriously the reality (not to say the
material reality) of the beings with which she must interact in service to that
commitment.?? As Fichte himself puts it, “I certainly and truly have these deter-
minate duties ... which I cannot conceive nor carry out other than in a world
such as I experience. The world of the senses and belief in the reality of that
world is produced in no other way” (VM 78 [GA 1/6:264]). This also means
that the standpoint of the Wissenschafislehre is available only to those who are
already committed to the existence of rational beings in their interactions with
each other. Fichte’s practical version of transcendental idealism is therefore the
only philosophy capable of explaining the relationship between moral freedom
and the sense of compulsion and restraint that is prominent in ordinary life.**
In doing so, it resolves the contradiction between freedom and necessity.

This view of Fichte’s, namely, the view that practical reason (i.e., will) takes
precedence over theoretical reason (i.e., intelligence), is widely known as the
doctrine of the primacy of practical reason.? This entails, among other things,
that knowledge is the result of action rather than theoretical contemplation. This
doctrine also entails that the existence of the external world is demonstrable only
through my striving to change the world. As Fichte puts it, “our world is the
material of our duty made sensible. This is the truly real element in things, the
true, basic stuff of all appearance” (IWL 150 [GA 1/4:353]). For Fichte, how-
ever, practical reason, instead of giving us the warrant to hold certain moral and
religious beliefs that we cannot demonstrate or refute through theoretical reason
(as in Kant), gives us a warrant to uphold the moral ideals of God, immortality,
and providence only as goals for action. Thus, in practical reasoning, we
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are justified, not in believing in transcendent objects, but only in ascribing to
ourselves the right to act for the sake of these ideals.

Indeed, Kant himself famously suggests that the mind knows objects only
to the extent that it creates them, apparently on the grounds that “we can
know a priori of things only what we ourselves put into them” (Bxii). But
Fichte counters that the only extent to which we ever know about objects is
set by the will itself. Thus, what we will takes precedence over what we know.
This is why, in Fichte’s practical idealism, knowledge is always arrived at en
route toward a task or an end (which, however, is never fully attainable).

Now, for Fichte, the standpoint of the practically-oriented transcendental
philosophy is further integrated into the standpoint of belief, which is pre-
sented in Book III of the Vocation of Man, as his letter to Schlegel attests (GA
111/4:283). As is well known, two different perspectives are laid out in the
Vocation: that of knowledge (Book II) and that of belief (Book III). But the
former is a theoretical position that is never “integrated into life,” while the
latter represents an inexorably and irreducibly practical standpoint.

According to Fichte, belief (or faith) as an expression of a pure act of will,
rather than knowledge (as an expression of representation), is capable of secur-
ing his system against the threat of nihilism and skepticism.? But this by no
means entails a reintroduction of transcendent metaphysics. Rather, it
expresses a commitment whose content is in keeping with Fichte’s transcen-
dental deduction of the conditions of experience. Thus, the Fichtean stand-
point of “belief” goes hand in hand with the transcendental explanation of
experience (and in particular with the Wissenschafislehre's “first principles,”
which articulate the ultimate conditions of the possibility of experience).
While there is no denying that the Kantian standpoint of (theoretical) tran-
scendental philosophy goes beyond the mechanistic impasse entailed by
Spinozistic dogmatism (as amply suggested in Book I of the Vocation of Man),
it nonetheless cannot face up to the challenge of skepticism about the external
world and other minds. Belief then must take the place of knowledge as the
foundation of the philosophical standpoint. Suggesting that practical tran-
scendental idealism is appropriate to the human “dignity and vocation,”
Fichte emphatically claims that his view assures the clear and effective anti-
dote to the poison of nihilism. Finally, because he recognizes that belief
involves a free acceptance of knowledge (and that knowing involves a free
acceptance of belief), which he chooses not because he “must” but because he
“wants” to, he apprehends that transcendental idealism is not fatalistic.?® The
choice of idealism over dogmatism then is an expression of our fundamental
act of will, that is, of freedom.



5 Fichte on the Standpoint of Philosophy and the Standpoint... 107

Accordingly, it seems only natural on the part of Fichte to suggest in the
Vocation of Man that the practical standpoint grounds knowledge (Wissen) on
belief (Glaube). This is not the theoretical philosophical standpoint of the
Kantian type, which ends up with dogmatic implications, but the “standpoint
of natural thought” (VM 71 [GA 1/6:193]). Of course, the latter is not the
naturalistic-deterministic standpoint of Spinozism but must be one that
involves a “voluntary acquiescence in the view which is naturally presented to
us” (VM 71 [GA 1/6:193]). This is naturally presented, not because it is fixed
by the deterministic causal laws in the natural world, but because that is the
only way in which our vocation can be fulfilled (VM 71 [GA 1/6:193]). It is
clear that this requires a standpoint that we can adopt through conscious free
decision. This then is the standpoint of moral belief in human freedom. We
may say that this indeed is the foundation of the entire Wissenschafislehre.
Only in this elevation can the true system of freedom be achieved. This also
attests to Fichte’s allegiance to the primacy of the practical over the theoreti-
cal. Belief then turns out to be the principle uniting thinking and willing,
knowing and acting, as well as theory and practice.

Note that, in the Vocation of Man, “knowledge” is limited to subjective
theoretical knowledge, and it is belief (or faith) that grounds knowledge mor-
ally or practically. It is Fichte’s view that we experience the binding force of
the moral law as commands. But this involves our prior decision to affirm the
validity of the practical laws. Belief, in Fichte’s technical sense, involves the
“decision of the will to recognize the validity of knowledge” (VM 71 [GA
1/6:257]). Belief is phenomenologically encountered in the form of certainty
bound up with conscience (Gewissen). This then is the consciousness that the
I experiences vis-a-vis the practical laws of morality. From this belief, knowl-
edge of objects in the world can be transcendentally accounted for as the
indispensably necessary condition of its possibility. Thus, the whole stand-
point of practical philosophy shows the cognitive-conative unity. Theoretical
knowledge alone fails to achieve this unity. Only the practical standpoint that
is grounded in belief makes such unity possible. Our belief then entails that
there must be a lofty order of being, the supersensible world, which makes the
moral demands and our fulfillments of them possible. As Fichte puts it:

If it really is to be reason which forms my being ... then this obedience [to the
imperative of autonomous activity] must have some outcome or serve some
purpose. Evidently it does not serve the purpose of the natural earthly world.
There must, therefore, be a supernatural world whose purpose it serves. (VM 93

[GA 1/6:278])



108 H. Kim

Now, in the essay “On the Basis of Our Belief in a Divine Governance of the
World,” IWL 147 [GA 1/4:351]), Fichte makes sure to introduce the
transcendental-philosophical standpoint as the only possible kind that can
satisfactorily explain facts accepted by the ordinary standpoint. Thus, Fichte
reassures us that the standpoint of philosophy forces a rationally mandated
ascent from our everyday perspective to the one true view of things.”” Indeed,
he goes so far to as to say that “our moral vocation is itself the outcome of a
moral attitude or disposition and is identical with our belief” (IWL 147 [GA
1/5:351], translation modified).?® All of our knowing in ordinary life presup-
poses a free acceptance of belief. As he puts it, “belief is the basis of all cer-
tainty” (IWL 147 [GA 1/5:351], translation modified). Fichte also has this to
say: “Nor can I refuse to believe in the reality which [my concepts, infused by
conscience] bring along without likewise renouncing my vocation. It is sim-
ply true, without further testing and justification, it is the first truth and the
ground of all other truth and certainty...” (VM 76 [GA 1/6:265]). Again, the
adopted standpoint of belief does not entail a return to a pre-critical dogma-
tism. It is not an integral part of Fichte’s transcendental project.

The Aftermath of the Distinction

Fichte thus insists that there is no conflict between the standpoint of transcen-
dental idealism and the standpoint of commonsense realism of everyday life.
On the contrary, the whole point of the former is to demonstrate the necessity
and accessibility of the latter (cf. IWL 33 [GA 1/4:206]). The standpoint of
transcendental philosophy thus comprehends and oversees the standpoint of
life, achieving a harmony between freedom and the sensible world—that is,
between “the demands of the pure I and the original limits of the finite 1.”#
Indeed, the standpoint of transcendental philosophy presents a clear view
of the nature of supersensible reality and of “the ‘spiritual realm’ in general.”™
This is the standpoint that pivots on the fundamental belief. And this belief
involves a metaphysical commitment to the reality of a supersensible
world with rational beings as its inhabitants. Above all, the standpoint of
belief involves a metaphysical commitment to the self-activity of such beings.
Belief then must simply express a reatirmation of our nature as pure activity,
and, in this respect, it presents our agency in its most pertinent dimension. In
particular, it manifests the nature of the will as the latter is articulated in the
three fundamental principles that Fichte introduces and discusses at the out-
set of the Foundation. “We do not act because we know, but we know because

we are meant to act’ (VM 79 [GA 1/6:265]), as Fichte puts it. This is because
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belief is the “resolution of the will,” or “a decision of the will to recognize the
validity of knowledge” (VM 71 [GA 1/6:257]).

Fichte’s transcendental account of experience by way of his critical philoso-
phy shows that the end of the infinite activities of will and intelligence is
articulated by, and integral to, such active intelligences.’ In a word, the stand-
point of philosophy provides the only access and passage to a non-material
reality: the intelligible world.?* In this sense, Fichte’s practical transcendental
idealism goes well beyond the Kantian transcendental scheme of “knowl-
edge,” which ends up with the unknowability of the thing in itself. Against
Kantian idealism, Fichte argues that the very concept of a “thing in itself,”
understood as a mind-independent, external cause of sensations, is indefen-
sible on Kantian grounds. After all, for Kant, causality is one of the categories
of the mind that can be applied only to appearances but not to things in
themselves.

In his early popular writings, Fichte speaks of the Denkart or “way of think-
ing,” which he associates with the practical standpoint of “life” (e.g., see EPW
83-89 [GA 1/2:412-16]).%° But this philosophical Denkart is also presented
in 1794 and 1800 as

a stoic elevation of the soul above earthly disappointments and failures, accom-
panied by a firm resolve to do one’s duty no matter what, undismayed by hard-
ships and fears, including the fear of death, and accompanied by a firm, indeed
joyous, confidence in the ultimate triumph of morality, the final victory of spirit

over nature.>

The distinction between the standpoint of philosophy and that of life is
prominently present in the System of Ethics as well. The concept of will, as this
is extensively discussed in the System of Ethics, is also treated in a different
manner according to the two standpoints. For, in the standpoint of ordinary
consciousness, our will’s tendency to self-activity is recognized as moral obli-
gation. But from the point of view of transcendental philosophy, the same
tendency to self-activity in the will is expressed as an original drive toward the
entire I, the absolute subject-object. Here the will is viewed as always making
itself anew. The “will exists in advance of its nature,” so, strictly speaking, it
cannot have a fixed character. But it still has a “true essence” (SE 30 [GA
1/5:24]), not as a state of being but rather as a “tendency to self-activity for
self-activity’s sake.” (SE 34 [GA 1/5:27]). In its form, this drive is not a feeling
(i.e., a passivity in relation to the not-I) but only an unconditioned thought
or concept. In its content, this drive is a norm or command, namely, the cat-
egorical imperative.
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Above, I pointed out that the standpoint of ordinary life typically commits
itself to the existence of things in themselves. This is its realist-dogmatist pic-
ture of the world. It also commits the fallacy of taking sensible objects as
things in themselves. The Kantian transcendental idealism ends up being dog-
matic, because it is committed to the existence of the thing in itself, even
though it does not confuse the sensible object with the thing in itself. Can the
standpoint of transcendental philosophy dissolve the concept of the thing
in itself?

It has to be remembered that Fichte’s transcendental philosophy tries to
account for experience by deducing its properties from the immanent laws of
the intellect and thereby establishing its objective validity.> This suggests that
Fichte cannot completely do without a suitable ersatz for the Kantian concept
of the thing in itself, namely, something that goes beyond the power of the
finite I. In particular, simply empowering the I as such by optimizing it would
quickly lead to dogmatic (subjective) idealism. Further, doing so contradicts
the standpoint of ordinary life as well. The philosophical standpoint should
explain—but not replace—the thing in itself affirmed in ordinary life.

Now, if you construe the thing in itself as the cause of appearances, then,
Fichte suggests, this must be due to a confusion between different levels of
discourse: the standpoint of philosophy and the standpoint of ordinary life.
The latter is dualistic and holds that ordinary phenomenal objects appear to
us to be things in themselves. From the ordinary standpoint, objects are always
prior to and independent of our perceptions of them. But transcendental phi-
losophy is idealistic and holds that consciousness plays a key role in synthesiz-
ing the objects. It is consciousness that simply constitutes and constructs the
objects. Thus, objects are nothing more than mere appearances. This is why
Fichte requires a radical practical turn. He thus postulates the existence of the
not-I from within practical reason. According to Fichte, the way in which the
I represents things depends on the I, but the fact that the I represents things
depends on the not-I (e.g., see WL 219 [GA 1/2:299]).%

Thus, the mistaken dualistic picture prominent in the standpoint of ordi-
nary life presupposes two distinct worlds and holds that one of them is the
cause of the other. This view applies the category of causality beyond the
realm of appearances. Fichte therefore identifies the philosophical standpoint
with (practical) idealism and the ordinary standpoint with realism, in order to
resolve the inconsistency inherent in both the standpoint of ordinary life and
in the Kantian theoretical standpoint.

In the Foundation, Fichte suggests that the thing itself cannot be what Kant
calls a “noumenon,” a being completely independent of the I (WL 250 [GA
1/2:328]). If so, then we may ask: how can the thing in itself be contributed
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by the I and yet account for the objectivity of our representations? To solve
this seeming problem, Fichte introduces the Anstoff or “check” (or “obstacle”),
to explain why the I posits the world as it does. Although the Anstoff plays a
similar role to the thing in itself in the Kantian philosophy, Fichte’s Anszofs,
unlike the Kantian thing in itself, is not something foreign to the I. This con-
dition of the limitation within the I, namely, the Anszofs, is then presented (in
the Foundation) as the “feeling” of the I's own original limitation or determi-
nacy. This is a condition that is not explained by any activity on the part of the
I, so we can say that it shows a “realist” moment on the part of Fichte, albeit
a weak one at that. The external objects present an Anstoff on the activities of
the I, so to speak. Note that this view is far from the Kantian claim that the I
is causally affected by the thing in itself. There is no sensibility (in the Kantian
sense), because there is no givenness in Fichte’s scheme of things. The pure I
thus encompasses an element that is opposed to itself and that forever evades
the finite I. In this respect, whatever is not yet known in the object for the
determinate, finite I, Fichte designates as the Anstoff, which is not due to the
activity of the (finite) I but to an infinite striving of the pure I, and which acts
upon the determinate, finite I, to bring about representations in it. This
explains why the power of human cognition is limited. Thus, for Fichte, the
infinite striving of the pure I turns out to be an interplay between the I and
the not-I. The thing in itself in Kant undergoes a radical transformation under
the concept of the Anstoff for Fichte. There is then little doubt that in order to
be self-conscious, the I must post itself as limited originally. This condition of
the limitation within the I (namely, the Ansroff in the Foundation) is then
presented as the “feeling” of the I's original limitation in the Foundations of
Transcendental Philosophy nova methodo.

In the second 1797 Introduction to the Wissenschafislehre, Fichte is never-
theless willing to accept the concept of the thing in itself insofar as it is under-
stood as the noumenon—that is, the unknown aspect of the not-I IWL 67
[GA 1/4: 235]; cf. WL 219 [GA 1/2:299]). Thus understood, the noumenon
turns out to be an object created by the necessary laws of reason, and, accord-
ingly, it is within the jurisdiction of the pure I. Appearances are objective
because of the noumenon, which explains how an object is more than a rep-
resentation and yet not a transcendent entity. The thing in itself, understood
as the noumenon, is not wholly beyond cognition and its conditions, and in
this respect it is clearly within the purview of reason, granted that it goes well
beyond our sensibility. For Fichte, then, the noumenon in question here is
not a transcendent entity (completely beyond nature) but the object which is
imperceptible but thinkable as the object of pure reason.”
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So, what becomes of the Kantian thing in itself in Fichte’s system? Fichte
seems to send mixed messages, wavering between subjective idealism and dog-
matic realism. If at least a modified version of the concept of the thing in itself
is required in a stable system of idealism, then how do we connect with the
thing in itself, understood in this new light? In order to resolve this problem
Fichte distinguishes, in the Foundation, between a representation and a feeling
(Gefiihl)—a subjective state of consciousness (WL 246fF. [GA 1/2:319fL.]). We
represent things as appearances but we feel them as things in themselves (EPW
95n [GA 1/2:109n]). As Fichte puts it, “no representation at all would be pos-
sible without feeling” (EPW 95n [GA 1/2:109n]). The connection of cogni-
tion to things in themselves (a connection not denied by Fichte) is achieved
not indirectly through representation but directly through our feeling. Things
in themselves are apprehended only subjectively, insofar as they affect our feel-
ing. Thus, feeling, for Fichte, is closely related to practical reason, whereas
sensation is closely related to theoretical reason. This means that, for Fichte,
the thing in itself is not a mere Idea of pure reason whose reality depends on
the I, and it is not a mysterious entity completely independent of the I. But
since, for Fichte, there are only two modes of existence (a representation imma-
nent to the mind, and the thing in itself that transcends the mind), he steers
the middle path by holding that the thing in itself is both a noumenon (the
product of the I) and an unknowable entity at the same time. Dogmatic ideal-
ism recognizes only the I, so that the thing in itself turns out to be the product
of the I. Dogmatic realism holds that the I is opposed to the not-I, which is
beyond the I. Fichte thus concludes that what distinguishes his critical ideal-
ism from dogmatic idealism is his own recognition of the reality of a non-I
which, independent of the I, acts upon the I and moves the I into activity.*®

But despite the distinction between representing and feeling, the Anstoffis
still required to limit the activity of the pure I. It is a force that can be fel,
even though it cannot be represented. It thus plays a constructive role in that,
without it, Fichte cannot account for the limited and finite character of
human cognition.

The Two Standpoints and Fichte’s Radical
Conception of Philosophy

I close with a brief conclusion on the radical conception of philosophy that
Fichte proposes via his distinction between the two standpoints. For Fichte,
philosophy is not an “idle mental occupation” but an all-too-important
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systematic standpoint that provides the answer to the question, “What is the
vocation of man?” by means of contributions “toward advancing culture and
elevating humanity in you and all those with whom you come into contact”
(EPW 152 [GA 1/3:32]). In this respect, philosophy should essentially exhibit
the unity of its own self-conception and life, the unity of thought and action,
and the unity of the two standpoints.”

In its elevated status as the project that reconciles oppositions, the stand-
point of philosophy unites the practical power and intelligence and makes
them inseparable. Neither can be thought of apart from the other. The true
character of the I lies in this identity (NM 153 [GA IV/3:366]). Within the
confines of the ordinary standpoint, one is entangled in a series of contradic-
tions. One can then resolve these contradictions by adopting a philosophical
standpoint. However, the philosophical standpoint does not annul the ordi-
nary standpoint. When you adopt the philosophical standpoint, you also
retain the ordinary standpoint as well, but you give priority to the philosophi-
cal over the ordinary standpoint. As Fichte puts it, “everything is one and the
same, only always under different aspects” (NM 420 [GA IV/3:618]). The
opposites arise in natural thinking, but their identification as alternative but
complementary aspects of one and the same is the work of philosophical
thinking.*’ In a nutshell, the ordinary standpoint is entangled in oppositions,
but the philosophical standpoint achieves their reconciliation.

In “Some Lectures Concerning the Scholar’s Vocation,” Fichte suggests
that philosophy is beneficial, not only because it helps an individual person
pursue her own particular vocation in life, but also because it promotes her
more basic vocation as a human being. A decisive insight about the nature of
this vocation is provided by “philosophy in its entirety—and moreover a
well-grounded and exhaustive philosophy” (EPW 147 [GA 1/3:28]).
Accordingly, philosophy is beneficial not only to the philosopher herself but
to the whole of humankind, through its clear-headed identification of the
vocation of man.

In the scheme of transcendental philosophy, the vocation of man is to
transform nature, the external world, by subordinating our sensible nature to
our ends as the pure I. In this way, nature can be brought into harmony with
our necessary practical concepts and the ends set by the pure I. To be sure, in
order to fulfill this vocation, we depend on science, but the progress of science
itself depends on the progress of philosophy. Because philosophy alone can
provide insight into its ultimate vocation, it can make the greater contribu-
tion to the well-being of humanity. Philosophers have a particular vocation to
be teachers of the human race. As Fichte puts it:
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Philosophy consists in just this [practical] attitude, and this alone is philosophy.
Philosophy is not something that floats in our memory or is printed in books
for us to read; instead, philosophy is what has stirred and transformed our spirit
and has ushered it into a higher, spiritual order of things. Philosophy is some-
thing which has to exist within us. It must be our entire being; it must be the
whole education of our spirit and heart. (EPW 207 [GA 11/3:334])*!
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Reflection, Metaphilosophy, and Logic
of Action in the Science of Knowledge

Isabelle Thomas-Fogiel

At the very beginning of his System of Liberty, Luigi Pareyson observes, not
without irony, that the problem of the evolution of Fichte’s thought has
become such an essential issue in Fichtean studies that “a serious understand-
ing of Fichte’s thought can basically be reduced to having an opinion on this
problem.” Indeed, although multiple and various interpretations of Fichte
exist, and although the periodization of his work differs from one commenta-
tor to another, it remains true that a number of interpretations share the same
presupposition: first of all, that a significant change of philosophy did take
place, and second, that this change can be expressed as a transition from a
doctrine of the finite (consciousness, the subject, the “I”) to a doctrine of the
nonfinite or infinite (the absolute, God, Being). In an attempt to overcome
this problem inherent to Fichtean studies, let us carry out a simple thought-
experiment and put ourselves for a moment in the position of a philosophi-
cally novice reader and a neophyte who, to borrow an expression from
Pareyson, “does not possess any thorough knowledge of Fichte’s thought” and
who naively consults a catalogue of titles of philosophical works. What would
this brave novice learn from such a reading? Under the headings “Descartes,”
“Leibniz,” “Heidegger,” a wide variety of titles, each more different than the
last. Under the heading “Fichte,” broadly this: Foundation of the Entire Science
of Knowledge; The Concept of the Science of Knowledge; The Science of Knowledge
nova methodo; The Science of Knowledge of 1801, 1804, 1805, and so on—but
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also 7he System of Ethics According to the Science of Knowledge; The Foundations
of Natural Right According ro the Science of Knowledge. In this case, it is a safe
bet that our fortunate stranger to Fichtean studies would hardly think to
define Fichte’s theory as a theory of the finite subject or a system of liberty,
and even less as a doctrine of God or of the absolute, but would simply
describe it as a Science of Knowledge (Wissenschaftlebre, literally: Doctrine of
Science). It is even more likely that, lacking sufficient knowledge to under-
stand the subtlety of the multiple ruptures introduced by the leading special-
ists, our novice reader would stick with her initial stupefaction, brought about
by the repetition, if not to say the hammering in, of an expression that remains
unchanged from one end of Fichte’s work to the other.

This thought-experiment thus urges us to ask the question: What if the
expression “Science of Knowledge” were the unifying principle of Fichte’s phi-
losophy? Isn’t this comparable to Edgar Allen Poe’s Purloined Letter, which we
search for everywhere while it lies before our very eyes? Why should we assign
to the different presentations of Fichte’s doctrines such distinct topics as “doc-
trine of freedom” or “doctrine of the finite subject” (for 1794), “doctrine of
the infinite” (for the 1796/1799 Nova Methodo), or “doctrine of the absolute”
(for 1804), when in thus renaming what initially had but a single name, we
not only suggest changes and evolution where what strikes us first should
rather be the permanence of an expression, but we also surreptitiously confer
upon the term “science” (Lehre: doctrine) a transitive dimension (so that the
“science” is a doctrine of something: freedom, the finite subject, God, or the
absolute). Against this imposed transitiveness, Fichte constantly tells us that
the expression “Science of Knowledge” (Wissenschaftlehre) can only be taken
reflectively and understood precisely as “the science of science.”

Now let us suppose that our novice reader goes beyond the mere titles of
Fichte’s works and actually ventures into reading the first few pages of each
different version of the Wissenschafislehre. What would he discover? In 1794,
the expression “I = I”; in 1798, the phrase “identity of the thinking and the
thought”; in 1801, the expression “knowledge of knowledge,” which is later
specified in 1804 as “pure knowledge in and for itself”; and finally, in 1813,
the phrase “the identity of the knowing and the known,” which is immedi-
ately defined as the “understanding of understanding.” As we see, each
Wissenschafislehre starts with a proposition that reiterates itself. As such, what
should be noticed first and foremost, more than the transition from a certain
term to another, is the recurrence of the formulation through which these
terms are put forward. This recurrence, and the consistency between the
expressions throughout the Wissenschafislehre, is revealed not so much by the
repetition of a certain term, but by the repeated reiterative structure of the
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formulation itself. Regardless of this reiteration of the first proposition, which
echoes with the repetitive nature of a “science of science,” the reader should
also note that the very notion of reflection immediately follows the enuncia-
tion of the first proposition. The beginning of the presentation of 1794
requires an “abstracting reflection” (WL 93 [GA 1/2:255]). In the
Wissenschafislehre of 1801, we find, just a few lines below the position of the
“knowledge of knowledge,” the apposition of “the universal knowledge com-
ing to itself in self-knowledge, in reflection” (GA 11/6:141). Similarly, in 1804,
the first proposition concerning “pure knowledge in and for itself” is said to
be obtained “by reflection” (WLgos 28 [GA 11/8:20-21]). And finally, the
Wissenschafislehre of 1812 and of 1813 insist on “reflectivity.” Considering
only the beginning of each Wissenschafislehre, we can thereupon rightfully
conclude that the Wissenschaftslehre in general is characterized by the follow-
ing two features: first, it begins with a proposition whose structure is always
reiterative and which is invariably thought as an absolute starting point pre-
cisely because of this reiteration; and second, it immediately puts forward the
term “reflection,” or derivative expressions of the term such as “reflectivity” or
“reflexibility.” To understand this consistency therefore is to figure out the
central core of Fichte’s philosophy. Accordingly, the question as to what
exactly reflection is for Fichte is of tremendous importance. This chapter aims
to answer this question by showing, first, how Fichte’s conception of reflec-
tion marks a difference with the traditional views on the subject by identify-
ing reflection with the status of the philosopher’s discourse. This issue led
Fichte to conceive of philosophy as metaphilosophy. And in the end, this
metaphilosophy rests on a single principle, found in every version of the
Wissenschafislehre, which induces a new and unprecedented method of argu-
mentation that Fichte is the first to develop.

The Critique of Kantian Representation

Considering the repeated use of the term “reflection” in Fichte’s work, it is
hard not to be surprised, especially in light of the fact that Fichte, from the
start, claimed to be Kant’s follower. Indeed, the most frequent term used by
Kant is in no way “reflection,” but rather the term “representation.” Kant’s
whole philosophy thus can be thought of as an elucidation of representation,
understood as the theory of the possible relations occurring between subject
and object.’ Knowledge (Erkenntnis) is thus defined as a certain kind of bond
between representations. This knowledge, understood as a relation settled
between two estates, is described exclusively as object-knowledge—that is, in
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the Kantian context, as knowledge of the phenomenon. Kant's Critique of
Pure Reason definitely aimed to provide an account of valid representation
(knowledge) in terms of object-relation. Even his Critique of Judgment, despite
the fact that it establishes a philosophical use for the term “reflection,” is to be
thought of as an elucidation of our relation to objects: the organized object of
nature and the beautiful object of art. In a nutshell, what distinguishes repre-
sentation from reflection in Kant’s philosophy is in no way the fact that the
former could be described as a relation to another, whereas the latter would be
a relation to oneself. Both representation and reflection are, for Kant, and
contrary to the whole philosophical tradition, merely two distinct ways to
relate to an object.

Yet this is precisely what Fichte will hold against him in his very first specu-
lative text, the Private Meditations on Elementary Philosophy,* in which Fichte
states that the question which should concern philosophy is no longer how
representations can relate to an object, even if such an object is thought of in
a Kantian fashion as a phenomenon. The question is rather, “How are thoughts
able to relate to the action of our mind?” (GA 11/3:23). In other words, how
can the mind agree with itself? It is such an agreement of the mind with itself
that Fichte, from the outset in his text, will name “reflection.” Likewise, when
the controversy with Kant is publicly exposed for the first time in 1799, Fichte
sums up the dissent between Kant’s critical project and his own doctrine of
science by saying, “It is not about the object of judgment, but about the judg-
ing subject” (GA 111/4:75).

The difference with Kant is thus clear: where the latter was absorbed by the
relation (Verhdltnis) between two heterogeneous terms, Fichte focuses his
attention on the relation (Beziehung) to oneself, as grasped by the term “reflec-
tion.” Hence the question arises: In rejecting the Kantian terminology, is
Fichte merely returning to the classical meaning of reflection, as it was estab-
lished by Descartes, Leibniz, or Locke?

The Refusal of the Classical Notion of Reflection

The commonality between the definitions of the concept of “reflection”
among philosophers as different as Locke, Descartes, or Leibniz is this: every
reflection is thought of as reflecting back to a pre-existing fact. Yet Fichte spe-
cifically and explicitly rejects such a definition, for example when he writes, in
the Wissenschaftslehre of 1794/1795, “One certainly hears the question pro-
posed: Whar was 1, then, before I came to self-consciousness? The natural
reply is: 7 did not exist at all” (WL 98 [GA 1/2:260]). Similarly, at the
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beginning of his Awtempt at a New Presentation of the Wissenschafislehre
(1797-1798), Fichte warns his readership:

You probably harbor in some small corner of your soul the following objection
to this claim: Either, “T am supposed o think, but before I can think I have 7o
exist”; or, “I am supposed to think of myself, to direct my thinking back upon to
myself, but whatever I am supposed to think or to turn my attention back upon
must first exist before it can be thought of or become the object of an act of
reverting.” ... In the former case, you postulate the independent existence of
yourself as the thinking subject; in the latter, the independent existence of your-

self as what is to be thought of. IWL 109 [GA 1/4:273])

This sentence negates with extreme precision both the Cartesian model of
reflection and the empiricist or psychological model found in Locke. Indeed,
Fichte’s “former case” clearly refers to the objectification of the cogiro, its sub-
stantializing and reification. As we see in his Metwaphysical Meditations,
Descartes is led to think the reflective movement in terms of a relation between
subject and object following a model where x reflects upon y. At the very
moment when—abandoning the simple enunciation of the performative: “I
am, I exist, whenever it is uttered by me, or conceived in the mind, is neces-
sarily true”—Descartes asks: “But what am I?” he makes of the I an object
upon which a questioning subject reflects, thus unavoidably duplicating the I
into subject and object. Such a duplication is clearly expressed in the proposi-
tion: “I am conscious of myself,” in which an I-subject (“I am conscious”)
opposes an I-object (“of myself”). Such a pattern is also clearly expressed in
our daily use of language, where the use of reflective pronouns seems to refer
to a pre-existing being. It is precisely this process of objectification, going
from a subjective act to an objective 7es, which is criticized by Fichte in his
text. On the other hand, the “latter” case described in the passage above refers,
broadly speaking, to any attempt to understand reflection from a psychologi-
cal standpoint. In such a framework, reflection is commonly understood as
the ability to take notice of a psychological fact or of a mental state identified
as a kind of immediate presence to oneself. We find such a framework exem-
plified in Locke’s examples: “I feel” and “I know that I feel.” Nonetheless,
Fichte explains on several occasions that reflection, on his account, is neither
the return to a pre-existing fact,® nor a mere presence to oneself.

With Descartes as with Locke, the subject reflects upon or targets some-
thing which will be described as a res for one, and as a psychological “fact” for
the other. Since the grip of the I is depicted as aiming toward a pre-existing x,
classical reflection reproduces the bipolarity and ambivalence of representation
by making of the relation of thought to itself inexorably a relation between
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two distinct elements. This is precisely what Fichte relentlessly denounces, for
instance in his unambiguous remarks in the Wissenschafislehre of 1801, where
he writes: “The issue is not to conceive what you know regarding the object
and to grasp your consciousness (i.e., precisely your consciousness of the
object) as something subjective, and the object as something objective” (GA
11/6:149). In a nutshell, it is out of the question, within the Wissenschafislehre,
to reproduce the bipolarity of subject and object, or to consider reflection as
a relation (Verhiltnis) between two previously separated terms. Fichte states
that it is by no means necessary to seek out an internal eye that would see the
object (namely, consciousness, as it becomes objectified in an I-object) in a
fashion analogous to the way in which empirical consciousness perceives and,
on the ground of such perception, assumes to know. We have further proof of
this in the important distinction that Fichte makes, and which literally struc-
tures the Wissenschaftslehre of 1794/1795, between the “observer’s perspec-
tive,” which consists in considering the relation between two observed objects
(e.g., “the magnet and iron” objectified in knowledge), and the philosopher’s
perspective, which is introduced as the “reflection upon this reflection” (WL
152 [GA 1/2:315]).

But what exactly is the positive meaning of the word “reflection” if, along
with the Science of Knowledge, we remove any remnants of a return to a pre-
existing x, and if we remove any remaining relation to psychological
introspection?

The Issue of the Status of the Philosopher’s
Discourse

The development of reflection, from the Private Meditations on Elementary
Philosophy onwards, has taken an unprecedented turn, insofar as the initial
question, “How and by what means can we access our mind’s components?”
fails to coincide with the nonetheless expected question, “How can the sub-
ject turn toward itself?” The whole argument of the Private Meditations seeks
to avoid the construal of reflection in terms of a return to a pre-existing x. In
fact, the gradual elaboration of this question leads, by a series of successive
shifts, to its connection with the examination of the philosophical discourse’s
claim to validity. How, asks Fichte, can this or that philosopher (particularly
Kant or Reinhold) assert what he asserts? How can he “satisfy himself without
demonstrations?” (GA 11/3:41) Connecting the issue of the specific modalities
enabling our access to our minds to the issue of the scientificity of this or that
philosopher’s demonstrations: that is the result of the Meditations’s progres-
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sion. Accordingly, at the end of his investigation, and voicing a criticism—to
which he will return over and over again in his later work—whereby Kant’s
categories are not logically deduced but outright and arbitrarily asserted,
Fichte will understand this criticism as the strict expression of his initial
inquiry. The issue of reflection as an inquiry on the possibility of accessing the
mind’s components thus transforms in an unprecedented way into an inquiry
on the status of the philosopher’s discourse. To engage in a profound reflec-
tion and abstraction no longer consists, as it did with Descartes, in operating
areturn to a pre-existing self. Henceforth, the task of reflection is to clarify the
conditions that allow a philosopher to state a certain number of propositions.
The topic of reflection thus abandons the sphere of self-observation, of inner
experience, to become an inquiry on the legitimacy of philosophical proposi-
tions’ claim to validity.

This strict connection of reflection to the status of philosophical discourse
will not cease to be asserted, worked, reworked, and deepened in Fichte’s later
works. A true breadcrumbs trail, it makes visible their profound continuity. In
his Attempt at a New Presentation of the Wissenschaftslehre, discussing the supe-
riority of the Wissenschafislehre over Kantian criticism, Fichte writes:

Critical Idealism can set to work in two different ways. On the one hand, it may
actually derive from the fundamental laws of the intellect the system of the
intellect’s necessary modes of acting and, along with this, the objective represen-
tations that come into being thereby. ... On the other hand, it may attempt to
grasp these same laws in the form in which they are already immediately applied
to objects in any particular case; i.e., it may attempt to grasp them at their low-
est level (in which case they are called “categories”). (IWL 27 [GA 1/4:201])

Fichte’s objection to Kant consists here in asking: “How did you obtain any
material acquaintance with these laws?” (IWL 27 [GA 1/4:201]). The ques-
tion, “How could he know?” as a true mantra,” punctuates this decisive text.
“How did you become aware that the laws of the intellect are precisely these
laws of substantiality and causality?” Fichte asks a few lines later (IWL 27 [GA
1/4:201]). In other words, how could Kant know that we have only twelve
categories and not thirty? How could he know that these twelve are the only
proper ones? Such questions immediately make way for the following: “For I
do not yet wish to trouble such an idealist by asking him how he knows that
these [categories] are really nothing but immanent laws of the intellect” (IWL
27 [GA 1/4:201)).

The progression of the whole Meditations of 1793-1794 is concentrated,
condensed, and intensified in these few lines of the Attempt at a New
Presentation. Both of the central theses of the Meditations are further devel-
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oped here. First of all, to the Kantian focus on the relation between subject
and object, Fichte opposes what he calls “the intellect’s necessary modes of
acting” (IWL 26 [GA 1/4:200]). Accordingly, we move once again from an
issue of representation to the problem of reflection. Secondly, the need for a
better understanding of the mind’s necessary modalities is not interpreted as
a classical demand for introspection. It is not a question of provisionally sus-
pending our belief in the existence of the world in order to observe our own
mental activity. The question, “How can we understand these necessary modes
of action?” should not be understood as a simple variation of the ancient
injunction, “Know thyself.” As in the Meditations of 1793-1794, the question
concerning the mind’s components or modes of action is transformed within
the Attempr into an inquiry on the status of the philosopher’s discourse. How
do we know what we know? Or better yet: How do we know what we claim
to know (e.g., that there are twelve categories, that form is necessarily attached
to matter, and so on)? The difference between Kant’s “incomplete criticism”
and Fichte’s own “well-rounded criticism” is simple: only the latter can pro-
vide an answer to the question, “How can you know?” Only Fichte is able to
show the conditions of production of his own assertions. Reflection, for
Fichte, is thus the philosopher’s ability to justify what he says by showing how
he can say it.

As aresult, extending the argumentation already in place in the Meditations,
the Astempt of 1797-1798 conceives reflection as the process by which a phi-
losopher becomes able to show the conditions of her own knowledge, that is,
to conceive the status of her own thought. We thus are far from the traditional
notion of a return upon oneself by which the subject, taking herself as the
object of knowledge, claims to be able to understand her own logical and
mental activity.

This conception of reflection, as it appears in the Astempt atr a New
Presentation of the Wissenschafislehre, needs to be further examined, as it clearly
summarizes the progression of Fichte’s thought in both his Meditations of
1793-1794 and his Wissenschafislehre of 1794/1795.

Reflection and Metaphilosophy: How Can
We Know that We Know?

Aware of his definition’s novelty, Fichte anticipates a possible rebuttal from
“orthodox” Kantians: Wouldn’t they be inclined to suspect dogmatism under-
neath the question, “How can he know?”—a question which, at first glance,
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seems to convey the need for a metaphysical foundation, an ultimate author-
ity from which the totality of experience could be deduced. So construed,
Fichte’s question would be a prelude to what has been called the “dogmatic
turn” in post-Kantian philosophy, which is often perceived as returning,
against Kant, to the traditional inquiry into the metaphysical origins and
sources of our categories. The Attempt at a New Presentation, however, con-
tains every element necessary to counter such an erroneous objection.

First of all, Fichte clearly states the specific focus of his inquiry: “The
Critical idealist ... can do no more than assure us that it is the case. Indeed, it
is something of a mystery how he himself knows this — if, indeed, he knows
it at all” IWL 28 [GA 1/4:202]). The inquiry thus explicitly concerns the
nature of Kant’s knowledge, not the metaphysical origins of the categories. It
is not an issue of demanding the rational explanation of some fact (e.g., find-
ing the source of the categories or of intuition), but rather of requiring a
proper justification of the discourse that claims to reveal a certain fact (e.g.,
that we have twelve categories and not thirty). The problem therefore is in no
way ontological but, etymologically speaking, merely epistemological.® From
1793 to 1813, Fichte never stopped emphasizing this epistemological charac-
ter of his doctrine, warning the reader against any attempt to interpret it
ontologically: “The Wissenschafislehre is not a doctrine of being” (GA
11/15:133). Far from questioning the things themselves, their origins or foun-
dations, Fichte inquires as to the justification of a certain claim to knowledge.
The issue is really to know how the philosopher £7ows what he claims to know.

Fichte, furthermore, clarifies the level to which this inquiry belongs. Indeed,
within an inquiry concerning knowledge itself, two levels must be distin-
guished. The first seeks to settle the very nature of our knowledge: Is it a priori
or a posteriori, unrelated to or entirely dependent on experience? To say that
our knowledge is grounded only in and on experience amounts to sustaining
empiricism, whereas the claim that there exists knowledge that is entirely
independent of experience amounts to subscribing to rationalism. However
different these stances may be, they nevertheless remain part of the same
problematic: the attempt to provide a proper definition of the very nature of
our knowledge. Yet the important thing to notice is that Fichte’s main issue
does not consist in taking a stance in this debate. His inquiry does not pertain
to the existence or nonexistence of « priori knowledge. It pertains to the pos-
sibility itself of having a scientific knowledge (Wissen) of the very nature of
knowledge (Erkenntnis). This second level of inquiry, which relates to the
knowledge of knowledge, must be distinguished from the first by its metaphi-
losophical dimension. The goal is no longer to question the very structure of
our cognitive apparatus (e.g., our intuitions and concepts), but to reflect upon
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the possibility itself of a knowledge capable of figuring out such a structure. It
therefore seems legitimate to assert that the Fichtean inquiry is to the classical
epistemological inquiry (on the nature of our knowledge) as the possibility of
metalanguage is to the question of language. To ask what language is, how it
works (e.g., how it expresses an object), is not the same thing as reflecting
upon the possibility of a language capable of figuring out the structure of
language itself.

Undoubtedly, the fact that many of Fichte’s contemporaries—and even
subsequent commentators—have considered his project as a revival of pre-
Critical dogmatism is explained by the fact that they have failed to acknowl-
edge such a distinction. They have taken for a language what was really meant
to be an inquiry on the possibility of a metalanguage. The haunting repetition
of the injunction, “How can he know?” is aimed to show the difference
between these two questions: “How can we know?” and “How can we know
that we know?” If, as Kant claims, certain elements of our knowledge are #
priori, then the issue, for Fichte, is to know what kind of knowledge is capable
of determining the nature of such knowledge.

Thus, for Fichte, the claim to knowledge implied by such assertions as the
ones stating that there are twelve categories, two forms of intuition, and so on,
needs to be justified. As such, far from being a commanding and transcendent
position, the perspective of reflection, as a metaphilosophical inquiry, becomes
synonymous with the justification processes of knowledge. But one might
ask, nonetheless: Exactly how can we account for our own knowledge? If this
does not entail an impossible, external, and transcendent posture, then how
can Fichte adequately answer the question, “How can we know that we know?”

Reflection and Self-Referentiality: The Application
of a Proposition to Itself

As a summation of the notion of reflection’s very transformation, the question
directed to Kant, “How could he know?” is a formal demand concerning
every philosopher which requires that they account for their own discourse.
'The philosopher, in this case Kant, must show “how he knows what he knows.”
This is not a matter of exposing the origins of his knowledge, so that, in order
to provide an answer, Kant would have to refer to something external to the
enunciation of that knowledge. The aim is to force a return to the enunciation
itself. This is what the reiteration of the word “knowledge” marks unambigu-
ously in the expression: “The issue is to know how he knows, if and when he
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knows.” As such, what is required is not a reference ad extra, but a reference to
the proposition itself. For Fichte, to say that we have twelve categories is, at
the same time and in the same respect, to be able to take into account the
conditions of validity of that proposition and to exhibit such conditions con-
jointly with the enunciation of the proposition itself. Thus the question
“how?” implies a reference of the proposition to itself and not an inquiry on
its external conditions of emergence. The kinship between this inquiry and
the skeptical critique of Kant by Schulze and Maimon is obvious. Indeed, as
we know, for these modern skeptics, the definition of validity given by Kant
could not apply to itself and therefore nullified itself as soon as it was pro-
duced. Kant thinks that there is truth only in a concept applied to an intu-
ition, but this proposition itself is not the application of a concept to an
intuition. As such, the proposition becomes self-contradictory. Fichte takes
notice of this self-contradiction within the Kantian system as criticized by
Schulze and Maimon, and he bases his own thought on the need to avoid
such contradictions, which will later be known as pragmatic or performative
contradictions.

Accordingly, the question, “How can he know?” requires the calling into
question of the proposition’s status itself. In this context, “to return to” the
proposition in reflection simply means to show that the proposition does not
nullify itself simply through its being stated, as was the case for Kant’s defini-
tion of validity. To reflect upon the knowledge of knowledge thus requires
that we tackle head-on this unprecedented question regarding the tradition:
“How do we know that we know?” Or, to say it otherwise: “How can the
philosopher say what he says?” This latter formulation of the question is
favored by the Wissenschaftslehre of 1804. As Fichte writes, we have to study
Kant “not as the Kantians without exception have studied him (holding on to
the literal text...), but rather on the basis of what he actually says, raising
oneself to what he does not say but which he must assume in order to be able
to say what he does” (WL,go4 31 [GA 11/8:26-27]). The exclamation of 1797:
“If he knows, how can he know?” is thus further specified in 1804 as a demand
for the clarification of the presuppositions implicitly granted by the philoso-
pher in order “to allow him to say what he says.” In the above sentences,
Fichte clearly states that reflection is an inquiry into a proposition’s claim to
validity and aims to spell out the necessary presuppositions enabling the
enunciation of such a claim. More to the point, Fichte here reaches the peak
of the upheaval initiated in his earlier works: not only is reflection not a return
to a pre-existing x, but an inquiry on the status of the philosopher’s discourse;
not only is reflection not an observation, but an application of the proposition



128 I. Thomas-Fogiel

to itself; but reflection now is also considered as the execution of a certain
unprecedented kind of argumentation. Such is the final feature marking the
accomplishment of the Fichtean revolution.

From Reflection as Description to Reflection
as Argumentation

The argumentative process by which we must move from what the philoso-
pher says to what he does not say but must presuppose in order to say what he
says, consists in uncovering the conditions by which a proposition—or a
series of propositions—gains meaning, cohesiveness, consistency. Indeed, in
any proposition, including within ordinary language, it is possible to go back
to the prerequisites which make the proposition intelligible. Accordingly,
when joining two notions together and putting them in relation, we are pre-
supposing conditions which are not explicitly stated but remain nonetheless
intrinsically tied to our assertion. Such conditions would include, for exam-
ple, the fact that sufficient reason can be provided to justify the relation of the
two notions. For instance, it would not come to anyone’s mind to draw (with-
out explanation) a connection between expressions of the type “the square
root of two” and “Pegasus,” since everyone tacitly concurs that these terms are
completely irrelevant to each other. It is such conditions, tacitly presupposed
“to be able to say what we say,” that Fichte seeks to reveal methodically in
every philosophical system, his own as well as those of his adversaries. The
process established by Fichte consists quite simply in revealing the undis-
closed presuppositions necessarily tied to this or that proposition or series of
propositions. Reflection thus implies the disentanglement of the assumptions
intrinsically and implicitly attached to a proposition. This method, or argu-
mentative practice, is conceived, in other words, as a disentanglement of the
content of what we say. Since reflection disentangles the presuppositions of a
proposition in order to reveal its consistency, reflection can be seen as a form
of demonstration and justification.

As such, reflection—this central core, unified pattern, and fundamental
structure of every Wissenschafislehre—can be defined positively as an inquiry
into the status of the philosopher’s discourse, in opposition to the classical
notion of reflection as psychological introspection. As such, it does not belong
to the realm of ontology but rather to the field of epistemology—an episte-
mology, which, in Fichte’s case, would be better described as a meta-
epistemology or a metaphilosophical inquiry. Furthermore, if the notion of
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reflection retains a certain aspect of a “return on,” it is as an application of a
proposition to itself, or of the principles of a system to themselves, not as a
return to a substantial x (be it the I or a thing). It is not, therefore, through
self-observation or self-description that a philosopher can answer the ques-
tion, “How do we know that we know?” but by means of a certain kind of
argumentation consisting in the disentanglement of the presuppositions
attached to a philosophical proposition.

This operation of reflection (as argumentation and demonstration) will
lead to the unveiling of the principles, concepts, and laws inherent to the
knowledge of knowledge. As in any logical demonstration, reflectivity will
have a first principle from which the more specific laws of reasoning will be
progressively derived. Just as Aristotle’s Prior and Posterior Analytics ultimately
rest on the law of non-contradiction and discover progressively, from this
principle, the multiple rules of argumentation, Fichte’s Wissenschafislehre will
likewise build a “logic” or an argumentative method whose foundation will
subsequently allow the deployment of an array of complementary truths. The
principle in question, which the Wissenschaftslehre of 1813 qualifies as the
“permanent” condition of the Wissenschafislehre (GA 11/15:133),° will now

serve as the focal point of our analysis.

The Consistency Between Speech and Action

Looking back at the self-contradicting character of the Kantian system, which
forced Fichte, under the influence of the skeptics’ critique, to abandon the
Kantian position which he had made his own at the beginning of 1793, we
can see in this self-contradicting character the initial impetus that engaged
Fichte, to rebuild everything, first in his Private Meditations, then in the
various presentations of his Wissenschafislehre. Kant provides a definition of
truth (namely, as the bond between a concept and an intuition) that fails to
encompass its own philosophical statement and, on the contrary, leaves such
a statement out. In other words, the Kantian discourse seeks to say something
about truth, but fails to say anything about its own truth. Worse yet, by defin-
ing truth as the bond between a concept and an intuition, it expresses, at the
same time and in the same respect, its own falseness as a discourse, since its
definition is not itself the combination of a concept with an intuition. Kantian
criticism, like so many other philosophies, makes the mistake of establishing
a foundation that ends up excluding itself, a foundation which leaves itself out
of the realm of truths that it sought to establish. In contrast, the first proposi-
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tion of each Wissenschafislehre seeks precisely to point out the necessity for any
knowledge to be able to establish its own truth as knowledge, for any found-
ing proposition to be able to encompass itself and apply to itself. In fact,
Fichte describes under the label of “reflection” or “reflectivity” what will later
be known as self-referential judgments. Insofar as certain propositions must
include themselves in their own extension, the philosopher who asserts the
truthfulness or scientificity of what he says must think it according to a par-
ticular mode of relationality: the relation of oneself to itself, the relation of a
proposition to itself, of a class to itself, of a system to itself, and so on. In a
word, the philosopher must not only and exclusively reflect upon the refer-
ence, but also think the self-referentiality.

Fichte will always express this self-referentiality in the same fashion as a
congruence, a non-contradiction, or an identity between speech and action.
But what exactly is meant by this congruence—which Fichte raised to the
level of the highest law of reason—between what we say and what we do? A
somewhat trivial example can be helpful in order to understand such a con-
gruence. Indeed, the classical refutation of the skeptical proposition that
“there is no truth” rests on such a contradiction between what the skeptic says
and what he does. The content of the proposition according to which “there
is no truth,” once enunciated, implies that there is at least one true proposi-
tion, namely that there is no truth. This enunciation, however, or “what he
does” (7un) (namely, to apparently say something true, by saying that nothing
is true) immediately nullifies the content of his proposition, or “what he
says” (Sagen).

Fichte will make the need to avoid such contradictions the central core of
his system, and at the same time, he will use it as a lever for the discovery of
new philosophical propositions. Indeed, the expression “what we say” refers to
the content of a philosophical system, namely, the sum of all the propositions
by which a philosopher makes claims about truth, knowledge, man, God,
nature, existence, and so forth. The expression “what we do,” on the other
hand, covers the totality of processes that philosophers implement, as philoso-
phers, in order to be able to articulate a certain content. For example, in the
Critique of Pure Reason, what is “said” is the definition of truth as the bond
between a concept and an intuition. However, Kant’s action, what is “done,”
consists in surreptitiously implying another definition of truth—since his
own definition of truth does not connecta concept and an intuition together—
which nullifies the content of his proposition. What he says (Sagen) does not
as such correspond to what he does (7un).

The first principle of reflectivity thus amounts to guaranteeing the congru-
ence between the content of what is said and the act of saying itself. It is, as
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such, a matter of simultaneously taking into account the actual content of a
proposition and inquiring into the underlying procedures which enables the
enunciation of the proposition. Or, as we see at the beginning of the
Wissenschafislehre of 1804, it is a matter of showing what we must presuppose
in order to be able to say what we say (cf. WL,g4 31 [GA 11/8:26-27]). Fichte
never ceased, all throughout his work, to express, in different fashion and
forms, this unprecedented principle of reflectivity. His definition of reflection
undoubtedly confers unity and consistency upon the different versions of the
Wissenschafislehre, which, for twenty years, Fichte successively exposed,
improved, and modified. He describes it as the congruence between what we
say (Sagen) and what we do (7un) in both the Wissenschafislehre of 1804 and
the Artempt at a New Presentation of the Wissenschafislehre. He describes it still,
in his Foundation of the Entire Wissenschaftslehre, as the congruence between
the “occurring [geschehend]” and the “occurrence [Geschehen]” (WL 151 [GA
1/2:314-15]). In this context, the purpose is to express the identity between
(1) the reciprocal relation of an x and a y as occurring (in which case, for
Fichte, “the reflection is confined merely to the possibility of the components
involved in the reciprocity” (WL 151 [GA 1/2:314])) and (2) the “occurrence
of the relation itself.” In this latter case, namely the “occurrence of the rela-
tion,” “there is,” for Fichte, “reflection upon this reflection, that of the phi-
losopher upon the nature [die Art] of the observation” (WL 152 [GA 1/2:315]).
We must, in other words, take into account the action of the philosopher in
joining two terms together. Fichte further articulates the principle of reflec-
tion through the expression, found at the very end of the theoretical section
of the Foundation, of an identity between “what was to be explained” and the
“ground of explanation” (WL 190 [GA 1/2:356]). Itis also very often described
by Fichte as the identity between the form and the matter of a proposition. It
is expressed at last, in the less technical works such as Some Lectures concerning
the Scholars Vocation, as the “non-contradiction with oneself” (EPW 149 [GA
1/3:15]). Simply put, despite the wide range of formulations, the idea remains
the same: the foundation must be this congruence between the enunciation
and what is enunciated, the content of a proposition and the act of saying i,
the “speech” itself and the “act” of speaking.

A New Identity, a New Logic

This identity that the Wissenschafislehre seeks to promote is one that Fichte
discovers and is the first to posit as the founding principle of his whole system,
if not the first to describe.'® This kind of non-contradiction or identity is
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innovative in that it neither relates to a merely formal or logical contradiction,
nor to a physical contradiction between two counteracting forces which Kant,
following Newton, called “opposition.” It relates even less to the contradiction
between a proposition and the given it seeks to convey, as was the case, accord-
ing to Kant, with dialectical propositions. The contradiction to which Fichte
refers is a contradiction between the act of saying x and what is said by x,
which we would now call a performative contradiction, in the sense that, for
example, the act (7un, or the “actualizing,” the speech’s form) of enunciating
the proposition “I do not speak” contradicts the enunciation’s content (its
Sagen or “the actualized,” “the matter of what is said”).

By making this principle the foundation of his system and the model to
which every proposition to come will have to conform," Fichte in fact discov-
ers a new form of logical rationality, which belongs neither to the mathemati-
cal reasoning favored by Spinoza (i.e., the deducibility of all propositions
from a single principle), nor to the logicism and formal calculus dear to
Leibniz, nor even to Cartesian evidence or to the Kantian typology of judg-
ments. In a word, this new figure of rationality does not fall into any of the
previous modes of referring to an object by means of a proposition that have
existed throughout the history of philosophy.

This utterly innovative character of the Wissenschafislebre is constantly
highlighted by Fichte. In 1797, in his Attempt at a New Presentation of the
Wissenschafislehre, he stresses this:

To state my own position as plainly as possible: I am not concerned to rectify
nor to bring to completion any set of philosophical concepts that may already
be in circulation—be they “anti-Kantian” or “Kantian.” Instead, I desire to
uproot current conceptions completely and to accomplish a complete revolu-

tion in the way we think about these issues. (IWL 5 [GA 1/4:184])

And just in case his readership would have failed to notice this opening sen-
tence, in which Fichte claims that his project is neither a tributary to nor an
attempt to clarify any previous philosophy, including Kantian criticism, he
goes further, by saying: “The entire structure and meaning of the
Wissenschafislehre is completely different from that of any of the philosophical
systems that have preceded it” (IWL 36 [GA 1/4:209]). We find a similar
claim for a radical break with prior philosophy in the Wissenschaftslehre of
1804, which “transposed us into an entirely new world” (WLig4 73 [GA
11/8:126-27]). This novelty and remoteness from traditional knowledge will
be further asserted in the very first lecture of the Wissenschafislehre of 1813:
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In every knowledge other than the Wissenschafislehre, we usually settle for simple
knowledge: this knowledge is consumed by the very being in front of it. In the
Wissenschafislehre, on the contrary, a new knowledge must go beyond this
knowledge stuck into itself; in the Wissenschafislehre, knowledge is itself what a
new knowledge is aware of. (GA I1/15:133)

The idea of the Wissenschafislehre is the idea of a new knowledge. But in what
way does this somewhat simple principle—formulated as the congruence
between the philosopher’s action and speech—upset the meaning of the phil-
osophical concepts actually in use? In what way is he capable of making a new
kind of knowledge, a new form of rationality, emerge?

A New Definition of Rationality

First of all, Fichte’s principle of reflectivity produces a clear realignment of
truth’s very definition. Truth is no longer the correspondence between propo-
sitions and things, but becomes the congruence between the form and con-
tent of a proposition, which is the only way to establish the adequacy of
reason to itself. With this first principle, Fichte possesses an operating crite-
rion capable of distinguishing between truth and falsehood in philosophy.
Any proposition or system contravening this necessary congruence between
the speech and the act, between the content of a philosophical system and the
act of enunciating it, will be false. We thus grasp the extent of the difference
between Kant’s definition of truth and Fichte’s. If, for Kant, reason is doomed
to go astray in endless antinomies, it is because it uses concepts when no intu-
ition whatsoever is given. On the contrary, for Fichte, the greatest contradic-
tion of reason is the performative contradiction: the question is not whether
or not our concepts apply to an intuited given, but in the end, whether we
can, as philosophers, articulate properly the content and status of our proposi-
tions. Accordingly, if I assert the following proposition: “The source of self-
consciousness is being” (or God, nature, language, or the will to power), then
the philosopher’s task will be to show how such a proposition is also a product
of being (or God, or nature, and so forth). Otherwise, there cannot be con-
gruence between what the philosopher says and what he does. There would
be, as Fichte writes in his Wissenschafislehre of 1804: “a contradiction between
what they assert in their principles and what they actually do” (WL,gp4 141
[GA 11/8:288]).

The law of reflection thus promotes philosophy to the level of a science and
meets the requirement, often expressed by Fichte, to make of philosophy a
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science that would equal geometry in terms of evidence. This requirement still
has to be properly understood: the issue is not for philosophy to mimic the
procedures of mathematics, because the kind of rationality at work in both
fields is not the same. Geometry builds up figures, and once this construction
is made, analyzes them. Philosophy, on the other hand, does not aim for an
external object which would circumscribe the limits of representation. Its
truth arises from the conformity between the content of a speech and the act
of saying it. It is a logic of action, rather than of being.

Going beyond the traditional definition of truth, this law of reflection also
upsets the traditional philosophical notion of identity. The identity produced
by Fichte’s philosophy is not logical identity, the highest law of formal logic.
It is an accordance between “what we say” and “what is presupposed in order
to say what we say,” between the speech and what it says, or between what
John Searle or Karl-Otto Apel will later call the propositional content and the
illocutionary force, speech and act, Sagen and Tun. It is this kind of identity
which, as the highest law of reflectivity, constitutes the permanent foundation
of the Wissenschaftslehre.

The whole system, the totality of allowed propositions will have to con-
form to this principle of reflection. To retain this or that particular proposi-
tion within the system will imply a previous demonstration that it was bereft
of any performative contradiction. It is this type of “action” that Fichte wishes
to rethink; it is by means of this sort of “act” that he wants to show the con-
tradiction that can arise between what we say and the act of saying it. In other
words, if a philosophy, in its content (be it an account of self-consciousness,
science, truth, knowledge, morals, or what have you), cannot account for the
act of saying such a content, it condemns itself to fall into serious contradic-
tions. Accordingly, if Fichte rejects Spinoza’s philosophy, this is not, as some
imply, because it would negate the very possibility of freedom or morality,
but because this philosophy is intrinsically false, insofar as its propositions’
content is negated by their enunciation. As the Wissenschafislehre of
1813 recalls:

The Wissenschafislehre is not a doctrine of being. It would be one only by misun-
derstanding. The most famous doctrine of being is Spinozas. But precisely, he
didn’t return to the formation, to the thinking. ... On the contrary, with the
Wissenschafislebre, the return on knowledge, the self-consciousness, is a perma-
nent condition, and the return on ourselves is the instrument of a method that
is confirmed by rules. The Wissenschafislehre: a pure setting apart of being. (GA
11/15:133)
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From the Private Meditations of 1793 to the final presentation of the
Wissenschafislehre, Fichte thus never ceased to follow the same track: the model
of reflection as a knowledge of knowledge, with everything this implies: the
principle of pragmatic non-contradiction, a logic of action rather than of
being, and a revolution in the very way we philosophize.

Conclusion: Fichte and the Dawn of Reflectivity

From the Private Meditations (1793) to the Wissenschafislehre of 1794/1795,
from the Artempt at a New Presentation (1797-1798) to the Wissenschafislehre
of 1804, and from the latter to the 1813 exposition, the Wissenschafislehre
presents itself as what one might call an analytic of reflectivity: an analytic, in
that it breaks down to the constitutive elements and principles without which
reflection cannot be understood; an analytic of reflectivity, in that what must
be understood from the outset is not the object (as in the Kantian analytic)
but the “understanding of understanding,” the “knowledge of knowledge.”
This reiteration of notions, this recurrence, is conveyed in 1794 by the expres-
sion “reflection of reflection” itself, and later by “reflectivity,” which is favored
by Fichte in the Wissenschafislehre of 1812 and 1813. It reveals a possibility—
the highest possibility—of human reason. This reflectivity is defined by a
series of original characteristics. First, it is opposed to the notion of Kantian
representation, but this does not mean that it is merely a revival of the concept
of reflection found in Descartes, Locke, or Leibniz. Fichte’s notion of reflec-
tion can be positively determined as a questioning of the status of the philoso-
pher’s discourse and, as such, clearly occupies a metaphilosophical level, as an
inquiry into the conditions and actions implied in any discourse claiming to
be true. Furthermore, reflection is self-referential, in that it is an application
of a proposition or of a system to itself. As such, it is not merely an internal
eye that would observe, from a perspective that arises out of nowhere, a sub-
sisting x (be it the I or a thing). It is thus not through inner observation and
description that a philosopher can resolve the question, “How can we know
that we know?” but through a certain kind of argumentation. Neither intro-
spection nor description, reflection is argumentation, a new form of transcen-
dental method. This logic of action and actualization is the central core of the
various Wissenschafislehren and ensures their consistency. The Wissenschafislehre
is thus not a doctrine of being, of the world, or of consciousness, but, as the
name suggests, “a science of science”: a science of the philosophical discourse
in its pretension to describe being, the world, consciousness, or the consti-
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tuted sciences. Such is the analytic of reflectivity whose absolute foundation is
the non-contradiction between speech and action, the Archimedean point
from which Fichte undertook to rebuild everything.

Translated by Emmanuel Chaput

Notes

10.

Luigi Payerson, Fichte. Il sistema della Liberta (Milan: Mursia, 1976), 14.

. See one example, among others, in the beginning of Wissenschafislehre of

1801: “the science of knowledge qua science of science” (GA 11/6:140).

This point is made by numerous commentators on Kant’s philosophy. See
e.g., André de Muralt, La Conscience transcendantale dans le criticisme kantien
(Paris: Aubier, 1958), 15. The fact of representation, de Muralt, writes, “allows
to retrieve the totality of Kant’s theory of knowledge.” See also the work of
Alexis Philonenko, who has constantly defined Kantian philosophy as a “the-
ory of representation,” i.e., as an elucidation of the subject-object relation.
This text was written in 1793—1794, only a few months before the first Science
of Knowledge.

René Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, trans. Michael Moriarty
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 18. On the conception of the first
enunciation of the Cogito as a performative, see Jaakko Hintikkas seminal
paper “Cogito ergo sum, Inference or Performance,” Philosophical Review 71,
no. 1 (1962): 3-32.

Fichte never ceased to criticize the philosophies that started with a simple
“fact” (Tatsache), the facticity of consciousness included. It is therefore not
simply a matter of acknowledging through reflection something that was
already there prior to reflection itself.

The expression appears no less than six times in ten lines.

The conjunction of episteme and logos, which could be literally translated by
the expression “science of science,” is reminiscent of Fichte’s own
Wissenschafislehre, which could also be translated as “science of science.”
Fichte’s expression, formed form Germanic roots, could thus be seen as a lit-
eral counterpart to the word “epistemology,” formed with Greek roots.

It is worth noticing that Fichte insists on the absence of a significant change
between the different versions of the Wissenschafislehre. The condition is said
to be “permanent,” meaning unchanged, as if it had always been the founda-
tion of every Wissenschafislehre.

A certain interpretation of Gamma, 4 could lead one to acknowledge that
Aristotle already used this kind of argumentation to refute the sophist’s argu-
ment against the law of non-contradiction as a formal principle. The argu-
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ment as such is far from new and has been well-known throughout history as
a means to counter skepticism. Fichte’s originality is to transform this mere
means into the principle of principles, the foundation of any possible philo-
sophical discourse. Accordingly, Fichte enables new propositions to be pro-
duced on the basis of classical problems.

11. This first proposition, which, as knowledge of knowledge, is specified as the
congruence between the enunciated (the actualized) and the enunciation (the
actualizing), is an end to achieve, a task to fulfill, and not a first proposition
in the Wolflian sense of the word, that is, a proposition whose content would
allow us to deduce other propositions in compliance with a hypothetico-
deductive model.
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Fichte's Anti-Dogmatism
and the Autonomy of Reason

Kienhow Goh

I cannot and will not recant anything, for to go against conscience is neither
right nor safe.
—Martin Luther

This chapter offers an interpretation of Fichte’s most nuanced and sustained
critique of dogmatism: the critique advanced in the 1797 “First” and “Second
Introductions” to the Attempt at a New Presentation of the Science of Knowledge.
Famously, Fichte sets up dogmatism in diametrical opposition to his own
idealism: the idealist takes the intellect for the explanatory ground of experi-
ence, whereas the dogmatist takes a thing for the same. Most startlingly, he
admits that dogmatism is the only possible alternative system of philosophy
to idealism, and maintains that neither is able to refute the other. The startling
claim has engaged Anglo-American scholars for the past five decades.
Especially challenging for the interpreter is the task of squaring Fichte’s overt
concession of the idealist’s inability to refute the dogmatist with his apparent
attempt at such a refutation. The issue, first raised by John Lachs’s remark that
Fichte is “of two minds about the force of his argument against the dogma-
tist,” has since sparked an ongoing debate over whether a “refutation of dog-
matism” is intended at all, and if so, what the arguments are and whether they
work.? Here I argue that the idealist has no leverage against the dogmatist at
all outside of the moral belief that first ushers him into idealism, but this does
not leave idealism rationally unjustified against dogmatism. To draw the latter
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conclusion is to overlook the deeper point behind Fichte’s concession of the
irrefutability of dogmatism: the inadequacy of the prevalent objectivist para-
digm of rationality and the need for it to be replaced by a radically subjectivist
one. In Fichte’s eyes, the freedom of the [—or, more poignantly, the “absolute
autonomy of reason”—demands that the unconditioned ground of rational
justification be completely situated within the subject. It demands that every
series of “How do I know?” questions be rounded up in the questioner’s self-
agreement as a rational being, or, more precisely, the head’s agreement with
the heart. To criticize Fichte for begging the question against the dogmatist is
not only to hold him to a standard of rational justification he rejects, but also
to get caught in the dogmatist trap he cautions against.

The term “dogmatism” was used by Kant by and large as a historical coun-
terpoint to his revolutionary critical approach to philosophy. It served him as
a tag for all previous philosophers illicit assumption that the intellectual
apparatus by which they claimed to prove their theorems about supersensible
objects like freedom, God, and the soul—namely, reason—is apt for the task.
Among the immediate post-Kantians, the term took on an increasingly philo-
sophical significance as they faced opponents who remained unmoved by
Kant’s call for critical self-examination. In particular, Fichte was forced to
come to terms with a “natural propensity to dogmatism” (IWL 69 [GA
1/4:238]) he thought he saw in most. Events took a most unexpected turn
when Schelling, at that time a young Fichtean protégé, foretold the emer-
gence of a higher breed of dogmatists in the 1795 Philosophical Letters on
Dogmatism and Criticism. In his preface to the essay, he declared that “a new
system of dogmatism is about to be fashioned from the spoils captured by
critical philosophy.” According to Schelling, the Critique of Pure Reason had
succeeded in overthrowing “dogmaticism” but not “dogmatism.” The option
of a “rencwed system of dogmatism™ that is responsive to “the method of
practical postulates™ remains live. Such a system would, through critical
awareness of its boundary as one of two possible systems (the other being the
“system of criticism”), not only desist from making any false claim to univer-
sal validity, but also disclose the true nature of scientific knowledge as a “pure
product of our freedom.” As Xavier Léon and Reinhard Lauth have long
noted, it was in response to Schelling’s Philosophical Letters that the assess-
ments of dogmatism in the two Introductions were formulated.” Read against
this background, it is immediately clear that Fichte was insisting against
Schelling on the impossibility of a critical dogmatist.

As a result of the way in which the term’s usage evolves, we end up with
several loosely connected meanings of dogmatism. In its initial usage by Kant,
it has primarily a methodological or procedural meaning, designating an
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approach to philosophy that is oblivious to the limits of the power by which
one philosophizes. Taken in this sense, the term covers a wide variety of philo-
sophical positions: Lockean empiricism and Leibnizian rationalism are no less
dogmatist than Spinozism. In Fichte’s and Schelling’s hands, the term takes
on a more substantive or doctrinal meaning. It refers specifically to the philo-
sophical position of zranscendental realism, according to which objects empiri-
cally cognized are things in themselves.® Between Fichte and Schelling,
disagreement emerges as to what a “consistent dogmatist” looks like. Daniel
Breazeale rightly points out that both regard Spinoza as the most exemplary
dogmatist,” but he fails to note that they do so for very different reasons. One
of their chief points of contention concerns whether Spinozism can be read as
a system of ethics. While Schelling valorizes Spinoza as a dogmatic ethicist
who “lived in his system,”° Fichte insists that Spinoza can only #hink and not
believe (that is, live by) his system (IWL 98 [GA 1/4:264]). Consistent dogma-
tism is for Fichte as Spinozism is for Jacobi: fatalism and materialism (IWL
16, 23 [GA 1/4:192, 197]). Since an ethics grounded on fatalism and materi-
alism is a contradiction in terms, no dogmatist ethics is possible. By Fichte’s
and Schelling’s treatments, dogmatism also acquires a characterological mean-
ing. Schelling portrays the dogmatist as a quasi-mystic who is given to sur-
rendering his self to “the immeasurable” rather than to struggling against it,"
while Fichte portrays him as one who is disposed to regard his self as a thing
among things.

The Choice Between Two Possibilities

In the opening of the First Introduction, Fichte states with furious concision
that the task of philosophy is to explain “experience,” that is, the system of
representations “accompanied by a feeling of necessity,” as opposed to repre-
sentations “accompanied by a feeling of freedom” (IWL 8 [GA 1/4:186]). To
explain experience is to explain it from some ground. Since experience cannot
be explained from itself or any part of itself without vicious circularity, the
philosopher must seek the ground of experience outside of experience. But he
can go outside of experience only by abstracting from it. One can abstract
from experience in either one of two ways: either one abstracts from the thing,
in which case one is left with the “I in itself” or “intellect in itself,” or one
abstracts from the intellect, in which case one is left with the “thing in itself”
(IWL 11 [GA 1/4:188]). A philosophy that proceeds in its explanation of
experience from an I in itself is idealist—in a critical or transcendental, as
opposed to a dogmatic or metaphysical, sense—while one that proceeds from a
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thing in itself is dogmatist. According to Fichte, the idealist and the dogmatist
systems of philosophy are “the only ones possible” (IWL 11 [GA 1/4:188]).
They cannot both be right: if the I in itself is the explanatory ground of experi-
ence, then the thing in itself is not, and vice versa. (This is not to say, as
J. Douglas Rabb rightly points out in response to Lachs’s criticism of Fichte,
that if either is not the explanatory ground of experience, then the other is.'?)
Inasmuch as the idealist and the dogmatist differ with regard to their first
principle, there is no common ground between them upon which the truth or
falsity of one can be demonstrated to the other. To this extent, neither can
refute the other.

In Section 5 of the First Introduction, Fichte famously argues that, since
the two systems have equal speculative value, one can choose one over the
other only by means of a “decision [Entscheidung]” based on one’s “inclination
and interest” (IWL 18 [GA 1/4:194]). Although the idealist and the dogmatist
both have a “supreme interest” in their own selves, they have completely
opposed views of what their se/ves mean (IWL 18 [GA 1/4:194]). On account
of his strong, lively sense of self, the idealist is inclined to identify himself with
his inner self and to affirm the latter’s self-sufficiency over that of things. In
contrast, the dogmatist, on account of his weak and lifeless sense of self, is
inclined to identify himself with things and to cling to the self-sufficiency of
things for the sake of maintaining his own. In this context, Fichte makes the
controversial remark that the “kind of philosophy one chooses depends on the
kind of person one is” (IWL 20 [GA 1/4:195]). Read in context, the remark
does not affirm a relativist or perspectivist theory of philosophical truth,
because it makes a point not so much about philosophy as about ones choice
of a philosophical position. Relativism and perspectivism are already ruled out
by the claim that idealism and dogmatism cannot both be true. Elsewhere,
Fichte states plainly that “there is but one philosophy” (IWL 97 [GA
1/4:263])."

Fichte also clearly repudiates Schelling’s proto-existentialist claim that one’s
choice of philosophy is based upon a “self-assertion [Selbstmacht] of [one’s]
freedom”™* insofar as he stresses that the choice is determined by one’s charac-
ter. Nevertheless, Peter Suber claims that even while Fichte pursues the line of
thought that one’s choice is determined by one’s character, he “also flirts with
the opposite position” of one’s character being determined by one’s choice.”
This, I think, stems from the common mistaken assumption that Fichte thinks
of the moral commitment that undergirds one’s character as (the product of) an
exercise of voluntary choice (Willkiir). While we are certainly capable of mak-
ing commitments through exercising voluntary choice, the commitment in
question is, according to Fichte, made through an “absolutely primary” act of
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spontaneity that does nor involve voluntary choice (see SE 169-73 [GA
1/5:165-69]). As we will see, Fichte sees the moral law as being originally
enforced in every rational being not as a regulative “fact of reason” but as a
constitutive “drive to absolute self-sufficiency,” and one is necessarily commit-
ted to morality to the extent that one is immediately conscious of the drive.
Therefore, the character by which one’s choice of philosophy is determined is
a function of (the strength and liveliness of) one’s immediate consciousness of
the drive rather than of (any exercise of) voluntary choice.'®

It is clear enough that the difference between dogmatism and idealism does
not turn on the distinction between thinking and believing. It is not as if the
idealist believes while the dogmatist thinks simply for the sake of thinking;
both the dogmatist and the idealist believe, insofar as to believe a philosophi-
cal system is to live by it: philosophy is no “lifeless household item one can
put aside or pick up as one wishes” (IWL 20 [GA 1/4:434]). What is harder
to see is that the difference also does not turn on the distinction between
rational and irrational (more precisely, for Fichte: moral and non-moral) belief.
One’s “supreme interest” in one’s self is an instance of what Fichte calls “pure
interests” (or what Kant calls “interests of reason”). Such interests “cannot be
produced artificially or from without; instead, they spring from certain innate
drives”"” Inasmuch as the dogmatist’s choice is grounded in an interest of this
sort, it is no less motivated and constrained by the needs of pure practical rea-
son than is the idealist’s choice.'® It is not as if the idealist chooses out of a
moral concern (Besorglichkeit) while the dogmatist chooses out of a pragmatic
concern; both the dogmatist and the idealist choose out of a moral concern.

I will to be self-sufficient, and therefore I take myself to be such. Such a taking-
to-be-true, however, is belief. Therefore, our philosophy begins with an item of
belief, and it knows that it does this. Dogmatism too ... begins with belief (in
the thing in isself); but it usually does not know this. (SE 31 [GA 1/5:43], trans-
lation modified)

Whether dogmatist or idealist, philosophy is a profoundly moral activity that
involves the safeguarding of one’s dignity (Wiirde) as a rational being. To this
extent, pure practical reason has “methodological primacy”" for both the
dogmatist and the idealist.

While both the dogmatist and the idealist choose on the basis of their inter-
ests in their own selves, their interests turn out to be different because they
identify their selves with different things. Depending on whether one has
“attained a full feeling of [one’s] own freedom and absolute self-sufficiency,”
one chooses either idealism or dogmatism as one’s philosophy (IWL 18 [GA
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1/4:194]). As we saw above, the idealist’s fullness of feeling of his freedom and
absolute self-sufficiency compels him to assert his self over and against things.
Out of interest in his self-sufficiency, he then denies the relative “self-sufficiency
of things” (IWL 18 [GA 1/4:194]). Although the dogmatist has in common
with the idealist a supreme interest in his own self, his lack of feeling of his
freedom and absolute self-sufficiency leads him to take his self for a thing
among things. Out of interest in his self-sufhiciency, he then affirms the rela-
tive self-sufficiency of things. Yet the dogmatist’s interest is pure (rather than
empirical) insofar as he is responding to the moral demand to safeguard his
dignity as a rational being. To this extent, his speculative activities are no less
motivated by moral (rather than pragmatic) considerations than the idealist’s
are. What sets the idealist apart is his keener and more reflexive awareness of
the demand.

The Absolute Autonomy of Reason

In the First Introduction, Fichte claims that “the dispute between the idealist
and the dogmatist is actually a dispute over whether the self-sufficiency of the
I should be sacrificed to that of the thing, or conversely, whether the self-
sufficiency of the thing should be sacrificed to that of the I” (IWL 17 [GA
1/4:193]). Yet he does not explain why the position a philosopher takes con-
cerning the explanatory ground of experience should have any bearing on the
question of his self-sufficiency. While the representation of the Is self-sufficiency
can co-exist with the representation of the things self-sufficiency, the I's acrual
self-sufficiency cannot, Fichte tells us, co-exist with the thing’s actual self-
sufficiency (see IWL 17 [GA 1/4:194]). But why not? The standard answer is
that by conceding that experience has its explanatory ground in the thing in
itself, I concede that my self is explainable in terms of the mechanism of
nature (in what Wayne Martin calls a “naturalistic account of human subjec-
tivity”)* and thereby reduce it to a thing among things. This explains why the
thing’s self-sufficiency excludes idealism, but not why the Is self-sufficiency
excludes dogmatism. The question remains: Why can I not insist that my self
is not explainable in terms of the mechanism of nature while conceding that
experience has its explanatory ground in the thing in itself? Given that the I is
“something elevated above all experience” (IWL 13 [GA 1/4:190]), why
should my admission of the thing in itself as the explanatory ground of repre-
sentations “accompanied by a feeling of necessity” commit me to the further
claim that it is also the explanatory ground of representations “accompanied
by a feeling of freedom”?
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On this score, Martial Gueroult provides an invaluable insight into the
nature of Fichte’s anti-dogmatism. According to Gueroult, the issue at stake
in the battle against dogmatism is that which defines the project of Kant’s
Critique of Practical Reason: Does reason determine the will of itself? Is pure
reason practical? As Fichte sees it, the issue is intertwined from the beginning
with that of whether reason can have a rea/ influence on nature (as opposed to
a merely apparent influence that stems in turn from nature) by giving an end
to itself by itself. We are accustomed to assuming that an “end-concept”
(Zweckbegriffi—that takes the form of a “foregoing image” (Vorbild)—must
be derivative of a “cognitive concept” (Erkenntnifibegriff)—that takes the
form of a “succeeding image” (Nachbild) (see SE 72 [GA 1/5:79]). But if rea-
son were to be truly practical, then “the foregoing image must be truly and
absolutely first, that is to say, prior to the succeeding image.”' This is part of
what the “absolute autonomy” or “absolute self-sufhiciency” of reason means.
By assuming cognitive concepts to be first produced by mysterious things in
themselves and end-concepts to be then constructed from cognitive concepts,
the dogmatist undermines the autonomy of reason by assigning primacy and
originality to cognitive concepts over end-concepts. Indeed,

the essence of transcendental idealism as presented in the Wissenschafislehre, is
that the concept of being is by no means considered to be a primary and original
concept, but is treated purely as a derivative one, indeed, as a concept derived
through its opposition to activity, and hence, as a merely negative concept. For
the idealist, nothing is positive but freedom, and, for him, being is nothing but
a negation of freedom. (IWL 84 [GA 1/4:251-52])

On the other hand, “anyone who maintains that all thinking and conscious-
ness must proceed from some being thereby makes being into something
original, and dogmatism consists in doing just this” (IWL 85 [GA 1/4:252]).
Idealism aims to deliver a “system of reason” wherein what is—in the form of
a system of cognitive concepts—is contained in, and derived from, what ought
to be—in the form of a system of end-concepts. As Fichte puts it, “It is the sole
aim of all philosophy to provide a derivation of objective truth—within the
world of appearances as well as within the intelligible world” (IWL 38n [GA
[/4:211n]).

In light of the demand for the absolute autonomy of reason, we can appre-
ciate the claim in Section 5 of the First Introduction that any effort to com-
bine elements of both idealism and dogmatism in order to construct one
system is bound to leave unexplained the “transition from matter to mind” or
from “necessity to freedom,” and vice versa (IWL 16-17 [GA 1/4:193]). From
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the beginning, the idealist system Fichte has in mind is a “system of reason”
(Vernunft-Systems) that reenacts reason itself. Such a system is possible only if
reason is absolutely autonomous.

Either all philosophy has to be abandoned, or the absolute autonomy of reason
must be conceded. All doubts and all denials of the possibility of a system of
reason are grounded on the presupposition of heteronomy, on the presupposition
that reason can be determined by something outside itself. This presupposition,
however, is absolutely contrary to reason and in conflict with the same. (SE 60
[GA 1/5:69], translation modified)

To be sure, the idealist cannot be certain of the possibility of such a system
prior to its actual construction. But he can be certain of its impossibility as
soon as the thing in itself is admitted as a first principle. For the system qua
system of reason is not supposed to be determinable by anything outside of
itself, and in its delivery of an idealist account of experience, “anticipates expe-
rience in its entirety” (IWL 32 [GA 1/4:206]). Dogmatism, whose essence is
to explain experience by appeal to the thing in itself, is characterized by its
transcendence, while idealism is marked by its uncompromising immanence
(see SK 117 [GA 1/2:279]).

The absolute autonomy of reason articulates the rationale behind what is
arguably the single most important difference between Fichte’s epistemology
and Kant’s: Fichte’s subordination of the transcendental ground of theoretical
cognition under that of practical belief. For Kant, sensibility, understanding
and theoretical reason work together to ground a system of experience « priori
and independently of practical reason. Such a system maps an autonomous
theoretical domain of nature that need not by itself come under the practical
domain of freedom. For Fichte, on the other hand, these theoretical powers
are not capable of working on their own independently of #he unconditioned
practical-rational ground.*” In this light, Fichte’s move to commence with an
appeal to moral belief is not, as Karl Ameriks would have it, a convenient
shortcut to idealism, devised to bypass a “series of complex considerations
entailing the ideality of space and time” and “requiring that all our theoretical
knowledge [be] limited to spatiotemporal determinations.”* Rather, it is a
strategic step in his exposition of the system of the human mind from the
highest point upon which all its various activities turn.
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Two Levels of Spiritual Development

From the empirical viewpoint, one begins as an incomplete human being, and
becomes complete as a human being only by progressing through fixed stages
of spiritual development. In more familiar parlance, reason and self-
consciousness are cultivated in a human being only through a process of “self-
cultivation” (Bildung) and “education” (Erziehung). The process does not
occur by natural necessity but rests, in the final analysis, upon the aforemen-
tioned absolutely primary act. At the same time, it is susceptible to being
foiled by flawed educational practices and policies. An education that seeks to
fashion pupils to be of some pragmatic use interferes with the free self-
development of reason in them by “[extirpating] the root of self-activity in
earliest youth” (IWL 92 [GA 1/4:259]). Such an education is dogmatist inas-
much as it embraces a heteronomous ethical system that seeks what is good in
ends outside of reason.

According to this developmental scheme, one is complete as a rational
being to the extent that one is able to differentiate one’s freedom and self-
sufficiency from the freedom and self-sufficiency of things. Consciousness is
directed outward toward things before being turned inward toward the self.
Because dogmatism is distinguished from idealism by a lack of attentiveness
to one’s self, all idealists pass through stages of being drawn to dogmatism
before progressing to idealism (see IWL 19 [GA 1/4:195]). Fichte believes that
few in his time are ever truly “able to overcome [dogmatism’s] appeal” (see
IWL 69-70 [GA 1/4:238]). Still, he regards the rift separating them to be so
great that he describes idealists and dogmatists provocatively as two “sub-
species of human beings” (IWL 18 [GA 1/4:194]). Characterologically speak-
ing, dogmatism is nothing but a natural propensity to appeal to things outside
of one’s self in argumentation, while idealism is the strength to withstand the
propensity. As the dogmatist identifies his self with a thing, he is, by virtue of
his concern with affirming and preserving his freedom and self-sufhciency,
given to assigning primacy and originality to things in his account of experi-
ence. By contrast, the idealist opposes his self to things, and will not admit
primacy and originality to anything over it. Apparently, not every character
trait bears on whether one is a member of one sub-species or the other. The
single trait that seems to matter is the strength and liveliness of one’s sense of
self and feeling of one’s own freedom and self-sufficiency. But the trait has
implications for such wide-ranging, extra-philosophical aspects as one’s socio-
economic, political, moral and religious affiliations.?
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Idealism marks a higher level of spiritual development than dogmatism,
because idealism charts a broader “field of vision” (IWL 95 [GA 1/4:261]) or
“sphere of possible thinking” (IWL 83 [GA 1/4:250]). While the dogmatist’s
field of vision is confined to things, the idealist’s encompasses things as well as
his self—the I, the intellect, or reason. The I, according to Fichte, is an “imme-
diate unity of being and seeing” (IWL 21 [GA 1/4:196]) that contains a dou-
ble, ideal-real series (of seeing and being). Lacking full compass of the I, the
dogmatist recognizes only a real series of being unaccompanied by any ideal
series of seeing; having full compass of the I, the idealist recognizes no such
thing. Fichte’s talk of a “field of vision” is merely figurative. It is not as if some
item that appears in the idealist’s consciousness (such as the I or the ideal
series of seeing) is missing in the dogmatist’s consciousness. Admittedly, Fichte
sometimes writes as if this were the case.””> However, there are other times
when he is clear that any dogmatist who takes a sufficiently hard look within
himself is able to find the I and the ideal series of seeing.?® The concepts and
principles of reason are “actually operative in every rational being, where they
operate with the necessity of reason; for the very possibility of any consciousness
whatsoever is based upon the efficacy of these same concepts” (IWL 91 [GA
1/4:258], emphases added). For all their incompleteness as rational beings,
dogmatists are rational beings, and therefore are conscious beings.

...Insofar as they are rational, spiritual beings at all, they simply cannot dispense
with the general concept of the pure I as such, for in that case they would also
have to refrain from raising any objections against us—just as a block of wood
would have to do. What they do lack, however, and are unable to elevate them-
selves to the level of; is the concept of this concept. They certainly possess this

concept within themselves; they simply do not realize that they possess it. (IWL
90 [GA 1/4:2571])

If dogmatists are conscious of the I and the ideal series of seeing, how can we
make sense of their allegedly narrower “field of vision”? As I understand
Fichte, consciousness of the I and the ideal series of seeing comes in degrees
of clarity. As all consciousness is conditioned by self-consciousness, the more
conscious one is of ones own consciousness of the I and the ideal series of seeing,
the more clearly conscious one is of them. The idealist is sufficiently self-
consciously conscious of the I to recognize its essential distinctiveness from
things. He recognizes that it contains the double ideal-real series of seeing and
being, and that all being is “being for us” (Seyn fiir uns). The dogmatist is also
conscious of the I, but not sufficiently self-consciously conscious of the I to
recognize its essential distinctiveness from things. He is bitter in his dispute
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with the idealist because “there is something in his own inner self which agrees
with his assailant” (IWL 19 [GA 1/4:195]). Despite his consciousness of the I,
he mistakes it for a thing. Consequently, he does not recognize anything
beyond the single real series of being “constituted by the mechanism of nature”
(IWL 24 [GA 1/4:198]) or any being other than “being in itself” (Seyn an sich).

Additionally, dogmatists “fail to distinguish [the series of their own observ-
ing and the series of the observed I] from each other at all, or else they confuse
them with one another and assign to one of these series something that really
pertains to the other” (IWL 37 [GA 1/4:210]). Stepping out of the ordinary
point of view without realizing it, they do not recognize the role of free choice
in philosophy. Freely choosing dogmatism over idealism without realizing it,
they claim to find no alternative to dogmatism. Going beyond experience
without realizing it, they conflate things with things in themselves, and regard

them as furnishing infallible evidence for the primacy and originality of being
(in itself).?”

A Subjectivist Ground of Rational Justification

The dogmatist insists that a philosopher impart his convictions to another by
means of theoretical demonstrations. A conviction that is not “communica-
ble” in this way is, according to the dogmatist, necessarily rationally unjusti-
fied. The underlying assumption is that the ground of rational justification is
in some thing (or fact about things) to which everyone has access. Taking
himself to be a thing among things, the dogmatist demands that conviction
be produced by some efficacious force of things that acts upon him from the
outside. Taking such an objectivist paradigm of rationality for granted, he
ends up demanding the impossible. The dogmatist’s philosophical practice is
sustainable only as long as one ignores one or more of three straightforward
facts: first, a theoretical demonstration merely transfers our certainty in some-
thing not thereby demonstrated to something thereby demonstrated, and
thus rests ultimately upon an immediate certainty in something undemon-
strated; second, a theoretical demonstration cannot communicate a convic-
tion to someone who does not share “z single point concerning the material of
cognition” (IWL 94 [GA 1/4:260]), and is therefore irrelevant to resolving a
disagreement over first principles; third, a theoretical demonstration cannot
communicate a conviction to someone who does not self-actively appropriate it.

The criterion proposed by Reinhold for philosophical science betrays the
influence of an objectivist paradigm of rationality. By the criterion, a philo-
sophical system qualifies as science only if it is “universally accepted”
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(allgemeingeltende), that is, only if its validity is universally recognized. Fichte’s
keen appreciation of the limits of theoretical reason and the autonomy of
practical reason leads him to relinquish any hope of meeting that criterion: “A
philosophy,” he asserts, “does not have to be universally recognized ro be valid
in order to be granted the status of a science” (IWL 96 [GA 1/4:262]). In the
first place, the criterion of universal acceptance is plainly unacceptable when
taken crudely to require that the validity of a system be recognized by every
human being. Surely, this criterion does not require that the validity of a sys-
tem be recognized by human beings whose reason is not sufficiently cultivated
to recognize it. The criterion is more reasonable when rendered as requiring
that the validity of a system be recognized by every human being whose rea-
son is sufficiently cultivated to recognize it.”®

Fichte sees a grain of truth in this rendering of Reinhold’s criterion of uni-
versal acceptance. According to him, reason “is the common possession of
everyone and is entirely the same in every rational being.” The concepts and
principles that constitute the system of reason mark a common “point” where
all human beings begin, in the sense that these concepts and principles are
“actually operative” in a human being inasmuch as he exists as a rational being
(that is, is conscious). To this extent, the concepts and principles of reason are
already universally accepted! To be sure, they are not universally accepted in a
way that warrants the reinstatement of Reinhold’s criterion of universal accep-
tance. For while universal acceptance of these concepts and principles in the
Reinholdian sense would amount to a free acknowledgement of their validity by
the intellect, universal acceptance in the Fichtean sense amounts to an original
enforcement of them as drives. The former presupposes the aforementioned
“single point concerning the material of cognition” in everyone, whereas the
latter does not. It also presupposes that the dogmatist possesses the critical
self-understanding which he precisely lacks—that is, that he possesses not
only a self (the general concept of the pure I), but also a comprehension of the
self (the concept of that concept).

With the originally enforced system of reason in place, philosophy becomes
a matter of reenacting at the cognitive level what is already present at a pre-
cognitive level. The criterion for philosophical science is reformulated accord-
ingly, in terms of its agreement with the system, or what turns out to be the
same, its proponents’ complete conviction (Uberzeugung) of its truth. In the
first place, the ultimate ground of rational justification is shifted from things
(or facts about them) outside to the subject within.

In our system, one makes oneself the ultimate basis of one’s philosophy, and that
is why this system appears ‘baseless’ to anyone who is unable to do this... It is
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necessary that our philosophy confesses this quite loudly, so that it might
thereby finally be relieved of the unreasonable demand that it demonstrate to
human beings from outside something they have to create in themselves. (SE

31-32 [GA 1/5:43])

Besides, a philosophical system is rationally justified inasmuch as it agrees
with the system of reason. Such an agreement (Ubereinstimmung) is precisely
what Fichte means by conviction.

If even a single person is completely convinced of his own philosophy ... then
philosophy has achieved its goal and run its full course in this person, for it has
set him down again ar the precise point where he, along with all other human
beings, began. Should this ever happen, then philosophy as a science will actually
be present in the world, even if no one beyond this one single person compre-
hends and adopts it, and even if it should happen that this person has no idea
how to expound this philosophy to anyone else. (IWL 97 [GA 1/4:263],
emphases added)

To be sure, a philosophical system depends for its rational acceptance on a
non-rational act by the subject. Its validity is recognized only by a human
being who has raised himself to a sufficiently high level of spiritual develop-
ment through an act that “does not ensue according to any law, but... ensues
because it ensues” (SE 169 [GA 1/5:165]). But this has nothing to do with the
system’s rational justification. The system is rationally justified neither by the
act nor even by the higher level of spiritual development the human being is
thereby ushered into, but by its agreement with the system of reason.

As the system of reason is originally enforced at the precognitive level
through a system of boundedness (Begrenztheit), the agreement of a given
system of concepts and principles with it is immediately felt as certainty
(Gewipheit), while its disagreement with it is felt as doubt (Zweyfel). The
“higher power of feeling,” by means of which certainty or doubt is felt, is
conscience (Gewissen). | have no way of finding out if a philosophical system is
in agreement with the originally enforced system of reason except by means of
conscience. Thus conscience takes the paramount position in Fichte’s episte-
mology: the head is to follow the heart. Far from being a remnant of the
irrational past, conscience is the highest authority in a perfectly rational order.
It “is itself the judge of all convictions and acknowledges no higher judge
above itself. If has final jurisdiction and is subject to no appeal. To want to go
beyond conscience means to want to go beyond oneself and to separate one-

self from oneself” (SE 165 [GA 1/5:161-62]).
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The Idealist “Refutation of Dogmatism”

After going to great lengths in Section 5 of the First Introduction to show that
idealism and dogmatism are of equal speculative value and that one accepts
one and rejects the other by free choice rather than by theoretical argumentation,
Fichte offers what looks like theoretical arguments against dogmatism in
Section 6 and elsewhere. Suber characterizes these arguments as “two-edged”:
“The more they support idealism, the more they undercut Fichte’s presenta-
tion of primordial philosophy as a free choice between balanced contradicto-
ries.”” Commentators are divided: some maintain that Fichte recognizes no
reasons other than moral ones for preferring idealism over dogmatism; others
acknowledge that he offers theoretical reasons in addition to moral ones for
rationally justifying idealism against dogmatism.*® The unspoken assumption
on both sides is that morality has no rational-justificatory significance for
Fichte. From what we have seen of his subjectivist paradigm of rationality,
however, that assumption cannot be right.

On the subjectivist paradigm, the ground of rational justification is origi-
nally enforced within the subject at the precognitive level through a system of
boundedness. A philosopher seeing to the rational justification of his philo-
sophical system can count on nothing but the approval of conscience. In other
words, he has no way of ensuring the truth of a philosophical system other
than by aligning the system with his own moral belief and interest. Far from
having no rational-justificatory role, morality is the sole epistemic compass.
There is no prospect of rationally justifying one system against the other
except in terms of its agreement with morality. The point to take away from
Fichte’s concession of the irrefutability of dogmatism, therefore, is not the
rational unjustifiability of idealism against dogmatism, but the inadequacy of
theoretical reason and the indispensability of practical reason for rationally
justifying idealism against dogmatism.

First of all, it is worth noting an ambiguity in the usage of the term theoreti-
cal or speculative in this context. In general, the term describes the I’s ideal,
thinking activity inasmuch as this is separated from, and opposed to, the I’s
real, practical activity. But for Fichte, there are varying degrees to which the
former is separated from and opposed to the latter. At the most extreme, my
“freedom of thinking” (IWL 18 [GA 1/4:194]) allows me to think simply for
the sake of thinking—without practical motivation and constraint of any sort. It
is at this level of thinking that dogmatism can be said to have the same specu-
lative value as idealism. Inasmuch as my preference for one system over another
is based upon my pure, original concern for my self-sufficiency as a rational
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being, my philosophizing is practically motivated and constrained. Does my
philosophizing cease on this account to be theoretical? No, it continues to be
theoretical as long as it is detached from the practical activity of ordinary life.
This is so despite its being less “theoretical” than thinking simply for the sake
of thinking.’' From the fact that Fichte’s arguments against dogmatism are
theoretical, it does not follow that they are not based upon and informed by
idealist premises which are first admitted through moral belief and interest.
Therefore, the key to resolving the apparent tension is not to determine
whether the arguments in Section 6 of the First Introduction and elsewhere
are theoretical, but to determine whether they are based upon, and informed
by, idealist premises which are admitted only through moral belief and interest.

Refuting Dogmatism for the Idealist

The First Introduction contains not one but three or four theoretical argu-
ments against dogmatism. I will consider the two most obvious: the argument
from the non-existence of the thing in itself in Section 4, and the argument
from the failure to explain representations in Section 6. It will be clear that
they are not intended by Fichte to demonstrate the falsity of dogmatism from
a neutral stance.

In Section 4, Fichte argues that idealism is superior to dogmatism inas-
much as its object, the “I in itself,” “actually appears within consciousness as
something real,” while the object of dogmatism, the “thing in itself,” is a “pure
invention” (IWL 13 [GA 1/4:190]). The [ in itself is unique among objects of
consciousness: unlike invented objects, it appears to exist independently of
the subject; unlike other independently existing objects, it appears to have no
determinate properties other than those determined by the subject. As it
appears within consciousness only to the extent that the subject self-actively
attends to it, it is readily denied by those who do not attend to it. By contrast,
the thing in itself is a Kunstprodukt that first comes into existence through the
subject and does not exist independently of it. However, Fichte is clear that
this does not “imply anything against the [dogmatist] system” (IWL 14 [GA
1/4:190]). Since the ground of experience is supposed to lie outside of experi-
ence, the dogmatist should not, given that he begins with nothing but experi-
ence, be faulted for seeking it in an invented object.

In Section 6, Fichte argues that dogmatism is “no philosophy at all” because
it cannot succeed in the task of explaining experience; thus, because idealism
and dogmatism have been shown to be the only possible systems, idealism
turns out to be the “only type of philosophy that remains possible” (IWL 24
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[GA 1/4:198]). As we have seen, the dogmatist recognizes only a single series,
namely, the real series of things, and assumes being, naturally enough, as the
“primary and original concept” (IWL 84 [GA 1/4:252]). Beginning with being
in itself, he thinks of objective representations as caused by things according
to the mechanism of nature. Yet he cannot succeed in the task of explaining
them this way, because while representations belong only to the double ideal-
real series of seeing and being that is contained in the intellect, nothing but
things belong to the single real series of being. He tries to conceal the gap
between representations and things by postulating a “soul” which is purport-
edly amenable to interacting with things. But the soul cannot be construed as
interacting with things without itself being taken for a thing; and it cannot, as
a thing, be (a basis for) the intellect. In effect, the dogmatist “explains” objec-
tive representations by mistaking the intellect for (the property of) a thing or
(the property of) a thing for the intellect—more likely the latter, since he
lacks the concept of representation.

This second argument is generally taken more seriously by commentators
than the first, because Fichte does not say of the second, as he does of the first,
that it does not demonstrate the superiority of idealism over dogmatism. He
says instead that the dogmatist is unable to grasp the point of it. Nevertheless,
it is clear from his analysis of the theoretical “proof” of freedom of choice by
immediate consciousness that he could not have intended either argument to
demonstrate dogmatism’s falsity from a neutral stance. According to Fichte,
our consciousness of ourselves as free in willing (Wallen) comprises nothing
but the lack of consciousness of a cause for what ensues.

To be sure, no one will be able to provide such an explanation of willing from
something else nor even to say anything comprehensible in that regard.
Nevertheless, were someone to claim that willing might still possess a ground
outside of us, albeit a ground that remains incomprehensible to us, then, even
though there would not be the least reason to assent to such a claim, there
would also be no theoretical reason to object to it. (SE 31 [GA 1/5:42-43])

Granted that willing appears in consciousness to be without a cause, the pos-
sibility of its merely appearing to be so because its cause is unknown is not
ruled out. By the same token, granted that the properties of the I in itself
appear in the consciousness of a dogmatist to be determinable by him, the
possibility of their merely appearing to be so because their causes are unknown
to him is not ruled out. And granted that the dogmatist fails to explain how
representations are caused by things, the possibility of his failing to do so only
because their causes are unknown to him is not ruled out. Clearly, Fichte’s
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considered view of the matter is that there is no way of demonstrating dogma-
tism’s falsity from a neutral stance.

Refuting Dogmatism for the Dogmatist

Granted that the theoretical arguments against dogmatism in the First
Introduction are not meant to refute dogmatism for dogmatists, there is yet a
more promising line of argument that remains to be explored in the literature.
In Section 10 of the Second Introduction, Fichte argues that the dogmatist
cannot be convinced of his system, that is, cannot agree with himself about it.
As I understand it, the argument is a form of classical ad hominem argument
that exploits a pragmatic contradiction between what the dogmatist says and
what he does. According to Suber, Fichte’s ad hominem arguments against the
dogmatist are unlike the classical versions because they do not “criticize a
person for violating her own premises in elaborating them in theory, or in
acting upon them in practice.””* Instead, they focus on disparaging the per-
son’s character or capacities. But there are numerous passages where Fichte
evidently criticizes the dogmatist along the former lines. For example, at one
point in the 1798 System of Ethics he observes the discrepancy between the
“claim” (Behauptung) and the “conduct” (Verfahren) of someone who denies
that persons are free or stand under the moral law but is enraged by the person
who sets his house on fire, not by the fire (see SE 62-63 [GA 1/5:71]). The
same contradiction is discernible between the doctrine of universal egoism of
the likes of la Mettrie and Helvétius and their noble and selfless effort to convey
it to the rest of humankind (see SE 303-305 [GA 1/5:281-82]).

The contradiction between what the dogmatist says and what he does is not
one between what he #hinks and what he believes. For Fichte, one can think
something without believing it, and so think the opposite of what one believes
without disagreeing with oneself. Rather, the contradiction in question is one
between what the dogmatist believes in speculation and what he believes in
life. 'This is clear from a careful reading of Fichte’s remark on Spinoza in
Section 10 of the Second Introduction:

Spinoza could not have been convinced of his own philosophy. He could only
have thought it; he could not have believed it. For this is a philosophy that
directly contradicts those convictions that Spinoza must necessarily have
adopted in his everyday life, by virtue of which he had to consider himself to be
free and self-sufficient. He could have been convinced of his philosophy only to
the extent that it contains some element of truth, i.e., only insofar as it includes
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within itself a portion of philosophy as a science. He was convinced that a
purely objective mode of reasoning must necessarily lead to his system, and he
was right about this. But in the course of his thoughts it never occurred to him
to reflect upon his own act of thinking; this is where he went astray, and this
how he came to place his speculations in contradiction with his life. (IWL 98
[GA 1/4:264], translation modified)

Spinoza is described as having “necessarily” adopted certain beliefs “in his
everyday life,” including those “by virtue of which he had to consider himself
to be free and self-sufficient.” On the other hand, a dogmatist must (given his
level of spiritual development) hold certain beliefs about the nature of his
self—for example, that it is a thing among things. Evidently, Fichte thinks of
beliefs as being held by everyone at the two distinct levels: in “life” and in
“speculation.” As previously noted, the system of reason is originally enforced
in every rational being, the dogmatist included. The dogmatist is conscious of
the I and the ideal series of seeing, though he does not realize it. His failure to
agree with himself stems precisely from the contradiction between the beliefs
he holds in speculation and those he holds in life.

To be sure, it is unlikely that anyone—idealist or dogmatist—will ever be
completely convinced of his philosophy. Nevertheless, complete conviction is
precluded for the dogmatist in a way that it is not for the idealist: while it is
unlikely that an idealist will ever be completely convinced of his philosophy,
it still makes sense for him to strive to be so against the odds. It makes no
sense for a dogmatist to even strive to be completely convinced of his philoso-
phy because it is precluded in principle. The dogmatist necessarily holds the
beliefs that he holds in life inasmuch as he is a rational being. He cannot be rid
of them except by renouncing his self—that is, by ceasing to be conscious.
The set of beliefs is “no delusion that could or should be prevented by philoso-
phy,” but “our common shared truth” (IWL 99 [GA 1/4:265]). On the other
hand, he necessarily holds the beliefs that he holds in speculation only given
his particular level of spiritual development. The dogmatist must disagree with
himself as long as he remains at that level, but must cease to be a dogmatist as
soon as he elevates himself above that level. In a word, he must disagree with
himself as long as he continues to be a dogmatist. His disagreement with himself
stems from the very incompatibility of the beliefs that he holds as a dogmatist
philosopher with those that he necessarily holds as a rational being.
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The foregoing investigation has uncovered the autonomy of reason as the
prime consideration behind the battle Fichte wages against dogmatism.
Granted that reason is absolutely autonomous, “it follows that everything
reason is must have its foundation within reason itself and must be explicable
solely on the basis of reason itself and not on the basis of anything outside of
reason” (IWL 59 [GA 1/4:227]). This basic principle of the Wissenschafislehre
renders dogmatism its antipode. For dogmatism is nothing but the (propen-
sity to) appeal to something outside of reason to explain reason’s (formal or
material) determinations. On Fichte’s view, #he unconditioned ground of
rational justification is completely situated within the subject. The truth of (a
system of) concepts and principles is to be sought not in “whether we agree
with others in our thinking, but only whether we agree with ourselves” (EPW
229-30 [GA 1/3:89]). Moreover, the concepts and principles of reason are
originally enforced in us at the precognitive level through a system of bound-
edness. Consequently, the agreement or disagreement of a freely thought-up
system of philosophy with the system of reason is to be sought only in the
approval of conscience. This means that idealism can be rationally justified
against dogmatism only inasmuch as moral belief and interest are taken into
consideration. No theoretical demonstration of the falsity of dogmatism is
forthcoming from a neutral stance. To be sure, the premise that reason is abso-
lutely autonomous is itself based upon, and informed by, moral belief and
interest. Nevertheless, idealism is rationally justified, upon a subjectivist
ground, against dogmatism.
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The view that dogmatism has moral underpinnings is not, as one might think,
a result of Fichte’s encounter with Schelling’s Philosophical Letters, but is
already advanced in the Foundation (see WL 118-19 [GA 1/2:279-80]).

The phrase is made common by Karl Ameriks and Breazeale in their work on
the primacy of practical reason in the Wissenschafislehre. See Ameriks, The Fate
of Autonomy: Problems in the Appropriation of the Critical Philosophy
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000); Ameriks, “Fichte’s Appeal
Today: The Hidden Primacy of the Practical,” in 7he Emergence of German
Idealism, ed. Michael Baur and Daniel O. Dahlstrom (Washington D.C.:
Catholic University Press, 1999), 116-30; Breazeale, Thinking Through the
Wissenschafislehre, 419-25; Breazeale, “Certainty, Universal Validity and
Conviction: The Methodological Primacy of Practical Reason with the Jena
Wissenschafislehre,” in New Perspectives on Fichte, ed. Tom Rockmore and Dan
Breazeale (New Jersey: Humanities Press, 1996), 35-60.

Martin, “Fichte’s Anti-Dogmatism,” 142.

Martial Gueroult, “L’Antidogmatisme de Kant et Fichte,” Etudes sur Fichte
(New York: Georg Olms, 1974), 19, my translation.

Fichte notes quite rightly that although Kant has not actually constructed
such a system, he could not have said some of the things he has said without
having thought it. Consider, for example, Kant’s talk of a “supersensible
nature” that serves as a “natura archetypa” of “sensible nature” (CPrR 174-75
[Ak 5:43]).

Ameriks, Fate of Autonomy, 164.

Fichte argues in Appeal to the Public that dogmatism is inevitably found
together with “eudaemonism” or utilitarianism, which gives rise in turn to
idolatry, while idealism is inevitably found together with “moralism” or deon-
tology, which gives rise in turn to true religiosity (see GA 1/5:434-39). For a
thought-provoking account of what dogmatism could mean for one’s socio-
economic, political and moral affiliations, see Allen Wood, Fichtes Ethical
Thought (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 40—43.

Fichte:

Many people have simply not progressed in their own thinking past the
point of being able to grasp the single series constituted by the mechanism
of nature. So long as this single series is the only one present in their
minds, then, naturally enough, even if they should desire to think about
representations, they will consider them too to be part of this same series.

(IWL 24 [GA 1/4:198-99])

Thus “not even the dogmatist ... can pretend” that the system of experience
is anything other than “thinking accompanied by a feeling of necessity” (IWL
13 [GA 1/4:190]); “When a philosopher considers things from [the] stand-
point [from which he is first impelled to philosophize], all he discovers is that
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he must entertain representations both of himself as free and of determinate
things external to himself” (IWL 17 [GA 1/4:193]). Dogmatists

undoubtedly do think of [the] concept [of the I]. For otherwise, how
would they be able to compare it with and to relate it to other concepts? If
they were really unable to think of this concept of the I, then they would
also be unable to say the least thing about it. It would remain simply
unknown to them in every respect. But, as we can see, they have actually

succeeded in generating the thought of the I, from which it of course fol-
lows that they must be able to do this. TWL 79 [GA 1/4:246-47])

See Luigi Pareyson, I/ sistema della liberts (Milano: Mursia, 1976), 26566,
273-75.

Note that this rendering of the Reinholdian criterion of being “universally
accepted” (allgemeingeltend) does not conflate it with the other Reinholdian
criterion of being “universally valid” (a/lgemeingiiltig): a system is universally
valid just as long as it is valid for everyone, regardless of whether it is recog-
nized by anyone to be so or not.

Suber, “Case Study,” 22.

Recent examples of the former group include Frederick Neuhouser, Robert
Pippin and Andrew Lamb, while those of the latter group include Ameriks,
Matthew C. Altman and Kemp. See Lamb, “Fichte’s ‘Introductions’ as
Introductions to Certainty,” Idealistic Studies 27 (1997): 193-215; Altman,
“Idealism is the Only Possible Philosophy: Systematicity and the Fichtean
Fact of Reason,” Idealistic Studies 31 (2001): 1-21. Breazeale takes the more
subtle position that Fichte offers demonstrations of the superiority of ideal-
ism, albeit one with an indemonstrable basis. Somewhat differently, Wood
holds that “the question is decided by reason, but a dogmatist cannot be
convinced by reason because the dogmatist is trapped in a web of dishonesty
and deception, refusing to listen to reason. The kind of reason that supports
idealism, however ... is one that supports faith rather than knowledge.”
Wood, Fichtes Ethical Thought, 72.

As previously noted, the idealist’s choice of the first principle of his system is
based upon, and informed by, an interest that is the Fichtean equivalent of
Kants “interest of reason.” More precisely, it is what Kant would call an
“interest of theoretical reason.” On Fichte’s view then, Kant’s “interest of the-
oretical reason” is already practical.

Suber, “Case Study,” 13.
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Knowledge and Action: Self-Positing,
I-Hood, and the Centrality of the Striving
Doctrine

C. Jeffery Kinlaw

The Wissenschafislehre, despite its title, is not a standard work of epistemology,
if one assumes that, as is often the case, epistemology is exclusively concerned
with justification and knowledge. For the Jena Wissenschafislehre also advances
a substantive theory of practical rationality or, perhaps better stated, rational
action. Indispensable for comprehending Fichte’s epistemology, and along
with it the central components of his theory of subjectivity, is a clear under-
standing of the way in which he integrates epistemology and practical ratio-
nality into a single, systematic theory of the basic way in which we relate to
the world. Otherwise, we will fail to appreciate adequately and accurately just
how seemingly extreme are some of the views Fichte defends, as well as how
salient these radical views are for capturing the deep components of
Fichtes project.

Consider, for instance, Fichte’s central idealist thesis that informs the
Wissenschafislehre, his ethical theory, and his political philosophy: the struc-
ture and content of all intentional relations are initiated by and grounded
upon the free, self-determining, self-activity of what Fichte calls the 1. Call
this the idealist thesis. The idealist thesis is much broader and more basic than
the claim, shared with his successor Hegel, that all representation of objects is
conceptually determined ‘all the way out.” Rather, Fichte’s thesis is a more
fundamental claim about intentionality, namely, how, in the most original
sense, we comport ourselves toward the world, a comportment, moreover,
which is structured by the I's own free act—in the strong libertarian sense—of
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self-determination. In precisely this sense, Fichte contends, the
Wissenschafislehre is a transcendental idealism:

Indeed, it explains all consciousness by reference to something independent of
all consciousness. But it never forgets in its explanation that it also is guided by
its own laws, and thus, in reflecting on this, that independent something
becomes anew a product of its own power of thought, and thereby something
dependent on the I, insofar as it is to be present for the I.... (GA 1/2:411-12,
emphasis added)

Fichte’s claim is that what is ostensibly independent of consciousness is trans-
formed by consciousness into something dependent upon consciousness. The
dependence relation Fichte references is not merely an epistemic claim, which,
when developed, becomes the basis for his constructivist epistemology; nor
does the dependence relation express the primacy of practical reason in the
banal sense that the world fiir uns is the arena for the realization of our practi-
cal aims. Fiir das Ich, as Fichte understands this expression, advances some-
thing far more radical, namely, that how one experiences the world—how one
represents any object—is determined in part by one’s practical aims. Put differ-
ently, our practical orientation to the world, which is more original than and
underlies and underwrites our everyday practices, determines how we repre-
sent the world to ourselves. Epistemic constructivism is a component within
and, as we shall see, defense of a comprehensive account of rational action;
this is the deeper meaning of the idealist thesis.

In this light, we should read the central claim of Fichte’s striving doctrine:
“No intelligence would be possible in humans, if humans did not possess a
practical capacity. The possibility of all representation is grounded on that
practical capacity. And this proof now has been completed, by explaining that
without a striving no object at all is possible” (GA 1/2:399). Fichte makes two
claims in this passage, the second serving as a partial explication of the first.
(1) Being able to project and realize one’s ends is a necessary requirement for
genuine knowledge of the world, and (2) the very possibility of representation
has its basis in the exercise of practical rationality. Not only does the exercise
of epistemic agency—the simple representation of objects—presuppose a
deeper practical orientation to the world, but (2) also affirms that how we
represent the world is determined by our practical concerns.

The striving doctrine is a linchpin for comprehending Fichte’s account of
intentionality, and it brings into sharp relief the Fichtean concepts of self-
determination (self-positing) and I-hood. In this chapter, I discuss self-
determination and I-hood with an eye toward the striving doctrine. By
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“self-positing,” I assume, as has become standard, that Fichte means self-
determination. This allows for a more perspicuous account of Fichte’s concep-
tion of I-hood and the nature of subjectivity. By “I-hood,” Fichte means, most
fundamentally, self-determination and self-sufficiency. Accordingly, subjectiv-
ity is not primarily an epistemic relation, and self-knowledge in the Fichtean
sense is non-introspective. I contend (although I cannot offer a complete
defense of this here), that the Wissenschafislehre is a theory of rational action—
after all, for Fichte, knowledge acquisition is a form of agency—which inte-
grates epistemology with practical rationality.! I argue that Fichte’s account,
especially its tendency to subordinate knowledge acquisition to rational
action, places burdens upon his epistemology. There are several ways to read
the extent of this subordination and the extent of the ensuing epistemic bur-
dens, particularly in light of the striving doctrine and the normative status of
the I's self-sufficiency. I unpack the problems these possible interpretations
raise, and indicate which account, in my judgment, is Fichte’s best-considered
view—a view, which, in the end, is not as extreme as it initially appears.

Self-Determination and the Nature of I-Hood

Thel, Fichte insists repeatedly, is an act, specifically an act of self-determination.
Self-determination, however, is not unique to the I, but is also inherent, at
least rudimentarily, within organisms. An organism exercises proto-self-
determination, displayed in its capacity to react to its environment in terms of
its own nature. Put somewhat technically, this proto-self-determination is
what the organism is and how it manifests its existence through itself, as
opposed to being what it is in something else and manifesting its nature and
existence through something else (SE 110 [GA 1/5:112]). This proto-self-
determining capacity is an expression of an organism’s general purposiveness
to sustain itself and its nature, as well as its primitive intentionality in the way
in which it relates to and appropriates parts of its environment. An organism’s
proclivity for exercising its proto-self-determination is what Fichte calls a
drive (77ieb). Accordingly, an organism’s biological function is not reducible
to mechanistic causation.” Any biological function that is the expression of a
drive is thus a determinate instantiation of the organism’s general, abstract
purposiveness and intentionality—thus, the plurality of drives.

The 1, simply as an act of self-determination, expresses the human organ-
ism’s purposiveness—its pursuit of practical aims—and intentionality—how
it relates itself toward the natural world and human community. To the extent
that, for Fichte, all acting is embodied acting, there is a strong continuity, one
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whose significance has been undervalued in interpretations of I-hood, between
humans and natural organisms. Call this the continuity thesis. The sharp break
between natural organisms and humans is grounded in humankind’s capacity
for a radically heightened power of self-determination, which in no way
supervenes on natural biological functions. Human self-determination, of
course, is free self-determination construed in an extreme libertarian sense. In
standard organisms, drive is a proclivity, which triggers automatically once
appropriate internal and environmental conditions are present. Organisms
act from the necessity of their own nature. Human drives, inclinations, and
desires, on the other hand, possess no causal efficacy; they are simply natural
proclivities. Even if one acts on her strongest desire, her action is freely self-
determined nonetheless. All willing, then, is freel®

Where the will comes on the scene, indeed, wherever the I comes upon the
scene at all, there the force of nature is completely at an end. Here nothing whar-
soever, neither A nor—A, nothing at all, is possible through a force of nature, for
the final product of a force of nature is a drive, which as such exercises no causal-
ity. A and—A are therefore equally possible, not for a force of nature but for the
will, which stands in absolute opposition to any force of nature. (SE 151-52

[GA 1/5:149])

Free, self-determination initially manifests itself in one’s ability to reflect upon
her desires and inclinations and to decide whether to act upon a particular
desire or to resist it. Whatever one chooses to do, her action is always purpose-
ful, which means that self-determination is normatively structured. One can
subject her motivational system to norms that arise directly from the content
of her desires and inclinations—for instance, self-interest, enjoyment, or,
when applied to political life, the preservation of societal privileges. In these
cases, norm-guided action arises from what is simply given in one’s experience
or whatever already exists within the institutions of communal life. Free self-
determination in this sense is formal freedom, the lowest level of freedom.
Genuine freedom, what Fichte calls material freedom, consists in complete
self-determination, namely, when one does not merely give herself the norm
that guides her actions but more specifically makes herself—specifically, her
capacity for free, rational, self-determination—the norm of her actions.
Normative authority in this sense resides in one’s capacity for rational self-
sufficiency, a capacity, to be sure, which must be ceaselessly cultivated.

If we begin our analysis of I-hood from Fichte’s thick conception of free,
self-determination, we arrive at the capacity for self-sufhiciency—the content
of what Fichte might call the I's Sein-Konnen—as what is distinctive about the
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L. Fichte also argues that the I consists of a self-relation, and his stress on self-
sufficiency indicates that the self-relation is practical. The degree of one’s self-
sufficiency depends on her operative self-conception. How does she see herself
as a rational agent, and how does that self-conception inform the way she
relates to her desires and inclinations? In sum, how committed is she to the
development of true self-sufficiency? On the other hand, Fichte appears to
argue that I-hood is an epistemic self-relation as well: specifically, that the I is
its own act of self-awareness. This approach is prominent in the opening sec-
tions of the Grundlage (WL 93ff. [GA 1/2:255fL.]), but is also motivated by
Fichte’s conclusion from his treatment of the regress argument in chapter one
of Artempt at a New Presentation of the Wissenschafislehre IWL 111-12 [GA
1/4:274-76]) and in the Wissenschafislehre nova methodo (NM 113 [GA
IV/3:346-47]): a non-intentional form of self-consciousness underlies and is a
necessary condition for all consciousness.

This ambiguity between a practical self-relation and an epistemic self-
relation creates a tension in Fichte’s theory of subjectivity. This tension is
prominent in the Grundlage between the opening sections of Part 1 and the
move to a conception of the I as self-sufficient at the end of Part 2, which is
then developed in detail in Part 3. One could argue that this tension results
simply from the argumentative strategy Fichte adopts in the Grundlage, which
involves separate treatments of theoretical and practical reason and features
his attempt to argue from an apodictic, theoretical starting-point, a strategy
Fichte notably abandons in the later Jena period, when he defends a unified
theory of subjectivity. The tension persists nonetheless, and not only is pres-
ent in the diverse analyses of self-positing and I-hood in the secondary litera-
ture, but also has raised a serious objection to Fichte’s theory, namely, what I
will call the Tugendhat objection: that, because self-positing is an epistemic
self-relation, it therefore cannot be a practical self-relation.” The Tugendhat
objection would be devastating if one could sustain it. I argue, however, that
self-positing (and thus I-hood) is not an explicit, epistemic self-relation,
meaning that the structure of subjectivity is not primarily epistemic—at least
not in the manner in which the Tugendhat objection construes it. This argu-
ment will turn on the subtle distinction between an epistemic self-relation—
obviously, self-knowledge involves some form of epistemic self-relation—and
an explicit and distinctive epistemic structure. Call the view that I-hood, for
Fichte, is an explicitly epistemic self-relation with a distinct epistemic struc-
ture, the epistemic view. I also contend, although I can offer only a preliminary
argument here, that the epistemic view subscribes, in some of its guises, to a
highly problematic view of self-knowledge, one that is inconsistent with
Fichte’s account of practical rationality and one that Fichte correctly rejects.
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The epistemic view treats the nature of I-hood as a distinctly epistemic self-
relation. Prominent proponents of versions of the epistemic view are Dieter
Henrich, Andreas Wildt, and Ernst Tugendhat.® The epistemic view interprets
Fichte’s strategy as an effort to tie self-positing and immediate self-consciousness
to the two central components of Kant’s conception of transcendental apper-
ception: (1) the necessity of the unity of consciousness for representations,
and (2) the act of spontaneity that establishes the unity of consciousness. (2),
of course, is Fichte’s emphasis; the unity of consciousness must be posited,
and, again, by “posited” Fichte means freely self-determined, a point that the
epistemic view tends to deemphasize. According to the epistemic view, self-
positing establishes the identity between the I's existence and its activity of
self-awareness. This identity is, most importantly, the content of self-positing
and I-hood. Self-positing, of course, involves immediate self-consciousness,
and is the ground of all consciousness—without self-positing there is no con-
sciousness. The epistemic view, however, tends to equate self-positing solely
with immediate self-consciousness.

To be sure, there is textual evidence to support the epistemic view. One also
can cite the conclusion of Fichte’s critique of his regress argument, namely,
that a non-intentional, immediate form of self-consciousness underwrites all
consciousness. Since the regress argument, as we shall see, can be deployed
against the epistemic view, let’s start with the textual support. Fichte writes in
the Grundlage: “But the I is, because it posits izself, and posits izself, because it
is. Accordingly, self-positing and Being are one-and-the-same” (GA 1/2:293).
What this means, as Fichte maintains in the opening section of 7he System of
Ethics, is that I-hood consists in the absolute identity of the positing subject
and the posited object (SE 7 [GA 1/5:21]). And further: “The identity of the
positing subject and the posited object completely exhausts the concept of
I-hood, insofar as this concept is postulated by the Wissenschafislehre” (NM
82 [GA 1IV/3:327]). In this sense, the I is a subject-object. This subject-object
identity, which constitutes I-hood, is an epistemic identity. Consider the
following:

In the I, however [in contrast to things], being and consciousness are supposed
to coincide; no being of the I is supposed to occur without the latter’s self-
consciousness, and vice versa.... (SE 35 [GA 1/5:46])

All possible consciousness, as something objective for a subject, presupposes an
immediate consciousness in which what is subjective and what is objective are
simply one and the same.... This immediate consciousness is the intuition of
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the I just described. The I necessarily posits itself with this intuition and is thus
at once what is subjective and objective. (IWL 114 [GA 1/4:276-771])

In these and similar passages, Fichte attempts to hold consistently both the
identity and the distinction between the subject and object of self-
consciousness. This is what is unique to immediate self-consciousness. As
Daniel Breazeale has observed:

Yet what one is conscious of in this case is never an indifferent identity of subject
and object in self-consciousness; instead, these are always distinguished from
one another as subject and object in every state of actual consciousness, includ-
ing self-consciousness. What one is immediately aware of in this case [ii3] is the
immediate unity of two poles that are at the same time immediately distin-
guished from one another, since the separation of subject and object is the nec-
essary condition for the possibility of any consciousness whatsoever.”

Fichte makes two claims in these passages: (1) all consciousness presupposes
immediate self-consciousness, and (2) immediate self-consciousness must be
non-intentional, if by intentional one means outwardly or other directed. (2)
is what Fichte means when he insists that self-positing is a self-reverting activ-
ity, namely, the I’s acting that is self-directed rather than directed to some-
thing beyond the I. Notably, Fichte’s refutation of his regress argument yields,
as he insists, the claim that one must infer the existence of a non-intentional,
immediate self-consciousness as a necessary hypothesis for explaining the fact
that we have consciousness of objects and of ourselves in the commonplace
self-reflective sense.?

Henrich has famously argued that this is where Fichte’s problems begin. As
Henrich reads Fichte, the I's inner constitution 75 the I's mode of knowing;
accordingly, the I itself is a form of self-knowledge.” Self-positing, impor-
tantly, means that the I posits itself s positing (we return to this below). This
is the structure of all positing, including self-positing. Assuming, then, that
I-hood has the structure of self-knowledge, and that knowledge is understood
in the Kantian sense, self-knowledge must instantiate the structure of the
unity of intuition and concept. I-hood is thus the “seeing” (intuition) of itself
as self-positing (concept). Henrich, regretfully, leaves this “seeing” or intel-
lectual intuition insufficiently analyzed, but a serious worry arises nonethe-
less. “If the I does not already know itself, then it can never be knowledge of
itself.”!® How could there be an act of self-knowing—an act that produces
original self-knowing—that doesn’t presuppose self-knowing? How, then, can
self-positing or intellectual intuition be a discovery, as Fichte repeatedly
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insists—for example, in his charge to his students and readers to ‘think of
yourself and observe what you do when you do so,” which aims toward the
discovery of the depth of one’s capacity for free self-determination? Hence the
objection “...that the Self must be able to know itself, in every relation, as the
Self. It seems that such cognition can only in every case be a re-cognition, so
that the argument continually turns in a circle.”"!

Interestingly, Henrich’s objection simply repeats in slightly altered form
Fichte’s own regress argument. Reconstructed with an eye toward Fichte’s own
version of the argument, we can read Henrich’s argument as proceeding as
follows: (1) I-hood (original self-positing) is a form of immediate self-
knowledge. (2) This immediate self-knowledge is ostensibly productive, that
is, a genuine achievement. Put differently, the I comes to know itself in imme-
diate self-consciousness. (3) For the self-positing I to know itself, it must posit
itself as knowing itself. (4) From (3), it follows that the self-positing I must
already know itself in order to posit itself as knowing itself, for how else is the
I able to posit itself as knowing itself unless it already knows itself? (5) From
(4), we see that the I, as its own act of self-awareness, is entangled in a vicious
circularity. And if one attempts to eliminate the circularity by stating that the
I doesn’t already know itself and is indeed a self-discovery, as Fichte maintains,
then its act of self-awareness launches an infinite regress,'? and the Is osten-
sible act of self-awareness never arrives at the /s own self-knowledge. Thus,
either an infinite regress, or one halts the regress by circularity. In Fichte’s ver-
sion of the argument, the conclusion is that consciousness, which presupposes
immediate self-consciousness, is impossible precisely because what immediate
self-consciousness attempts to capture remains elusive. Henrich’s conclusion
is simply that the structure of I-hood, and intellectual intuition that instanti-
ates that structure, are incoherent.

Wildt also affirms that Fichtean I-hood is immediate self-consciousness,
but contends that Henrich’s worries dissolve once one grasps clearly three
central components of Fichte’s theory of immediate self-consciousness. (a)
Immediate self-consciousness is a form of knowing (Wissen) that doesn’t
involve recognition or identification (Erkennen), directly contrary to Henrich’s
account, but is rather a direct, empirical certainty of one’s existence and one’s
numerical identity throughout experience. Accordingly, Henrich’s circularity
problem evaporates. (b) By immediate self-consciousness, Fichte means an
awareness that provides epistemic access to the subject of one’s experience. (c)
Immediate self-consciousness consists of a non-attributional determination of
oneself, which, at the same time, yields knowledge (Wissen) of an attributional
determination of oneself. Let’s take each of these claims in turn.
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As initially stated, (a) appears to be a rather odd claim. Immediate self-
consciousness, Wildt stresses, is a non-cognitive form of knowing. This non-
cognitive yet epistemic sense of self-consciousness is what Fichte supposedly
has in mind when he uses such expressions as the I ‘intuits itself” or becomes
‘originally for itself.” By “non-cognitive,” however, Wildt means, in one sense,
“not grounded by a cognitive procedure” and thus in that sense immediate."
This is correct, to be sure, since immediate self-consciousness cannot be cog-
nitively grounded if it is also itself the ground of all cognition. On the other
hand, the claim that immediate self-consciousness is an empirical certainty of
one’s own existence is quite misleading. Read charitably, empirical certainty
could mean a kind of direct, performative awareness of oneself in and through
one’s actions. In this way, direct self-awareness of oneself as the subject of an
action is tied conceptually to one’s acting. But Wildt doesn't seem to be pursu-
ing this line of argument. Rather, he advances the strictly Cartesian claim that
immediate self-consciousness is an empirical certainty of one’s own existence
in a way that leads seamlessly to (b).

Wildt argues that immediate self-consciousness provides epistemic access
to oneself as the subject of one’s experiences. Any self-conscious subject thus
possesses knowledge of herself as the subject of any of her mental states (via
those mental states): “...that I am that which possesses mental states, to which
I have a particular epistemic access.”'* This interpretation makes for an impov-
erished view of I-hood, an implication, as I suggested earlier, of the epistemic
view. Certainly, there is no clear path from the self-certain subject of one’s
mental states to oneself as freely self-determining. Equally so, if Wildt is cor-
rect, how can the I be the subject of mental states and simply an acr? Actually,
Fichte discourages the assimilation of consciousness to states of mind.
Consider his diagnosis in the Wissenschafislehre nova methodo of the core error
driving the regress argument:

The chief explanation for this impossibility [viz., that of explaining conscious-
ness in terms of intentional relations] is that consciousness has always been
treated as a state of mind, i.e., as an object, for which, in turn, another subject
is always required. Had previous philosophers only realized that they were rea-
soning in this manner, then perhaps this realization would have helped them
arrive at the correct point. (NM 113 [GA IV/3:346])

Wildt’s reading invests in a far too traditional conception of I-hood—indeed,
there is more than a whiff of Cartesianism in his interpretation—and thus
fails to appreciate the austerity of Fichte’s conception. Simply put, the I is an
act, and I-hood consists in the free, self-determining activity of a human
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organism. The self-knowledge which necessarily accompanies the I's act is
simply the commonplace awareness one has as the one engaging in activity
whenever she acts. And the content of that self-knowledge, if one reflects
upon it and attempts to philosophically retrieve the free, self-determining
activity that is original self-positing, is one’s self-discovery of her capacity for
free self-determination. If immediate self-consciousness simply yields the self-
certainty of oneself as the self-same subject of her conscious mental states,
how then does she discover that she is a free, self-determining organism in the
Fichtean sense? Her self-knowledge would be merely that she has certain
introspectively observable mental states of which she is immediately certain
and about which she is certain that those are her mental states. There would
be no conceptual connection between self-knowledge and action, self-
knowledge of one’s I-hood and freedom."

(c) is Wildt’s attempt to fill in the gap. Again, immediate self-consciousness
is a non-attributional determination that yields attributional knowledge—the
attributional knowledge presumably including knowledge of one’s freedom.
But what is the content of that knowledge? Not self-determination, as already
indicated, but rather what is specified by (b), and this is where Wildt’s inter-
pretation makes a wrong turn. And yet, that error is motivated by the deeper
assumption about I-hood that underwrites Henrich’s and Wildts reading of
Fichte: the assumption that self-positing is the I's own act of self-awareness.
This assumption motivates Wildt to construe the (at least) tacit self-awareness
intrinsic to acting as the certainty of oneself as an enduring subject of one’s
mental states. But, as I've stressed, one simply cannot squeeze knowledge of
free self-determination out of the concept of the self-certain subject of mental
states. If self-positing is merely the I's own act of self-awareness, and if I-hood
is a strictly epistemic structure and relation, how then can one derive from
I-hood so conceived the thick self-determination underwriting Fichte’s ethical
theory? From the self-certainty of oneself as the persisting subject of her men-
tal states,'® how can one derive the concept of the I as rationally self-
determining, as self-answerable to rational normativity?

The deficiencies in Wildt's account lead us directly to the Tugendhat objec-
tion, namely, that because [-hood is a purely epistemic self-relation, I-hood
cannot be a practical self-relation. Accordingly, the structure of I-hood is
inconsistent with the thick self-determination for which the I ostensibly has
an innate capacity and toward which Fichte admonishes us to strive. By the
word “I” Fichte means, according to Tugendhat, a “being who has the struc-
ture of knowledge of itself,”'” who has herself before herself as a kind of “self-
mirroring.”'®  Self-consciousness is thus based upon the concept of
representation. So construed, immediate self-consciousness instantiates the
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structure of representing something, even if that something is oneself, even if
what represents and what is represented are identical. Self-knowledge, then, is
a form of inner perception, whereby one “sees” herself in some vaguely spiri-
tual sense of seeing.'® If this is so, however, then “the immediate knowledge of
ourselves that we have under all circumstances cannot be practically rele-
vant.”?® With this in mind, let’s formulate the objection a bit differently. If
one views self-knowledge stringently in terms of epistemic access to oneself,
then one could have knowledge of herself without knowing Aerself, namely,
herself as a free and rational agent. How can direct epistemic access to one-
self—if what one is is her own act of self-awareness—inform her self-
conception as a free, rational agent? If self-knowledge, the “seeing” of oneself,
is introspectively observational (somewhat like a spectator), as Tugendhat’s
view strongly implies, then one could have knowledge of her mental states
and yet lack knowledge of herself. In that case, her self-knowledge would have
a third-person perspective, and would thereby potentially be practically alien-
ated from her true selthood as freely self-determining.

As suggested earlier, Fichte’s refutation of his regress argument actually
doesn’t help the case for the epistemic view (according to which I-hood is an
explicitly epistemic self-relation with a distinctly epistemic structure). A pro-
ponent of that view, indeed, could emphasize the conclusion of Fichte’s argu-
ment—that one must infer a non-intentional, immediate self-consciousness
necessarily underlying all consciousness—and proceed to identify that imme-
diate self-consciousness with I-hood, and furthermore to identify self-positing
with the productivity of one’s act of immediate self-consciousness. This leaves
the epistemic view with a serious worry, however. The claim that immediate
self-consciousness underlies all consciousness doesn’t entail, or even imply,
that it grounds consciousness. How could one derive consciousness from
I-hood, as Fichte’s constructivist epistemology requires, if I-hood is simply a
self-contained epistemic relation? For self-consciousness to ground conscious-
ness, self-consciousness must include or entail self-determination. Relatedly,
how could the I be normatively structured—free, rational self-determination
for which one has an innate capacity and for which one should perpetually
aspire—if I-hood were merely an epistemic self-relation in the sense indicated
by the epistemic view? The failure to dispel these worries is a good reason to
reject the epistemic view and to affirm that I-hood is free self-determination,
which includes, in most instances, tacit self-awareness as a commonplace
byproduct. Put succinctly, the I is its own act of self-determination, of which
the I is immediately aware.”!

One can make a strong case for the claim that I-hood is primarily self-
determination and, when adhering to the normativity of self-determination,
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self-sufficiency. That is, self-determination is logically prior to immediate self-
awareness. Fichte’s injunction to think of yourself and to observe what you do
when you think of yourself is an effort to retrieve reflectively or philosophi-
cally the original self-determination of self-positing. What one attempts to
capture is precisely the act of self-determination by which one moves herself
to think of herself. The same applies to instructions to observe what one does
when she engages in an act of willing, the goal being, again, to retrieve reflec-
tively how one freely determines herself to act. Indeed, in cases of willing, one
most closely approximates original self-positing. As Fichte summarizes §2 of
the Wissenschaftslehre nova methodo:

It is claimed that when one constructs the concept of the I one will also discover
that one cannot posit herself as active without positing this activity as self-determined,
and that one cannot do this without positing a movement of transition from a
state of indeterminacy or determinabilitcy—which movement of transition is
itself the very activity that one is observing. (NM 133 [GA 1/5:357],
emphasis added)

Of course, raw self-determination never actually occurs, but is rather abstracted
from concrete acts of self-determination to act in some specific way. Since,
however, all acting is free, all acting must be self-determined. This is what
Fichte means when he avers that self-positing is positing oneself as positing—
put differently, it is freely to determine oneself as self-determining and to
develop oneself accordingly. Once we construe self-positing as self-
determination, which, because it is se/~determination, consists also of self-
awareness of determining oneself and thus of oneself as self-determining, the
tension between the epistemic and practical self-relations constituting I-hood
dissolves. Immediate self-consciousness is awareness of an act—the I is a
human organism’s free activity and nothing more—specifically, a freely self-
determined act. The inseparable unity between subject and object in immedi-
ate self-consciousness is the identity between the determining subject and
itself as self-determined. This is that of which one is tacitly aware in immedi-
ate self-consciousness. And one’s self-awareness of herself as self-determining
is inseparable from—indeed, conceptually tied to—her acr of self-
determination. Her self-awareness—and the self-knowledge developed from
that basic self-awareness—is practical.

Self-determining acts of the I are rationally structured, meaning that 2//
self-determining acts are answerable to reasons and thus never random or
arbitrary. If this is correct, then normativity extends “all the way back” to the
I’s basic self-constituting act—to any and every act—and hence my claim that
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the Wissenschafislehre is a theory of rational action. Allen W. Wood defends a
strictly normative interpretation of self-determination, which also preserves
the subject-object structure of self-positing preferred by the epistemic view
but reconfigures that structure as a normative self-relation, which identifies
I[-hood directly with self-sufficiency.?* Central to Wood’s account is the claim
that, for Fichte, the I is radically self-creating, not simply forever unfinished
and thus perpetually a work in progress, but rather developed solely from
itself as a rational agent. The I should be conceived less in terms of its actual
acting than as an act that is still to be undertaken and, moreover, ought to be
undertaken. Fichte thus understands #// acting to be answerable to reasons,
presumably practical reasons, since Wood maintains—this is his most innova-
tive contribution—that it is this answerability to normative authority that
self-positing discloses.

This might also explain why Fichte considers the awareness of the I's activity to
be possible in abstraction from awareness of the being or agent who acts. For if
it is awareness not of how the I is acting, but of how I ought to act, then there
need be no awareness myself of a prior (or occurrent) action: the self or agent of
what is to be done will, so to speak, come into being after I have responded to
the ought, either by conforming to it or refusing to conform. The subject of a
norm, imperative, or reason for acting is a being that can have no existence and
no determinate properties, because it will come to be only after my absolute
freedom responds to the norm or reasons in some way that is still open to me to
determine. The “self-reverting” act of the I, or its “self-positing,” that is, must be
understood most fundamentally as an act szill ro be performed, whose task is to
bring the I into being. If that is correct, then this ought, or ought-for-a-reason,
constitutes the self-intuition of the I that acts, or posits itself absolutely.?

The Is self-awareness in intellectual intuition, according to Wood, is not sim-
ply its free self-determination, but rather its self-determination as answerable
to the normative authority of reason. Its rational accountability is the deeper
reality of the I—again, not only for moral judgment and action, but for
I[-hood itself.

Central to Wood’s normative reformulation of the I's structure is the
requirement that self-determining activity be grounded in something inde-
pendent of that activity. This “something” is the norm requiring the I to be
self-determining. Even though the norm is I-hood itself (rational self-
sufficiency), that norm is independent of and grounds the Is act. The identity
within distinction between the subject (the Is self-determining activity) and
the object (the norm on the basis of which the I determines itself) is preserved.
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Since the I's freedom is normatively structured, Fichte thereby answers—
effectively, Wood thinks—any randomness objection: “...an I (or a self) is
whatever must regard itself as subject to a norm requiring it to be self-active and
self-sufficient (or independent) entirely ro itself. In ascribing to itself a power to
act according to a normative concept, the I thinks of itself as absolutely free.”**
Absolute freedom is therefore exercised in high-level processes of rational
judgment, practical and theoretical, which require alternative possibilities.

Normative theories are often designedly non-metaphysical, and Wood’s
normative interpretation of Fichtean freedom is no exception. Fichte main-
tains that the Is free, self-determining activity doesn’t supervene on mechani-
cal or organic processes, but he does not thereby commit himself to a
metaphysics of freedom, especially in some baroque, two-world Kantian
sense. Although our bodies are subject to natural processes, our rational pow-
ers and capacity for rational self-development are not. Yet, as Wood main-
tains, “clearly the will, as Fichte conceives it, does not fit into any of the
metaphysical categories philosophers now commonly use. He would declare
all such metaphysics to be one form or another of dogmatism.”® I agree that
Fichte defends a non-metaphysical—or at least minimally metaphysical—
theory of I-hood, though I cannot defend that claim here. Fichte insists that
free self-determination doesnt supervene on mechanical or organic processes,
just like organic processes don’t supervene on purely mechanical processes.
There is a sharp break between organic processes and mechanical processes,
and between freedom and both natural processes. And yet, free self-
determination is exercised by a natural (human) organism. One could argue
that free, rational agency is part of the furniture of the natural world, on an
expanded sense of “natural,” similar to the way in which some philosophers
have argued that qualia should be accepted as part of the natural world. Even
s0, a serious worry remains. Wood’s normative account locates free agency
entirely within the processes of rational judgment and understanding, while
acknowledging nonetheless that some free acts are subconscious and thus not
under direct, conscious, rational control.? If so, then, how is Wood’s norma-
tive theory to explain the non-arbitrariness of unconscious, free self-
determination? How can an exclusively normative theory explain the way in
which such free, yet non-random acts extend ‘all the way back’

Original self-positing is an abstraction. Raw free self-determination, con-
sidered apart from freely determining oneself to act in a particular and thus
limited manner (freedom is not unbridled and random) is never grasped by
itself. Its philosophical retrieval—think of yourself and notice what you do
when you think of yourself—is always a specific, contingent act. Accordingly,
Fichte treats self-positing as a necessary explanatory hypothesis, perhaps even
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a philosophical fiction. Intellectual intuition discloses simply the form of
I-hood, its free self-determining activity (IWL 100 [GA 1/4:265]). With these
observations in mind, one could maintain that free, self-determination, in its
concrete, embodied form, concerns the complex act of deciding to perform a
particular act for a specific set of reasons—whether representing an object or
willing to do something. The complex act would be subject to normative
constraints. This reading would fit well with a strictly normative interpreta-
tion of free self-determination. On the other hand, any complex, free act—
namely, any observable act in the natural world—is the product of (potentially)
a plurality of acts of free self-determination. For one to act under normative
constraints, she must have reflected upon her desires and inclinations, her
obligations, and her aims. These acts of reflection create the critical distance
required to adhere to or ignore the rational, normative constraints under
which she acts, and yet these initial acts of self-reflection are themselves freely
self-determined. Accordingly, these component acts within the more complex
act are themselves contingent. This is why the productive imagination, in all
acts of representation, hovers and oscillates in the face of alternative ways of
acting—or more specifically, in this case—ways of representing an object.
Free self-determination, indeed, seems to go ‘all the way back.” Call this the
ubiquity thesis.

As I mentioned earlier,” the ubiquity thesis and the consciousness condi-
tion on which it is based are both false, though I don't defend those claims in
this chapter. Provisionally, let the following suffice: it is commonplace for
epistemologists who are informed by advances in cognitive science to distin-
guish between information processing and representation of objects—the lat-
ter involving concept-deployment and the former not. With this distinction
in mind, one might restrict the consciousness condition to acts of representa-
tion, deny the ubiquity thesis, and thereby secure a more plausible theory. But
this option isn’t available to Fichte, precisely because the I's acts are, without
exception, freely self-determined. The baroque aspect of Fichte’s theory is not
his epistemological constructivism or the radical priority of practical reason,
but rather the thesis that free self-determination goes ‘all the way back.” And
the ubiquity thesis emerges directly from Fichte’s unyielding commitment to
the strict discontinuity between mechanical and organic processes on the one
hand and acts of the I on the other. Tied to this underlying, free self-
determination, furthermore, is one’s fundamental practical orientation to the
world. How one represents an object is determined by the practical aim one
seeks to accomplish. Practical aims are expressions of various drives, and, of
course, drives are not causally efficacious. These concerns bring us directly to
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the striving doctrine, and the way in which Fichte’s epistemology is integrated
into a broader theory of rational action.

The Striving Doctrine, Representation, and I-Hood

The striving doctrine expresses the way in which one attempts to determine
objects such that the natural world conforms, or at least is amenable, to the
realization of one’s practical aims. It is difficult, as noted above, to overstate
how prima facie radical this claim is. How one represents objects is dezer-
mined, in no small measure, by one’s practical aims—or in Fichtean terms,
one’s concept of a goal (Zweckbegriff).?® This means that there is a basic con-
tingency intrinsic to the act of representing an object. All representation of
objects, even representations that are presumably constrained by the way in
which the objects present themselves, involve—even require, according to the
principles of transcendental idealism!—an act of self-determination. One
must accede freely to the restraints on one’s self-activity, registered as feelings,
when representing objects accompanied by a feeling of necessity. Where the
D’s self-activity begins—we must keep in mind—the causality of nature ends.
In this section, I explore the way in which the striving doctrine informs the
nature and, more importantly, the range of free self-determination, which
leads us directly to the way in which Fichte integrates his epistemology into a
theory of practical rationality.

Fichte introduces the striving doctrine as the resolution of the Hauprantithesis
in Grundlage S5, which concerns how the I can be simultaneously freely self-
determining and restricted or finite. Thus Fichte’s familiar solution: the I’s
self-determining activity determines the not-I and that determination deter-
mines the I's representing activity (GA 1/2:388). Put differently, the self-
positing activity determines the I's objective activity (GA 1/2:394). 'The
constraints on one’s activity, which, more often than not, are inherent in the
activity of representing objects, are themselves determined by one’s free self-
determination. What Fichte means is that one’s manipulation and shaping of
objects to fulfill one’s ends indirectly determines how one represents those
objects. To be sure, one is determined to represent objects according to the
check on one’s activity as registered in feelings, but one’s practical pursuits
extend her self-determining activity beyond the specific limitations she
encounters. At first glance, the resolution of Hauptantithesis 5 seems to fail.
After all, the I cannot remove the check on its self-determining activity, mean-
ing that one cannot compel the world (nature and human community) to
conform completely to her own aims and projects—hence the striving
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doctrine. The I perpetually strives to determine the not-I according to the I's
own free self-determination. Striving is a human organism’s general proclivity
for advancing its own nature, that is, its nature as a freely self-determining
organism, even if one lacks a coherent view of her nature and never seriously
engages in the higher free self-determination of moral self-development in the
Fichtean sense—thus the continuity thesis.

Striving expresses one’s most original and abstract purposiveness and inten-
tionality, namely, one’s nature insofar as she determines herself in pursuit of
her practical aims, her drives being more determinate instantiations of striv-
ing. In this sense, striving indicates our commonality with natural organisms.
There is an important difference, however. For organisms in general, drives are
triggered by a combination of the organism’s struggle for self-preservation and
appropriate environmental conditions. In humans, drives are not causally effi-
cacious; acting on a drive requires an act of self-determination exercised inde-
pendently of the drive. Even if one acts simply on her strongest desire at the
time of the action, her act is freely self-determined nonetheless. To the extent
that striving expresses one’s proclivity for advancing her own free, self-
determining nature—and, for Fichte, even the most ignoble human always
acts freely (in this sense, dogmatism is a delusion)—striving entails a sharp
break with natural organisms. Striving, then, is both continuous with natural
organisms, in the sense that one always strives to advance her nature, and yet
discontinuous, since human organisms have the capacity for free self-
determination. Of course, one might steadfastly remain at a puerile level of
freedom and moral self-development, either by merely pursuing her self-
interest or uncritically accommodating herself to existing social conditions (or
both). She remains freely self-determining in her striving, nonetheless.

Striving expresses one’s most basic, practical orientation to the world, and
is integrated with the way in which we represent objects. As such, the striving
doctrine has strong epistemological implications, and is thus central to an
adequate understanding of Fichte’s epistemology and the way in which that
epistemology is woven into his overall theory of rational action. First, a quick
summary of the I's constructive representation of objects. Restrictions on the
Is activity register as feelings, as this is the way in which constraints imposed
by the objective world are given to the I. Fichte describes feelings, considered
simpliciter, as merely and discretely given, simple subjective states or affec-
tions, such as red, sweet, or soft. The productive imagination hovers above
teelings, both actual and possible feelings, and oscillates between various possi-
ble ways of representing the object before synthesizing the manifold of feel-
ings into a determinate object represented within consciousness. Of course,
this quick summary withholds important details. A perspicuous and systematic
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account of Fichte’s epistemology is beyond the scope of this chapter, but a few
significantly relevant points are in order.

First, feeling is reflected; otherwise, one doesn’t fee/. This means that one
must distinguish herself as feeling subject from the content of what she feels.
Put differently, for one to feel, she must posit her feeling, that is, take it up into
the structure of consciousness. She must reflectively distinguish herself as feel-
ing subject from the content of her feeling. Reference here is simply to the
positing of a particular mental state, but this requires reflection nonetheless.
Reflection is conjoined inseparably and necessarily with feeling (NM 175
[GA IV/3:377]). Accordingly, reflection upon feelings is contingent. One can
and commonly does ignore feelings, or, put differently, some rudimentary
sensations, though some feelings are so sharp and obtrusive—a throbbing
toothache, for instance—that one cannot ignore them. Although feeling sim-
pliciter occurs prior to the subject-object distinction—feeling is not represen-
tation—a self-determining act of reflection is, for Fichte, a necessary
requirement for one to feel.”” Not only, therefore, is the act of representation
contingent, but the initial component act within the complex act of represen-
tation also is contingent. Again, sensibility presupposes and requires reflec-
tion, and no act of reflection is merely a mechanical or organic process.

Second, the I constructs represented objects from actual and possible feel-
ings, that is, from actual and possible restraints on one’s self-activity. Herein
the striving doctrine underlies and determines acts of representation. Possible
feelings or restraints on one’s self-activity can advance one’s free self-
determination if these alternative feelings enable one to represent the object
in a way conducive to the realization of her aims. In these instances, one proj-
ects alternative, possible feelings into the manifold from which she then con-
structs the representation. Let’s suppose Jean is a research biochemist whose
work focuses on the potential medicinal properties of a rare plant indigenous
to a single tropical rainforest. When she thinks about the plant, she feels con-
strained to represent it as it appears upon inspection and to identify its prop-
erties accordingly. She has donned her biochemist hat, however, and the plant,
as a possible object of her consciousness, includes potential medicinal proper-
ties as well, or how the plant’s observable properties can become medicinal
properties. Jeans representation of the plant includes undiscovered, yet
hypothesized properties, which arise from the synthesis of additional, antici-
pated feelings with feelings that have already registered, and continue to reg-
ister, as she studies the plant. The potential additional properties arise from
Jean’s practical aims—uncovering medicinal applications hopefully leading to
a cure for some disease—that is, from a projected alternative, or in this case
supplemental, way of representing the object. In Jean’s case, there are two
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objects of awareness: (1) the determinate object—the plant as she sees it—and
(2) the determinable object—the plant whose properties are configured hope-
fully to be conducive to her aim. The actual plant is (1), whereas (2) is the
plant projected as an object of striving. With any determinate object of con-
sciousness, accordingly, there are many determinable objects, that is, alterna-
tive ways of representing the determinate object, each of these ways
corresponding to some possible end, even if the end is a more accurate and
comprehensive theoretical knowledge of the object (NM 200 [GA IV/3:391]).
Striving, one’s endeavor to impose her ends upon the world and thus over-
come the world’s resistance to those ends, thus extends beyond representation.
Fichte’s claim, to be sure, is stronger: striving is logically prior to and thereby
determines representation; without striving, there is no object. And this means
that all representation is contingent upon and, to that extent, answerable, at
least in principle, to the free, self-determining activity of striving.

That striving is logically prior to representation presupposes that one is
always already practically oriented toward the world.*® Furthermore, this orig-
inal practical orientation grounds all intentional relations, thus the connec-
tion between the striving doctrine and Fichte’s idealist thesis. Intentional
relations are initiated by and grounded in the I's free, self-determining activ-
ity, of which striving is a more determinate manifestation and expression.
Again, one’s original practical orientation to the world determines her repre-
sentation of objects. Consider Jean again. Her practical aim—directed toward
the ideally represented object—is the object of her hypothesis and is initially
indeterminate (a potential cure), but becomes more determinate through the
synthesis of striving and feelings (the plant’s potential and perhaps discovered
medicinal properties). Jean seeks to determine what she initially encounters
(what has registered directly in her feelings) in a way different from the mani-
fold of feelings originally encountered. In this sense, the projected representa-
tion of the object is an idea in the Kantian sense, namely, part of a projected
hypothesis, which is in search of confirming feelings—a projected way of
organizing and synthesizing the plant’s properties so as to reveal what Locke
called tertiary properties, namely, those the plant has in relation to Jean’s prac-
tical concerns. The representation of the plant’s internal purposiveness is thus
determined by Jane’s own practical aims (NM 200 [GA 1V/3:392]; SE 171
[GA 1/5:159])).

Again, Fichte’s claim of the priority of practical reason is more radical than
presented thus far. In my biochemist example, Jean secks to deploy the plant’s
properties for purposes extrinsic to the plant’s own internal purposiveness.
Her alternative representation of the plant in her consciousness supplements
the initial representation of the plant, which is, in Fichtean language,
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accompanied by a feeling of necessity. Fichte’s ostensibly extreme claim, how-
ever, is that practical aims determine the initial representation of the object.
Accordingly, the striving doctrine renders all representation relevant strictly to
individual interests. Striving determines the object in a very thick sense: with-
out striving there is no object! This claim, needless to say, is prima facie exces-
sive and most assuredly false. Perception of objects commonly is imposed on
the perceiving subject by the nature of the objects and the way in which they
impinge upon one’s sense receptors. For Fichte, feelings are imposed as limita-
tions on one’s self-activity, but feelings are not objects; they are the manifold
from which one constructs the object of consciousness. Since this constructive
work of the productive imagination is an acz; and, since all acts are freely self-
determined and thus don’t supervene on mechanical or organic processes;
and, since the work of the imagination presupposes that one has already
(freely) reflectively distanced herself from the given manifold of feelings, rep-
resentation of the object is determined by one’s free self-determination and
thereby by one’s pursuit of a particular set of practical aims. To be sure, the
natural world is as it is, but the representation of the world is answerable to
I-hood as freely self-determining. One might therefore argue that Fichte’s
constructive epistemology, absorbed as it is in his theory of practical rational-
ity, leads him inexorably to dubious epistemic conclusions.

One possible solution might be to distinguish, as do contemporary cogni-
tive scientists, between information processing and representation. Adapted
to Fichtean epistemology, one could maintain that information processing is
simply the operation of mechanical and organic processes, whereas represen-
tation, which deploys concepts—yielding the awareness of a rose as a rose—
requires a free, self-determining act. But Fichte’s strict denial of supervenience
blocks this strategy. All acts of the I are freely self-determining—component
acts necessary for the possibility of an act of representation, such as reflective
distancing from feelings or desires and inclinations, being no exception.
Without question, for the most part, one feels compelled to represent, and
indeed does represent, the world precisely in the way feelings restrict her prac-
tical self-activity. And yet, those representations are always contingent, which
means that one can represent an object differently from the way the world
attempts to compel her to perceive it. For the most part, one accedes to the
constraints of the way she is affected, but nonetheless she accedes, and her
doing so is freely self-determining. Even read charitably, this claim
appears dubious.

Perhaps Fichte’s epistemology, especially as subordinated to practical
agency, isn’t as extreme and baroque as it appears to be. Acts of representation
are not triggered in the way in which drives are activated in organisms. Neither
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are these acts arbitrary, since they are answerable to rational norms. Embedded
within the rational normativity of I-hood, or free, rational self-determination,
is the commitment to the normative authority of truth. Consider the follow-
ing passage:

How can the freedom and limitation of the ideal activity coexist alongside each
other? In the following manner: If one reflects upon the determinacy of the
practical (real I), then one must also necessarily posit Y in such and such a
way...; consequently only the synthesis is necessary. In other words, if a particu-
lar representation is to be “true,” then I must represent its object in such and
such a way. But the representing subject is free to engage or not engage in this

synthesis; and, in this respect, the representing subject is under no compul-
sion.... (NM 219-20 [GA IV/3:402])

This passage is crucial for mitigating the radical contingency of representation
which a less charitable interpretation would emphasize. When representing
an object, one feels constrained to represent the object precisely in terms of
the restrictions imposed by what one actually feels. By submitting to this con-
straint, one’s constructive representation of the object is truth-tracking.
Interestingly, the fact that actual feelings tend to provide a reliable guideline
for “true” representations of objects reveals a strong reliabilist component in
Fichte’s epistemology. To be sure, physiological processes do not compel acts
of representation. These acts are freely self-determined—this is Fichte’s radical
thesis—since one can represent an object in ways alternative to those that are
truth-tracking. Acts of representation are normatively constrained, however,
and these rational, normative constraints serve one’s practical aims. Realizing
one’s practical aims, even if only the advancement of self-interest, depends
upon reliable representations of reality. Accordingly, advancing one’s aims is
parasitic upon getting things right about the world. In this sense, the striving
doctrine presupposes and depends upon reliable representations. Fichte’s pri-
mary point is that one doesn’t simply represent objects. Rather, she posits
herself as positing or representing objects (NM 220 [GA IV/3:402]), and this
opens her representational activity to normative restraints, including, in no
small measure, rational commitment to the normative authority of truth. This
is what a standard view of perception—one, in this case, accommodated to
Fichte’s transcendental idealism—would maintain, and it is a view that Fichte,
charitably yet reasonably interpreted, holds. The contingency of acts of repre-
sentation is thus far less unbridled than initially considered.

In this chapter, I have attempted to show the way in which the striving
doctrine informs Fichte’s conceptions of self-positing and I-hood. The striving



184 C. J. Kinlaw

doctrine discloses an original practical orientation to the world underlying
and informing intentionality. Although this core thesis places some burdens
on Fichte’s epistemology, his best considered view is somewhat able to assuage,
in an important respect, those worries.

Notes

1. Hegel adopts the same strategy in the Phenomenology of Spirit. A form of
consciousness must provide a stable and coherent way of providing justifica-
tion for knowledge-claims and reasons for action. Of course, Hegel’s theory
differs significantly from the view Fichte defends.

2. The discontinuity Fichte stresses between mechanistic causation and drive
suggests that purposive, organic functions do not supervene on mechanistic,
causal processes.

3. Even the representation of objects accompanied by a feeling of necessity—
when one feels constrained to represent an object precisely in the way in
which one is affected by feelings, that is, when one’s representation is a con-
structive copying of the content of feelings—involves an act of free, self-
determination whereby one freely accedes to the limitation of one’s activity.

4. For an excellent discussion that takes the tension in the Grundlage to be more
substantive than I have suggested, see Frederick Neuhouser, Fichtes Theory of
Subjectivity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 52-57.

5. See Ernst Tugendhat, Self-Consciousness and Self-Determination, trans. Paul
Stern (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1986).

6. See Dieter Henrich, “Fichte’s Original Insight,” in Contemporary German
Philosophy 1 (State College, PA: Penn State University Press, 1982), 15-53;
Andreas Wildt, Auronomie und Anerkennung: Hegels Moralitiitskritik in Lichte
seiner Fichte Rezeption (Stuttgart: Klett-Cota, 1982).

7. Daniel Breazeale, Thinking Through the Wissenschafislehre: Themes From Fichtes
Early Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 211. [ii3] is
Breazeale’s term for the form of intellectual intuition, which is the philosophi-
cal retrieval—‘think of yourself and observe what you are doing when you do
so—of the original intellectual intuition (Breazeale’s ii2) which, Fichte
claims, underlies all consciousness.

8. Fichte presents his regress argument in An Attempt at a New Presentation of the
Wissenschafislehre (IWL 111-12 [GA 1/4:274-76]) and in somewhat more
compressed form in the Wissenschafislehre nova methodo (NM 113 [GA
IV/3:346-47]). The argument is a standard Agrippan argument, which draws
the skeptical conclusion that an explanation of the necessary requirements for
consciousness is impossible. Fichte imbeds the argument within a modus tol-
lens argument designed to establish a non-intentional, immediate self-
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13.
14.
15.

16.

consciousness as a necessary hypothesis. Highly compressed, the argument
goes as follows: One is conscious of some object only if she is conscious of
herself as conscious of that object (Fichte takes this claim to be indisputable).
Since consciousness of any object consists of a distinction between the con-
scious subject and the object of which the subject is conscious, the subject’s
consciousness of itself must involve consciousness of herself as conscious of
herself in being conscious of the object. This leads to an infinite regress, and
thus the conclusion that consciousness is impossible. But, Fichte observes,
consciousness is real. The initial premise—that all consciousness has a dis-
tinctly intentional structure—conscious subject conscious of an object of
consciousness—is false, and one must infer the existence of a non-intentional,
immediate form of self-consciousness as a necessary explanatory hypothesis
explaining the possibility of consciousness. For a detailed analysis, see
C. Jeffery Kinlaw, “Self-Determination and Immediate Self-Consciousness in
the Jena Wissenschafislehre,” in Fichte and Transcendental Philosophy, ed. Tom
Rockmore and Daniel Breazeale (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014),
176-89.

. Henrich, “Fichte’s Original Insight,” 37.
10.
11.
12.

Ibid., 35.

Ibid.

The regress would be something like this: the I posits itself as self-knowing.
Since it is the posited I that is self-knowing, a further act of positing is required
to establish the positing I as self-knowing, but then we have a further positing
I that has yet to be established as self-knowing. QED.

Wildt, Autonomie und Anerkennung, 220.

Ibid., 231.

I have argued elsewhere that Fichte rejects an introspective or spectator model
of self-knowledge, and defends a view that has significant affinities with ratio-
nalist accounts of self-knowledge defended by Stuart Hampshire and espe-
cially Richard Moran. Just as Moran argues that one knows that she believes
that p by avowing p, Fichte maintains that one knows, for instance, that she
is free by freely acting. Awareness of oneself as acting is a commonplace, non-
observational component of acting. For a more detailed discussion, see
C. Jeffery Kinlaw, “Fichte and Philosophy of Mind,” in 7he Bloomsbury
Companion to Fichte, ed. Marina Bykova (London: Bloomsbury, forthcom-
ing). For an informed discussion of commonplace non-observational self-
knowledge, see Elizabeth Anscombe, [ntention (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 2000), especially §8.

One might also ask how Wildt’s interpretation of Fichte’s I as the certainty of
oneself as a persisting subject of mental states avoids the objection that he has
imported the concept of substance into his interpretation of Fichte’s theory of
subjectivity, a view that Fichte explicitly rejects.
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22.

23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.

29.

C. J. Kinlaw

Tugendhat, Self-Consciousness and Self-Determination, 45. In the passage
cited, Tugendhat actually is describing Henrich, along with Henrich’s Fichte
and Henrich’s then Heidelburg colleague Pothast’s, conception of selthood.
Buct clearly he has Fichte in mind as well.

Ibid., 29.

Ibid., 45.

Ibid., 36. And, Tugendhat adds, our immediate self-knowledge cannot be
intersubjective either.

A prominent difficulty in Fichte’s account of I-hood is the claim that at least
tacit awareness is intrinsic to all acts of the I. Call this the consciousness condi-
tion: for all instances of a subject S’s representation of X, S has at least a tacit
awareness of her self-determination to represent S precisely in the way in
which she represents X. Does the consciousness condition apply only to com-
plex acts—that is, acts of representation (recalling that willing involves repre-
sentation, since one must project as a goal what one is to do in acting)—or to
the components of an act? A complex act of representation might involve the
following: the free self-determination to reflect upon feelings, perhaps consid-
eration of alternative ways of representing something when practical goals
demand that one do so, and then the final act whereby the productive imagi-
nation constructs the representation of the object. The consciousness condi-
tion, at least prima facie, is assuredly false, since the components of the
act—and perhaps the act itself in some cases—occur below the radar of con-
sciousness. Limiting awareness only to the complex act itself seems more
plausible, but Fichte indeed affirms that 4// acts consist in part of (tacit) self-
awareness. A full-blooded analysis of the ubiquity problem is beyond the
scope of this chapter.

Allen W. Wood, The Free Development of Each: Studies on Freedom, Right, and
Ethics in Classical German Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2014); and especially Allen W. Wood, Fichtes Ethical Thought (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2016).

Wood, Fichtes Ethical Thought, 58-59.

Wood, Free Development of Each, 168.

Wood, Fichtes Ethical Thought, 69.

Wood, Free Development of Each, 168.

See Note 21.

Any action, for Fichte, requires the concept of a goal, since the productive
imagination must project, from a synthesis of actual and possible feelings, a
general outline of what one is going to do. The goal might simply track the
feelings registered from one’s encounter with the object, or it might include
possible ways to manipulate or deploy the object or its properties for one’s
own ends.

By “prior to the subject-object distinction,” Fichte must mean prior to the
structure of representing subject and represented object. Much of what impinges
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30.

upon our senses goes unnoticed, and the resulting affections are not felt. To
feel, to be aware of the way in which one is being affected, requires that she
be reflectively distant from the affections she feels. This occurs prior to the
common subject-object distinction, because one doesn’t feel, and thus doesn’t
represent, an object. One simply feels. Nothing peculiar here, except, of
course, that Fichte insists that reflective distance must be established by the I's
free, self-determining activity. To the extent that feeling is reflected, one
might say that feeling is a proto-representational activity.

Heidegger’s indebtedness to Fichte on this point seems unmistakable and
significant.
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Fichte's Account of Reason and Rational
Normativity

Steven Hoeltzel

If we aim to do philosophy in a thoroughly self-conscious and self-critical
way, then, among other things, we ought to think hard about the nature and
the norms of rationality. Certainly Fichte did so. Indeed, it is arguable that the
Wissenschafislehre is, above all, a systematically articulated account of precisely
the nature of reason—or, more precisely, of purely rational aczivity. Fichte
pointedly equates the I (das Ich), I-hood (Ichheit), and the intellect (das
Intelligenz) with “reason in general [die Vernunft iiberhapt]” (FNR 3 [GA
1/3:313]), and he explicitly employs all of these terms to refer exclusively to a
certain sort of activity. “Idealism,” he says, “considers the intellect to be a kind
of doing and absolutely nothing more” (IWL 26 [GA 1/4:200]). In what fol-
lows, I argue that the type of activity in question is best understood, all things
considered, as pure rational activity—more precisely, as non-sensory, order-
inducing, autonomously end-directed mental activity, of a type to be further
specified below.

Obviously, I cannot make the case for an overarching interpretation of the
entire Wissenschafislehre here. 1 shall, however, offer an analysis of Fichte’s
conception of reason which, if plausible, provides some solid support for a
reading along the above lines.! In any event, presumably this analysis is of
interest independently of that broader interpretive issue—mainly, I suppose,
owing to the all-important role that reason plays in philosophy generally (and
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for Kantian and post-Kantian philosophy in particular), but also in light of
the innovative and somewhat unusual (and unmistakably post-Kantian) char-
acter of Fichte’s own account of rationality.

Reason as Non-Sensory Ordering Activity

What is reason, exactly? In what does rationality, as such, consist? And what,
if anything, does reason require of us? Fichte offers radical and radically inter-
connected answers to those questions, and if we are fully to understand the
Wissenschafislehre, then we must grasp, with some exactitude, his closely con-
nected conceptions of the nature of rational activity, the source of rational
normativity, and the substance of the supreme rational norm. But Fichte does
not make this easy. On the contrary, he articulates, relates, and elaborates
upon these ideas in ways that are sure to seem somewhat strange, if not out-
right off-putting, to philosophers unfamiliar with his outlook. In Fichte’s
writings, reason is equated or closely associated with, among other things:
I-hood (Ichheiz); positing (sezzen), and especially self-positing; acting (Handeln)
or doing (7un), as opposed to being (Sein); self-reverting activity (in sich selbst
zuriickgehende Titigkeit); and subject-objectivity (Subject-Objectivitir), as
opposed to mere objectivity or thinghood. He states, for example, that:

The character of rationality [Verniinftigkeit] consists in the fact that that which
acts and that which is acted upon are one and the same; and with this descrip-
tion, the sphere of reason [Umékreis der Vernunft] as such is exhausted. ... For
those who are capable of abstracting from #heir own I ... linguistic usage has

come to denote this exalted concept by the word: J; thus reason in general has
been characterized as I-hood. (FNR 3 GA 1/3:313])

I-hood (i.e., self-reverting activity or subject-objectivity — call it what you will)
is originally opposed to the ir [dem Es], to mere objectivity.... (IWL 87
[GA 1/4:255])

Activity that reverts into itself in general (I-hood, subjectivity) is the mark of a
rational being | Charakter des Vernunfiwesens]. Positing oneself ... is an act of this
activity. (FNR 18 [GA 1/3:329])

Fichte further contends that reason, as such, is in some sense essentially or
principally practical: “practical reason is the root of all reason” (VM 79 [GA
1/6:265]). More specifically, he claims that reason, simply qua reason, regu-
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lates itself according to a self-legislated norm of “absolute self-sufficiency”
and, to that extent, incarnates an “absolute tendency toward the absolute,”
such that “fusion ... into the absolutely pure form of reason or into God [in
die absolut reine Vernunfiform oder in Gott] is indeed the ultimate goal of finite
reason” (SE 58, 33, 143 [GA 1/5:67, 45, 142]). Indeed, he even seems to go
so far as to maintain that reason, so construed, finally mandates our firm
assent to an outlook which—in spite of being, avowedly, epistemically
unfounded—holds fast to the conviction that “only reason is; infinite reason
in itself, and finite reason in it and through it” (VM 111 [GA 1/6:296]).

By way of attempting to make sense of all of this, in this chapter I argue
that, for Fichte, reason consists in mental activity of a special sort: the self-
initiated instatement of self-wrought, non-sensory ordering forms, the first and
foremost of which is the idea of precisely this type of activity in its pure and
uncompromised (independent, “self-sufficient”) form. Note that this notion,
while admittedly unusual, is not as exotic as it might initially appear. Consider,
for instance, a textbook case of categorial synthesis a la Kant. (This will only
partly illustrate the above idea, but it provides a useful place to begin.) Suppose
that one afternoon you see lightning; seconds later, you hear thunder. On
Kant’s account (which, obviously, I must strenuously simplify here), what you
have been presented with, strictly speaking, are simply two sensory experi-
ences in a certain temporal succession. Perhaps this sequence of mental events
has taken place because, out there in the world independent of your percep-
tions, there has occurred one event (the lightning) which, in a lawful fashion,
caused a subsequent one (the thunder). But then again, perhaps the following
is the case instead: your experiences (let us suppose) reflect the fact that light-
ning is permanently striking, and thunder permanently rumbling, and it just
so happens that, in this instance, the flashlight beam of your consciousness lit
upon the lightning and then the thunder in that order and not the reverse.
This second scenario seems like a strange speculation, but (and here, I think,
is Kant’s key point) it is no less consistent with the contents of your subjective
states than is the first, perfectly familiar, cause-and-effect construal of the
objective conditions putatively presented by your perceptions. Therefore: if,
given these perceptions, you proceed to judge that you have experienced two
objectively successive, causally connected events (versus two objectively simul-
taneous states of affairs, accidentally perceived in this order), then your judg-
ment depends upon the synthesis of the given appearances (their active
combination and supplementation) with the non-sensory notion of ‘causa-
tion’—more precisely, the notion of a nonarbitrary ordering of objective
events, as distinct from the happenstance succession of your subjective states.
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Here, then, we have one example of the self-initiated instatement of self-
wrought, non-sensory ordering forms.*

Of course, the categorial synthesis of appearances is not the only form of
such autonomous order-inducing activity that Kant (or Fichte) countenances:
there is also the pure-rational setting of ends and projection of ideas. Like the
categories, which are “pure concepts of the understanding that pertain to
objects a priori” (A79/B105), the “ideas of pure reason” (A669/B697) are self-
wrought, non-sensory notions that induce order. Yet in contrast with the cat-
egories, these ideas do so not by classifying or constructing objects of empirical
cognition (cf. A158/B197), but by regulating cognition and reinforcing voli-
tion, in service to reason’s highest ends (see A671/B699; CPrR 5:134-35).°
For example: according to Kant, reason in its specifically theoretical employ-
ment steadfastly demands that things be completely explained and the world
optimally comprehended (see A644-45/B672-73). And to investigate the
world in service to those aims is to frame questions and formulate hypotheses
about it as if'it were configured in such a way as to be fully explicable and
systematically comprehensible. For Kant, this means, among other things,
seeking to identify an orderly hierarchy of types by which the world’s parts are
pervasively organized (“homogeneity, specification, and continuity of forms”:
A658/B686), and searching for a single set of harmonious ordering principles
by which the world’s processes are comprehensively governed (“parsimony of
principles”: A650-51/B678-79). But perceptual awareness qua perceptual
(“empirical intuition,” as Kant would have it) harbors no conception whatso-
ever of taxonomical or nomological relations between objects or events, over
and above the qualitative and spatiotemporal relations between the contents
of one’s own sensations. Thus, to investigate the experienced world in the
manner just outlined is to be guided in advance by various non-sensory notions
concerning the world’s total constitution—not in the sense that these ideas
represent determinate objects whose existence is uncritically affirmed (that
would be “transcendental illusion”: A295-98/B351-54), but rather in that
these ideas structure a “schema” or ideal model whose viability is presupposed,
even prioritized, by this cognitive undertaking (A674/B703; cf. A647/B675
on “systematic unity” as “a projected unity”). Chief among these ideas, on
Kant’s account, is the notion of a “self-sufficient reason, which is the cause
of the world-whole through ideas of the greatest harmony and unity” (A678/
B706).* Thus, to strive—as reason requires of us—to find the world fully
explicable and optimally intelligible is, Kant claims, to seek to make sense of
things “as if they were ordained by a highest reason of which our reason is
only a weak copy” (A678/B706), “an independent, original, and creative rea-
son” (A672/B700).
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Here, then, we have a second example from Kant, more complicated than
the first, of the self-initiated instatement of self-wrought, non-sensory order-
ing forms. Unlike the preceding illustration of categorial synthesis, this exam-
ple involves a basic rational requirement: reason, a priori, sets an ultimate goal
for its own activities, and thereby appoints itself to further deploy its own
powers in ways that promote or approach that goal. Qua theoretical (as
opposed to practical), reason seeks optimal comprehension; seriously to set
one’s sights upon that goal is tacitly to elaborate, a priori, various non-sensory
notions as to the world’s total configuration; and these ideas configure an ideal
model by which the enterprise of understanding is regulated—not causally
controlled or affectively ‘driven,’” but provided with rargets at which the ratio-
nal being has reason to aim, insofar as this being, qua rational, eo 7pso has opti-
mal comprehension an ultimate goal.

Of course, the above model of theoretical reason’s basic operations has an
important parallel in Kant’s practical philosophy. On this account, there is “a
purpose given a priori, that is, an end as object (of the will) that, independently
of all theoretical principles, is represented as practically necessary by an imper-
ative determining the will immediately, and in this case that [end] is the high-
est good” (CPrR 5:134). Unlike theoretical reason, which seeks optimal
comprehension, practical reason is constitutively committed to the achieve-
ment of optimized autonomy—"“the highest good” being Kant’s name for that
state of affairs in which (1) each individual autonomously commits to the
autonomy of rational beings in general, and (2) accordingly all individuals
succeed in self-actualization to the greatest extent possible consistent with the
same for all others.® Given this practical context—the context configured by
the goals and powers of volition, as opposed to those of cognition—reason’s
ultimate aim is “represented as,” not an ideal model guiding strictly scientific
cognition, but an imperative demanding strictly principled volition: a require-
ment that the rational being has reason to honor, insofar as this being, qua ratio-
nal, eo ipso has autonomy in its optimal form as an ultimate goal. Here again,
then, reason, as such and a priori, sets an ultimate goal for its own activities,
and thereby appoints itself to further deploy its own powers in ways that pro-
mote or approach that goal.”

It therefore seems fair to say that Kants thinking importantly revolves
around (granted that it does not explicitly foreground) a basic conception of
rational activity, whether theoretical or practical, as the self-initiated instate-
ment of self-wrought, non-sensory ordering forms, the first and foremost of which
is the idea of precisely this type of activity in an uncompromised form (perfectly
comprehending the world, optimally organizing free activity, and so on).® In
what follows, I argue that Fichte affirms a more radical and rarefied version of
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this basic conception of reason. To be sure, he does not explicitly characterize
reason in the terms that I am using here: he speaks of “positing,” “I-hood,”
“self-reverting activity,” and the like—not “the self-initiated instatement of
self-wrought ordering forms” and so forth. Nevertheless, below I show that
there is a conceptually plausible, textually responsible reconstruction of
Fichte’s account of the necessary conditions of the possibility of experience, in
the light of which the transcendentally most basic activities of the I are describ-
able in exactly those terms. Moreover, on the more fully elaborated account of
I-hood that ensues, various further peculiarities of Fichte’s view—inter alia,
his claim that reason as such is principally practical, and his seemingly reckless
contention that “only reason is’—are readily seen to derive from his basic
conception of rationality per se.

Acting Versus Being, Positing Versus Sensing

“Reason,” Fichte writes, “is not a thing, which is there and subsists; instead, it
is doing [7un]: sheer, pure doing” (SE 59 [GA 1/5:68]). This means, to begin
with, that it is a category mistake to suppose that reason could exist in a dor-
mant state: as an unemployed faculty, unactuated disposition, unrealized pos-
sibility, or the like—"“something that merely endures, lying there quietly and
dead, something that merely is and in no way aczs” (SE 12 [GA 1/5:25]; cf.
FNR 23 [GA 1/3:334], IWL 26 [GA 1/4:200]). Instead, on Fichte’s account,
“the intellect, as such, is ... nothing but pure activity [reine Titigkeit], in con-
trast to all subsisting and being posited, no matter how subtly the latter might
be thought” (SE 42 [GA 1/5:53]).

Passages like these reflect Fichte’s sharp distinction between acting (Handeln)
and being (Sein), as mutually exclusive modes of existing (cf. IWL 45 [GA
1/4:215]).” Obviously this terminology is somewhat at odds with more recent
usage: in the wake of existentialism, especially, we may find it more natural to
speak of the existing that is peculiar to the human self—roughly, its being a
self-conscious project of self-actualization, called upon to deal with and decide
upon its own possibilities (“Existents” for Kierkegaard, “Existenz” for
Heidegger)—as a distinctive and decidedly un-thinglike mode of being. Yet
despite the terminological reversal, and despite the crucial methodological
differences between Fichte’s mranscendental project and the more concrete,
descriptive approach of the existentialists, Fichte’s distinction between purely
self-like “acting” and strictly thinglike “being” importantly anticipates that
later existential outlook.' “The I is what it is in acting,” Fichte says, “the
objectin being” (FNR 27 [GA 1/3:338]). Acting is self-initiated, self-conscious
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self-constitution; being is “fixed subsistence, lacking any inner movement,
passive and dead” (SE 39 [GA 1/5:49]). In other words, the constitution of a
mere object is not the product of any self-initiated activity on the object’s
part: “it simply is and remains as it is,” because the object, unlike the I, pos-
sesses no “inner agility” and “cannot instigate any effect” (SE 13 [GA 1/5:26];
FNR 28 [GA 1/3:338]). By contrast, the I, unlike the object, “exists in a state
of endless becoming,” for the simple reason that “the I is absolute activity
[absolute Titigkeir] and nothing but activity” (FNR 27 [GA 1/3:338]; SE 101
[GA 1/5:105])."

The activity in which the I consists is “absolute,” on Fichte’s account, not in
the sense of being altogether unlimited—thus boundless, lawless, and so on—
but because it is, in certain fundamental respects, unconditioned. For one, this
activity is not epistemically compulsory in the light of anything empirical.
Moreover, and more controversially, it is not caused to occur by any object
extrinsic to the I. (More precisely: in the light of the Wissenschafislehre’s basic
principles, the conjecture that the I's activity could be the product of some
object is epistemically insupportable and conceptually ill-formed.) At the
same time, however, Fichte holds that this activity is always limited by condi-
tions of which it is not itself the source—conditions which, it should be
noted, he identifies with “the merely empirical element in our cognition” (see,
for example, IWL 74-75 [GA 1/4:241-43]). What is more, he holds that the
activity in which the I consists always takes a certain determinate and lawful
form (see his account of “laws of acting”: IWL 26-27 [GA 1/4:200-201]).

These issues are more closely examined below. First, however, more should
be said to characterize the special sort of activity in which the I consists, and
the basic form of which is the source of the “laws of acting.” (Fichte is explicit
that these laws cannot be imposed upon rational activity by anything extrinsic
to such activity: “There is nothing in the rational being except the result of its
acting upon itself ... the I is nothing other than an acting on itself”: FNR 3
[GA 1/3:313]; cf. IWL 59 [GA 1/4:227].) As we saw above, and as the preced-
ing quotation underscores, Fichte equates the I (I-hood, reason) with specifi-
cally self-reverting activity, and he singles out self-positing as the supreme
exemplar of such activity: “The concepts of self-positing and of activity in gen-
eral are again one and the same” (WL 129 [GA 1/2:293])."

The transcendentally most basic type of self-positing is described by the
first principle of the 1794/1795 Foundation of the Entire Wissenschafislehre:
“The 1 originally absolutely posits its own being” (WL 99 [GA 1/2:261]).
Fichte’s own statement here reads, “das Ich setzt urspriinglich schlechthin sein
eigenes Sein,” and some may quarrel with my use of “absolutely” to translate
“schlechthin,” which could be more moderately rendered as “simply” instead.
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But there is a case to be made that, for Fichte, this principle indeed describes
the absolute (originary, unconditioned) act of izs kind—that is, of positing, or
of distinctly rational activity. More specifically, I suggest, this original act of
positing is rationally absolute, in the following sense. This (self-initiated, non-
sensory) act is not a response to any already-established rational require-
ment—as we shall see, it certainly is not epistemically made mandatory by
any of the arational (adventitious, qualitative) contents of consciousness—
but, instead, it is the transcendentally most basic instatement of pure, self-
wrought (abstract, non-sensory) ordering form, an instatement which, in this
instance, has as one of its aspects the establishment of a rational requirement—
indeed, the original and ultimate rational requirement, which sets forth the
goal and lays down the ground-rules for the I's further, self-regulated self-
articulation (the next step in which, transcendentally speaking, will be the
counter-positing [entgegensetzen] of a not-1, or the instatement of “opposition
in general [Entgegengesetztsein iiberhaupt]” (WL 103 [GA 1/4:266])). This is a
complicated claim, to be sure, but each of its main components should
become clearer in what follows.

The act in which the I originally absolutely posits its own being is the
Tathandlung: the “fact-act” in which the existence of the I originally and prin-
cipally consists (WL 97-98 [GA 1/2:259-60]), and which “does not and can-
not occur among the empirical determinations of our consciousness, but rather
lies at the basis of all consciousness and alone makes it possible” (WL 93 [GA
1/2:255]). Note that Fichte is using the term “consciousness” here in a techni-
cal sense that derives from Reinhold’s “Principle of Consciousness,” a principle
which describes the pure, polarized structure of subject-object differentiation-
relation that is an organizing form immanent in all object-directed cognition
or volition."” Accordingly, ‘consciousness,” of the sort that Fichte’s principles
are designed to explain, is not just any awareness of content (phenomenal con-
sciousness of some assortment of blues, for example), but a more articulated
representation structured around the judgment that there exists some entity
other than the judger (the cognition, for example, that it is the ocean, and not
one’s own mind, to which all those blues belong).!* One important conse-
quence of this is that, in claiming that that the I’s activity makes all ‘conscious-
ness’ possible, Fichte is not claiming that the I somehow authors consciousness’s
empirical contents. The I is only ever the (pure and pre-personal) orderer and
interpreter, never the author, of such adventitious manifestations.

To return now to Reinhold’s principle: Fichte accepts this principle, but he
also holds that the structure that it abstractly describes is one which needs to
be transcendentally explained. That is, Reinhold’s principle reports on, but
says nothing to account for, the omnipresence in ‘consciousness’ of an abstract
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armature incorporating the subject’s awareness of itself, its representation of
an object other than itself, and so on."” Accordingly, the first published state-
ment of the principles of the Wissenschafislehre claims that “the absolute sub-
ject, the I, is not given by empirical intuition; it is, instead, posited by
intellectual intuition. And the absolute object, the not-I, is that which is pos-
ited in opposition to the I” (EPW 65 [GA 1/2:48]). Fichte’s first main point
here is this: that ones own pure, self-initiated mental activity exists is not a fact
that can be conveyed by any amount of passively registered sensory or affec-
tive data per se. Thus, the identification of this activity—in other words, the
self-awareness of the I, upon which the structure of ‘consciousness’ hinges—
must itself be a non-empirical accomplishment. And, indeed, this must be the
accomplishment in which the existence of the I principally and originally
consists, insofar as the I exists, qua I, only if and when such self-awareness
obtains (see: WL 98 [GA 1/2:260]; FNR 3n [GA 1/3:313n]; IWL 42 [GA
1/4:213]). And Fichte’s second main point here is that sensory or affective data,
taken simply as such, do not directly acquaint one with anything over and
above certain contents of ones consciousness by which ones own pure and self-
initiated mental activity is confronted and constrained.'® Thus, the judgment
that there exists some extra-mental (or, at any rate, not self-wrought) ground
or source of such limitations—in other words, the positing of a not-I—must
also be a non-empirical accomplishment—in this case, one that is precondi-
tioned by the transcendentally prior self-identification of the I.

Fichte’s claim, then, is that all ‘consciousness’ of the sort described by
Reinhold’s principle, and thus all ‘experience’ in the sense in which Kant and
Fichte use that term,"” has as a necessary condition for its possibility, (1) the
self-initiated, non-sensory singling-out of self-initiated non-sensory activity, in
distinction from the adventitious empirical contents of consciousness (sensory
or affective data),'® and (2) the origination and instatement of the pure notion
of an extra-subjective object, cognized as the basis or bearer of the indicated
adventitious data.” The first of those two numbered accomplishments is the
act in which “the I originally absolutely posits its own being”; the second is the
act whereby “a not-I is absolutely opposed to the I,” such that “opposition in
general is absolutely posited by the I” (WL 99, 104, 103 [GA 1/2:261, 260]).

As noted above, Fichte holds that the I consists in acting, and that this act-
ing principally consists in positing—first and foremost, self-positing. Fichte
never explicitly defines the technical term “posit” (sezzen), but in the light of
the foregoing, it seems apt to say this much, at least: to posit x is (1) to affirm
that x exists and (2) to position x within some more comprehensive conception
of what there is (and also, as we will see below, of what there ought to be)—
one’s overall mental ‘scheme of things,” so to say.”® Thus, by locating the self-
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initiated non-sensory activity in which the I properly consists, in distinction
from the empirical contents of consciousness, the I establishes its own activity
as the central reference-point within an overall representation of reality that is
principally organized by and around the I's non-sensory accomplishments.
That representation is then further articulated via the ontologically ampliative
(not metaphysically generative) positing of a not-I, which effects the basic
subject-object (versus pure/empirical or self-initiated/adventitious) differenti-
ation-relation that structures all experience. This act, whereby “opposition in
general [Entgegengesetztsein iiberhaupt] is absolutely posited by the I” (WL
103 [GA 1/2:266]), then supplies the basis for a self-regulated, self-
complexifying series of additional acts by which that basic differentiation-
relation is (transcendentally) further specified and stabilized.

Thus we can now begin to see the sense in which, for Fichte, reason—that
is: I-hood, acting, especially positing, and principally self-positing—is #be self-
initiated instatement of self-wrought, non-sensory ordering forms, the first and
foremost of which is the idea of precisely this type of activity in its pure and
uncompromised (independent, “self-sufficient”) form. Neither the I, qua pure
activity, nor the not-I, qua object extrinsic to consciousness, are discernible
among the adventitious empirical contents of consciousness. Both, therefore,
must be posited by the I, in the manner described above, if ‘experience, in the
sense defined above, is to eventuate.

Still, this reconstruction of Fichte’s position is as yet importantly incom-
plete, because it figures self-positing, in particular, as a principally descriptive
activity with no obvious normative dimension. In other words, on the account
provided up to this point, the I's acts effect some basic categorial organization
of consciousness’s contents, but, as characterized thus far, they do not engen-
der or imply any particular orientation (any basic policy or tendency, so to say)
on the part of the I, in relation to the given contents of its consciousness or
the posited objects of its experience. More precisely, we have yet to see any
way in which the activity in which rationality originally and principally con-
sists—the Zathandlung in which “the I originally absolutely posits its own
being” (WL 99 [GA 1/2:261])—is an act which sezs forth a targer at which the
rational being, qua rational, has reason to aim, or establishes a requirement
with which this being has reason to comply. In other words, one crucial fea-
ture of Fichte’s position that our analysis has not yet captured is his claim that
reason is practical—indeed, principally or primarily practical. In order to see
why Fichte makes that claim and what he finally means by it, we need to take
a closer look at the basic principles examined above, and especially at the
transcendental considerations that support their introduction.
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Self-Positing as the Source of Rational
Requirements

This chapter’s reconstruction of Fichte’s position develops the transcendental
rationale for his system’s principles that is outlined in the 1794 “Review of
Aenesidemus,” and that remains visible within the 1794/1795 Foundation the
Entire Wissenschafislehre—albeit now more dimly and diffusedly, because ini-
tially obscured by an argument overtly premised, not on the abstract organiz-
ing structure of experience, but instead on the manifest incontrovertibility of
the basic laws of logic.”! Nevertheless, the 1794/1795 Foundation features
more careful statements of Fichte’s principles themselves, and more perspicu-
ous renderings of the rational relationships between them. Accordingly, my
reconstruction follows some basic guidelines laid down by the Aenesidemus
review and fills in various further details based on the Foundation.”

As we have already seen, and as the architectonic of Part I of the Foundation
underscores, the I's transcendentally basic positing of its own being is “abso-
lute” or “unconditioned,” at least in the following sense: it cannot be ratio-
nally required in consequence of any prior rational commitment (because,
transcendentally speaking, it is the most basic rational commitment), and it is
not epistemically mandated by any adventitious empirical contents of con-
sciousness (because it is a commitment affirming the existence of pure, self-
initiated mental activity). The transcendentally subsequent act, in which the I
posits a not-1, is then described by Fichte as “conditioned as to content” but
“self-determined in respect to its form” (WL 102, EPW 110 [GA 1/2:264,
122]). This act’s content is already partly preordained: it must acknowledge
and elaborate upon the already-instated non-sensory notion of the I. And yet
the performance of this act (the positing of a not-I) is not forced upon the I by
what comes before, because what precedes this act, transcendentally speaking,
is an act that acknowledges only certain constituents of consciousness: self-
initiated non-sensory activity (the I) and adventitious empirical content.

To that extent, the I's positing of a not-I must take place freely.* However,
if Fichte’s broader explanatory project is to succeed, then this cannot be an
instance of “completely lawless acting,” contingent on chance or caprice IWL
27 [GA 1/4:200]). Instead, then, this must be “a free, but law-governed, act of
thinking” (IWL 33 [GA 1/4:207]).** And, within the transcendental
framework analyzed above, this can mean only one thing: this act must be one
that instates a self-wrought ordering form, in free compliance with a self-legis-
lated requirement.

What, then, are the source and the content of the requirement in question?
Before considering this in detail, it may be useful to note Fichte’s general
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claim that “there is nothing in the rational being except the result of its acting
upon itself ... the I is nothing other than an acting on itself” (FNR 3 [GA
1/3:313]).% 'This is one reason for thinking that Fichte must understand the
requirement in question to be self-legislated, as opposed to being somehow
imposed upon or inculcated in the I by anything other than the I. Moreover,
in light of the transcendental analysis offered above, the very idea of such an
extrinsically-sourced imposition or inculcation appears both unfounded
and opaque.

Again, what we now seek to identify is the source of the requirement, in
free compliance with which “a not-1 is absolutely opposed to the I” (WL 104
[GA 1/2:266]). Here is one kind of source which that requirement cannot
have: experience of any kind that already comprises the (typically tacit) judg-
ment that there exists something numerically distinct from oneself. On
Fichte’s account, all such experience presupposes the positing of a not-I;
therefore, no such experience can be invoked in order to explain why a not-I
is originally posited. Thus, we are now referred back to the transcendentally
more basic constituents of the above analysis, which, once again, are (1) the
self-initiated non-sensory activity of the I, and (2) the adventitious empirical
contents of consciousness.

It is highly unclear how the latter could be such as to subject the I to any
kind of requirement. For one, such subjection would prima facie violate
Fichte’s stricture that “there can be no passivity in the I” (FNR 27 [GA
1/3:3371]). Moreover, and more to the point, requirements and acts of requir-
ing (as opposed to causal impingements, sensory impressions, and the like)
must have conceptual structure and prescriptive import; but neither one of
those features is possessed by the sensory contents of consciousness, taken all
by themselves: “sweet or bitter, red or yellow ... simple sensation” (WL 272
(GA 1/2:437]).%

To be sure, what Fichte calls “feeling” (Gefiihl), as opposed to “sensation”
(Empfindung), does exhibit a more-than-merely-sensory intelligibility: feeling
is “the manifestation of a compulsion, an inability” (WL 254 [GA 1/2:419]).
But finding oneself compelled, or unable, is by no means the same thing as
finding oneself required. Furthermore, and much more tellingly, on Fichte’s
account, the indicated manifestation of inability does not so much constitute
a requirement as presuppose one: namely, the Is own “infinite demand

[Forderung]” (WL 244 [GA 1/2:409]).

The I demands that it encompass all reality and fill the infinite. This demand is
necessarily based on the idea [/dee] of the absolutely posited, infinite I; and this
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is the absolute 1 of which we have been speaking. Here the meaning of the prin-
ciple, the I posits irself absolutely, first becomes fully clear. (WL 244 [GA 1/2:409])

This passage tells us several things, each of which the preceding analysis
might already have led us to expect. First, inasmuch as the I #hus far (that is,
at this almost-initial stage in the transcendental constitution-process that will
eventuate in experience) countenances only (1) its own self-initiated non-
sensory activity, and (2) the adventitious empirical contents of consciousness,
it follows that anything that the I can recognize as a binding requirement must
have its source in the I's own activity. Note that this claim may be less arcane
than it initially sounds: it may be a transcendentally rarefied way of saying
that the normativity of the indicated requirement derives from its being inte-
gral to the entire rational enterprise.

Second, the content of the indicated requirement, insofar as it cannot derive
from the adventitious empirical contents of consciousness, must be fixed by
the act in which the I originally absolutely posits its own being. And as we
have seen, the being of the I, on Fichte’s account, consists in self-initiated non-
sensory activity. It must be, then, that in originally absolutely positing its own
being, the I positions pure and autonomous rational activity as both essential
to and normative for its own existence. Original self-positing thus must not
only /locate the I in distinction from all adventitious manifestation; it must
also orient the I with respect to the latter. “As posited through its own absolute
activity [absolute Titigkeir],” Fichte writes, the I “is infinite” (WL 137 [GA
1/2:301]). Self-positing therefore must mark out perfectly unlimited (“infi-
nite”) rational activity as a goal for which the I's very nature—that is, the #ype
of activity in which the I simply consists—gives the I a reason to strive.”’
Original self-positing projects “the original idea of our absolute being [/dee
unseres absoluten Sein]”; and in orienting itself toward that ideal, rational
activity per se recognizes a requirement to strive for “constant extension of our
frontiers, to infinity” (WL 245 [GA 1/2:410]). To put this rather more prosai-
cally: In originally positing its own being, the I gives itself the goal of pure and
unlimited rational activity; thereby, it subjects itself to the (self-legislated)
requirement that it deploy its own powers to that end; and, accordingly, it
freely takes upon itself the (infinite) task of bringing all arational manifestation
under the sway of reason’s self-wrought ordering forms, whether by systemati-
cally comprehending things or by ethically upgrading them.

Here, then, we see why and in what sense Fichte claims that “without a
striving, no object at all is possible” (WL 233 [GA 1/2:399]). In other words,
we have now identified the source and the content of the requirement in com-
pliance with which the I posits a not-I. In originally positing its own being,
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the I legislates this requirement to itself; and in absolutely positing a not-I, the
I freely complies with this requirement—in this case, by cognizing some
adventitious manifestation (some assortment of sensed blues, for example)
using some self-wrought non-sensory notion (in this case, the notion of an
object that is numerically distinct from the I and the contents of its conscious-
ness—so that, for example, one judges that it is the ocean, and not one’s own
mind, in which those perceived features inhere). Obviously, as cognitive
accomplishments go, this is an extremely rudimentary one. But it is nonethe-
less a fundamental one; and, as briefly noted above, a series of additional,
more complex accomplishments, required by the ideal of optimal rational
ordering, will ensue. At this point, though, we can set aside Fichte’s account
of this constitution-process, in order to focus instead on some of the more
noteworthy features of the conception of reason and rational normativity that
stems from that transcendental analysis.

Fichte’s Post-Kantian Constructivism

In the Kantian context, it is important to distinguish (1) the autonomy of
reason: the & priori setting of ends, approximation to which will then be con-
stitutive of rational activity, qua rational, from (2) the spontaneity of the
understanding: the synthesis of appearances via pure categories, the content
of which has no prescriptive import. With that distinction in mind, we can
now note another distinctly post-Kantian feature of Fichte’s transcendental
epistemology—namely, that the autonomy of reason plays a transcendentally
more radical role in the Jena Wissenschafislehre than in Kant's Critiques.

As shown above, on Fichte’s account, the autonomy of reason is a condition
for the possibility of truth-apt, object-directed, first-order cognition. On
Kant’s account, in contrast, the spontaneity of the understanding, in coopera-
tion with the receptivity of sensibility, suffices to constitute such cognition.
And the autonomy of reason, in its theoretical aspect, is invoked by Kant only
in order to explain certain higher-order propensities to organize and elaborate
upon first-order cognitions (see, for example, A643/B671), while the auton-
omy of reason in its practical aspect is taken to be attested by an experience of
moral constraint (or “fact of pure reason”), from which Kant infers reason’s
capacity to legislate to the will & priori (CPrR 5:42; cf. 5:29-30). Fichte’s own
early project is importantly informed by his pointed rejection of the latter
inference. Pure reason’s practical capacity, he writes in 1793, “can neither be
described as a fact nor postulated in consequence of any fact whatsoever;
instead, it must be proven. It must be proven zhat reason is practical” (RG 305
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[GA 1/2:27-28]). Above we saw the shape that this proof takes, and it seems
fair to say, on that basis, that Fichte’s philosophy provides the autonomy of
reason with a much more radical transcendental foundation and vindication
than does Kant’s.

The argument reconstructed over the preceding two sections attempts to
establish, among other things, that (1) reason has an end, that (2) this end
does not exist independently of reason’s own operations (such that the I would
just passively discern it, as opposed to actively authoring it), and (3) that rea-
son binds us to that end in a way that does not depend upon our having
accordant arational inclinations.”® Thus Fichte’s position bears the character-
istic marks of a distinctly constructivist account of rational normativity.”
“Everything reason is,” he argues, “must have its foundation within reason
itself and must be explicable solely on the basis of reason itself and not on the
basis of anything outside of reason, for reason could not get outside of itself
without renouncing itself” (IWL 59 [GA 1/4:227]).

It should be noted, however, that Fichte arrives at this view in the course of
attempting to solve an essentially epistemological problem: that of “demon-
strating the first principles of all the sciences which are possible—something
which cannot be done within these sciences themselves” (EPW 108 [GA
1/2:120]). Note also that he approaches this problem from an exceptionally
abstract vantage point (see EPW 432-35 [GA 111/3, no. 440]). That is to say,
Fichte’s account of the source and substance of rational normativity is not put
forward by him as an attempt to dispel the mysteries surrounding normativ-
ity, normative truths, and so forth, as these issues are generally understood
today. Still, Fichte’s ideas may have something to contribute to current discus-
sions of those themes—but that would be a topic for another occasion. At this
point, we can set aside his account of the basic rational source of normativity
and proceed to an (abbreviated) examination of Fichte’s conception of the
basic norms’ distinctly rational content and ultimate rational repercussions.

The Unity of (Principally Practical) Reason

“The transcendental idealist,” according to Fichte, “comprehends practical
and theoretical activity at the same time as activity in general” (FNR 27 [GA
1/3:337]). Another noteworthy feature of the position reconstructed above is
that it provides for a distinctly post-Kantian account of the unity of theoreti-
cal and practical reason—not, of course, in the trivial sense that knowing is a
kind of doing, and not only (or essentially) in the sense that thinking and
willing are always interdependent,®® but instead in the sense that, for Fichte,
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in the final analysis, reason has exactly one overarching inbuilt aim: the per-
fectly pure and autonomous instatement of self-wrought ordering form—
which is one, originally undifferentiated ideal, toward which there exist distinct
cognitive and volitional avenues of approximation.® To be sure, “reason’s acting
can be viewed from two different sides” (SE 59 [GA 1/5:68]), depending on
which aspect—cognitive or volitional—one singles out for emphasis. Still, “all
of the human being’s powers,” on Fichte’s account, “in themselves constitute
only one power [nur Eine Kraft] and are distinguished from each other merely
in their application to different objects” (EPW 149 [GA 1/3:30], translation
modified).

As we saw above, Fichte’s account of the conditions for the possibility of
experience entails that the I, “as posited through its own absolute activity ...
is infinite” (WL 137 [GA 1/2:301]). In other words, the constitutive aim of
the (self-initiated, non-sensory) activity in which the I consists is “that it
encompass all reality and fill the infinite” (WL 244 [GA 1/2:409]). Thus the
goal is “absolute self-sufficiency, absolute undeterminability by anything other
than the I” (SE 58 [GA 1/5:67]). This goal is hyper-epistemic, in that it points
beyond the context and conditions of finite cognition: as long as the I finds
itself confronted with adventitious empirical contents of consciousness, the I's
activity is constrained by factors not authored by itself. And for essentially the
same reasons, this goal is hyper-ethical (not to say contra-ethical), in that it also
points beyond the context and conditions of finite volition: “Fusion ... into
the absolutely pure form of reason or into God [in die absolut reine Vernunfiform
oder in Gott] is indeed the ultimate goal of finite reason” (SE 143 [GA
1/5:142]).%

Nevertheless, the one, originally undifferentiated aim of all rational activity
admits of specification (or, as it were, diffraction), in the event that sufficiently
different types of occlusion or interference are thrown up by the adventitious
empirical contents of consciousness. If it is challenged by unbidden sensa-
tions, then rational activity gives itself the task of achieving (and, ideally,
perfecting) comprehension—an enterprise to which the specifically epistemic
norms of rationality are internal, and for which distinctly cognitive ordering
forms are required. And if it is beset by affective incitements, rational activity
gives itself the task of preserving (and, ideally, expanding) its autonomy—an
enterprise to which the specifically ethical norms of rationality are internal,
and for which distinctly ethical ordering principles are indispensable.

Still, even thus described—that is, as originally and ideally unitary, and
only accidentally diffracted into divergent aspects and implementations—rea-
son remains principally or ‘primarily’ practical. For, as we saw above, accord-
ing to Fichte’s transcendental analysis, the projection of an ideal and the
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ensuing imposition of a requirement are transcendentally integral to even the
most basic knowing (non-sensory self-identification, over against adventitious
manifestation) and the most basic willing (affect-independent self-legislation,
in the face of unchosen conditions). To be a rational being, then—to inwardly
accomplish more than impassively sensing and heteronomously responding
to given conditions—is, on Fichte’s account, #o exist as a self-initiated (but not
unlimited) project of self-regulated self-articulation. “Aczivity that reverts into
irself in general (I-hood, subjectivity) is the mark of a rational being” (FNR 18
[GA 1/3:329]). In that sense and to that extent, “practical reason is the root of
all reason” (VM 79 [GA 1/6:265]).

Rationality, Evidentialism, and ‘Faith’ (Glaube)

Fichte holds that, within philosophy, one can be fully and finally “convinced”
(siberzeugr) only of “what is unalterably and eternally true,” in the sense that
the content of this philosophy—and “there is but one philosophy”—is in
perfect accord with “the mind [ Gemiite] itselt” (IWL 97-8 [GA 1/4:263-64]).
One therefore can never be completely convinced of any (pseudo-) philoso-
phy whose claims, if true, would entail that philosophical activity itself—
freely self-initiated, purely intellectual activity (see IWL 91 [GA
1/4:258-59])—is unthinkable or illusory. Thus Spinoza, for example, could
not have been convinced of his own system. Indeed, according to Fichte, even
Kant could not have been completely convinced of his own views, at least
while he was writing the Critique of Pure Reason, insofar as this work takes the
position (from the standpoint of philosophy, not that of ordinary conscious-
ness) that “things in themselves exist outside us and independently of us”
(IWL 98 [GA 1/4:264]). Fichte’s claim here, I take it, is that such a position
effectively “makes being [Sein] into something original,” and therefore verges
on “the crudest sort of dogmatism” (IWL 85, 69 [GA 1/4:252, 237])—a view
of things that would “transform doing [7u#] into an illusion [Schein]” (SE 56
[GA 1/5:65]).

Strikingly, Fichte goes on to remark that Leibniz might have been con-
vinced of his own philosophy, “for if he is understood correctly ... he is right”
(IWL 99 [GA 1/4:265]). In light of the above, this evidently implies that the
core of Leibniz’s philosophy, as Fichte understands it, is “unalterably and eter-
nally true” because perfectly accordant with “the mind itself.” Fichte does not,
in the passage just cited, specify what that core consists in. Instead, in a foot-
note, he directs the reader to “a brilliant sketch of the essence of Leibniz’s



206 S. Hoeltzel

philosophy,” to be found in the introduction to Schelling’s 1797 Ideas for a
Philosophy of Nature. Following that reference, here is what one reads:

There is nothing from which Leibniz could have been more remote than the
speculative chimera of a world of #hings-in-themselves, which, known and intu-
ited by no mind, yet affects us and produces all our ideas. The first thought from
which he set out was: “that the ideas of external things would have arisen in the
soul by virtue of her own laws as in a particular world, even though nothing were
present but God (the infinite) and the soul (the intuition of the infinite).”*

And here is Fichte himself, writing in 1800:

Only reason is; infinite reason in itself, and finite reason in it and through it.
Only in our minds does it create a world, or at least that from which and through
which we produce it: the call to duty; and concordant feelings, intuitions, and

laws of thought. (VM 111 [GA 1/6:296])

Of course, the question is how such claims are to be justified, and the hint
offered by the above paragraphs—namely, that this is the outlook that
uniquely and completely accords with “the mind itself”—only vaguely ges-
tures in the direction of an answer. In the preceding sections of this chapter,
however, we have the makings of a reasonably clear argument for firm assent
to the indicated outlook. In outline, that argument is as follows: (1) The
supreme norm of rationality is (hyper-ethical and) hyper-epistemic, in that
the norm of the absolute self-sufficiency of reason does not coincide with,
although it may in certain contexts be expressed by, a norm of cognitive fidelity
to conditions that are given independently of one’s own rational activity. (2)
Given that the supreme norm of rationality is hyper-epistemic, evidentialism
is false. That is, there can be conditions under which it is not only rationally
permissible, but even rationally required, to assent to some nontrivial, descrip-
tive proposition for which one lacks sufficient evidence. More precisely,
reason, on this account, enjoins firm assent to any descriptive propositions
that (a) concern epistemically intractable issues and (b) affirm the satisfaction
of the metaphysically necessary conditions for the absolute authority of rea-
son’s self-legislated supreme norm. (3) Given transcendental idealism in epis-
temology, the question whether there is any extra-subjective reality and,
supposing that there is, what it is like, is epistemically intractable in principle:
“With our explanation of consciousness we can never arrive at things that
exist independently of us” (AD 99 [GA 1/5:423]).%* (4) Given that the afore-
mentioned question is epistemically intractable in principle, and given that
evidentialism is false, we are not only rationally permitted, but indeed ratio-
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nally required, to assent to the conception of reality which, if true, allows for
radically self-initiated, world-upgrading approximation to a rationally self-
legislated ideal of absolute pure-rational self-sufficiency. This is because (4a)
to suspend judgment on this question, given its epistemic intractability, would
be to let narrowly epistemic norms take priority over reason’s supreme norm,
thereby illicitly reversing the actual order of rank among reason’s basic require-
ments. (5) The requisite conception is an anti-dogmatic outlook according to
which “only reason is; infinite reason in itself, and finite reason in it and
through it.” This is because (5a) affirming that one’s activities are radically self-
initiated entails rejecting dogmatism, which “wishes to use the principle of
causality to explain the general nature of the intellect as such, as well as the
specific determinations of the same” (IWL 21 [GA 1/4:196]). (5b) Affirming
that one’s activities are or can be world-upgrading, as indeed they aim to be—
in other words, affirming that their performance can make a real, positive
contribution to some supra-subjective state of affairs—entails rejecting solip-
sism. And (5¢) rejecting solipsism without lapsing into dogmatism requires
affirming the existence of a moral world order, understood as a constantly-
operative, purposive, intelligent ordering of the whole (an “ordo ordinans’: TWL
161 [GA 1/6:373-74]), by which the real but supersensible efficacy of the
good will is assured, and from which the true significance of the sensible
world finally derives (IWL 149 [GA 1/5:353]); cf. VM 115 [GA 1/6:300]).
Therefore (6) we ought to affirm that there is “only reason”—finite reason and
the infinite ordo ordinans—not, of course, as a claim to “knowledge” (Wissen),
but as a principled “belief” or “faith” (Glaube), for which we possess irrevo-
cable, purely rational grounds.”

To be sure, that argument is not crystal clear in all details, and I lack the
space here to further explicate its main claims (though I have discussed these
issues elsewhere).?® In any case, my main aim here is not to engage with this
argument, but to recommend it (or something close to it) as one key compo-
nent within a wider-ranging reconstruction of Fichte’s position toward the
end of the Jena era. In that connection, note that the above line of thinking
develops straightforwardly from the conception of reason and rational norma-
tivity that was proposed in the preceding sections of this chapter, the over-
arching aim of which is to provide a unified and clarifying account of Fichte’s
diverse and unusual statements on the subject. Note also that an argument-
reconstruction along the above lines allows us to read Book 111 of 7he Vocation
of Man as a distinctly Fichtean contribution to metaphysics that is not, per-
force, a weird lurch into fideism or lapse into pre-Kantian speculation.
Needless to say, such a reading might be mistaken—but it should also go
without saying that the principle of charity, among other things, gives us rea-
son to seek such a reading.””
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Notes

1. This reading applies only to the work of Fichte’s Jena period. I take it that

beginning around 1801, and certainly by 1804, Fichte’s earlier account of
I-hood, finite rational being, and so on, is radically qualified (and in certain
respects revoked) by his shift to a position no longer based upon the free self-
positing of the I, but now grounded, instead, in the necessary self-revelation
of the absolute.

. Assuredly, there will be readers well-versed Kant in who take exception to this

account of his treatment of causation. But the point here is not to establish
the precise content of Kant’s actual views. It is simply to identify some char-
acteristic ideas and approaches that one might glean from Kant’s writings and
that are also at work (or so I argue), even more radically and pervasively, in
Fichte’s philosophy. The same qualifications apply to all other characteriza-
tions of Kant in this chapter.

. For further discussion of the differences between (1) the understanding and

its categories and (2) reason and its ends, see Susan Neiman, 7he Unity of
Reason: Rereading Kanr (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), chap. 2.

. Because these themes resonate in Fichte’s thinking, it is also worth briefly not-

ing Kant’s related equation of “the greatest systematic unity” with “purposive
unity”; his claim that the idea of such unity is “inseparably bound up with the
essence of our reason” and therefore “is legislative for us”; and his affiliation of
this ideal of systematic and purposive unity with the idea of an “intellectus

archetypus” (A694-95/B722-23).

. This account of the pure-rational pedigree of the idea of God is patterned

after what Kant says in the Appendix to the Transcendental Dialectic, espe-
cially its closing section: “On the final aim of the natural dialectic of human
reason” (A669/B697). The same topic is approached from different angles
prior to the Appendix, especially in “The transcendental ideal (Prototypon
transcendentale)” (A571/B579). I sidestep that section here, however, because
its particulars have no pronounced echoes in Fichte’s philosophy—whereas
the reverse is true with regard to the more general picture, sketched by Kant
in the Appendix (and later solidified, from an ethical angle, in CPrR) of rea-
son as a self-regulating power of abstract ordering.

. See Paul Guyer, “The Possibility of the Categorical Imperative,” in Kant on

Freedom, Law, and Happiness (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2000), 172-206.

. One important component of this deployment is the practical postulation of

the existence of God, of the freedom of the will, and of the immortality of the
soul. I briefly touch upon this topic in the chapter’s final section, which exam-
ines Fichte’s interestingly similar account of “faith” or “belief” (Glaube).

. To be sure, the overview upon which this claim is based has been highly sche-

matic and selective. For a more detailed analysis, see Steven Hoeltzel, “Fichte
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and Kant on Reason’s Final Ends and Highest Ideas,” Revista de Estud(i)os
sobre Fichte 16 (2018): https://journals.openedition.org/ref/827.

The distinction is sometimes put forward using different terms: “doing”
(Tun), “activity” (Titigkeir), “subsisting” (Bestehens), etc. And Fichte often
deviates (as will I) from the indicated technical sense of “being,” speaking
more casually of the (still purely active) “being of the 1.” All things consid-
ered, however, clearly there is a single, stable distinction at work here, despite
the various shifts in terminology.

See Steven Hoeltzel, “Fichte and Existentialism: Freedom and Finitude, Self-
Positing and Striving,” in 7he Palgrave Handbook of German Idealism and
Existentialism, ed. Jon Stewart (London: Palgrave Macmillan, forthcoming).
In case this is not already clear: The type of activity with which Fichte is prin-
cipally concerned does not occur as any datable episode within the individu-
al’'s empirically accessible inner life. Instead, this activity—the I—is the
constantly operative, pre-personal, transcendental enabler of (among other
things) any reference to discrete, empirically qualified objects, including the
individual’s empirically apprehended inner states. See Glinter Zéller, Fichtes
Transcendental Philosophy: The Original Duplicity of Intelligence and Will
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), chap. 3.

All quotations in this chapter that reference WL are my own translations; I
provide the references for the benefit of Anglophone readers who wish to
examine the indicated claims in context.

“In consciousness, the representation is distinguished by the subject from the
subject and the object and related to both.” Karl Leonhard Reinhold, Beyzrige
zur Berichtigung bisheriger MifSverstindnisse der Philosophie (Jena: Mauke,
1790), 1:167; my translation.

This Reinholdian notion of “consciousness” (Bewu(Stsein) is therefore conso-
nant with the Kantian conception of “experience” (Erfahrung), as truth-apt
representation of putatively mind-independent states of affairs.

Fichte was brought to see this by G. E. Schulze’s criticisms of Reinhold. For a
classic study of the Reinhold-Schulze-Fichte constellation, see Daniel
Breazeale, “The Aenesidermnus Review and the Transformation of German
Idealism,” in Thinking Through the Wissenschafislehre (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2013), 23-41.

Here I am adverting to Fichte’s doctrine of the AnsrofS, which is proffered in
order to explain, in an anti-dogmatic fashion, why it is that in certain cases
“we do not consider ourselves to be free with respect to the content of our
cognitions.” Fichte refers to such “representations accompanied by the feeling
of necessity” as “experience” (Erfahrung), and he places this conception of
experience in close proximity to Kant’s (see note 14, above), stating that “we
refer representations of this ... type to a truth that is supposed to be firmly
established independently of us and is supposed to serve as the model for
these representations” (IWL 7-8 [GA 1/4:186]). I cannot discuss the Anstof§
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doctrine in detail here; see Steven Hoeltzel, “Ansroffand Aufforderung (‘Check
and ‘Summons’),” in The Bloomsbury Companion to Fichre, ed. Marina Bykova
(London: Bloomsbury, forthcoming). For a wider-ranging discussion, see
Daniel Breazeale, “Anstofs, Abstract Realism, and the Finitude of the I,” in
Thinking Through the Wissenschafislehre, 156-96.

See above, Notes 14 and 16.

Fichte indicates later in the Foundation (and makes more explicit in later writ-
ings) that there must be “an original limitation” that “conditions my positing
of myself” (IWL 74 [GA 1/4:242]), insofar as the determinate singling-out of
the I requires the presence of something in contrast with which self-initiated
non-sensory activity can be singled-out as such. Consciousness must there-
fore contain something “not immediately posited through the I's own posit-
ing of itself” (WL 130 [GA 1/2:293])—"a difference originally in the I as such
... something heterogeneous, alien, and to be distinguished from itself” (WL
240 [GA 1/2:405]), ergo, adventitious empirical data.

“The senses merely provide us with something subjective,” but “this determi-
nation of yourself, you straightaway transfer to something ousside you” (WL
275 [GA 1/2:440]).

My account of positing is indebted to (but in some ways diverges from) Paul
Franks, “Fichte’s Position: Anti-Subjectivism, Self-Awareness, and Self-
Location in the Space of Reasons,” in The Cambridge Companion to Fichte ed.
David James and Giinter Zoller (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2016), 376-83.

21. As indicated above (see Note 15), Fichte’s principles were worked out partly

22.

in response to Schulze’s critique of Reinhold’s claim that the Principle of
Consciousness could be the firsz principle for 4/l philosophy. One of Schulze’s
criticisms was that Reinhold’s principle would be subordinate to the laws of
logic. Fichte’s strategy in the first part of the Foundation seems designed to
meet this criticism—not, however, in order to rescue Reinhold’s theory
specifically, but in order to ground transcendental idealism more radically.
Fichte’s main contention here seems to be (underscore “seems”: the section is
obscure, and Fichte never reiterated its argument) that the incontrovertibility
of logic’s laws derives from the elementary acts of the I, which abstractly order
all consciousness in such a way that consciousness’s variable concrete contents
invariably conform to certain formal principles.

Granted, Fichte’s later pivot to a proto-phenomenological method, guided by
“intellectual intuition,” yields a better-integrated presentation of his account
of I-hood. But I suspect that this methodological shift also raises serious ques-
tions about the objective justifiability of the ensuing account. This is why I
prefer to focus on the foundational texts of 1794/1795, whose overall argu-
ment does not hinge upon claims to direct acquaintance with the law-gov-
erned self-complexification of a self-constituting subject-objectivity—claims
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which, in their specifically Fichtean form, 1 believe to be phenomenologically
unsustainable.

At a later step in his larger argument, Fichte rules out the conjecture that this
act might be the effect of some cause that is extrinsic to it and that goes unde-
tected by it. His reasoning: Given the Wissenschafislehre’s second basic prin-
ciple, which entails that “opposition in general is absolutely posited by the I”
(WL 103 [GA 1/2:266]), the concept of “a not-I that is not opposed to any I”
is philosophically inadmissible (EPW 74 [GA 1/2:62]). Consequently, so is
the aforementioned conjecture.

This point receives particular stress in the 1797/1798 Attempt at a New
Presentation, but the 1794/1795 Foundation also clearly reflects this
commitment.

I believe that this commitment of Fichte’s—especially in conjunction with
certain transcendental corollaries (e.g., “because there is no passivity in the I,
as indeed there cannot be, ... the entire system of objects for the I must be
produced by the I itself”: FNR 27 [GA 1/3:337]) and methodological quali-
fiers (e.g., “the question here is not how the issue might be in itself from the
transcendental point of view, but only how it must appear to the subject”: FNR
32 [GA 1/3:337], emphasis added)—poses serious problems for any interpre-
tation that would locate the source of the aforementioned rational require-
ment in a “summons [Aufforderung]” that must originate in a rational being
numerically distinct from the 1. Of course, I do not deny that the concept of
the summons plays a crucial role within Fichte’s transcendental derivation of
“right [Recht].” But I believe that the texts speak strongly against interpreta-
tions according to which the source of rational normativity, for Fichte, is an
ontologically plural intersubjectivity, as opposed to a transcendentally pre-
personal rationality. For a defense of this claim, see Hoeltzel, “Anstof’ and
Aufforderung.”

The discussion thus far leaves open the possibility that the adventitious empir-
ical contents of consciousness comprise some 7on-sensory content that has the
significance of a requirement—perhaps, for example, a summons from another
rational being, who calls upon the I to ... do what, exactly? Presumably not
to originally posit a not-I, which is the transcendental accomplishment of the
I that we are now seeking to explain. See also Note 25, above.

On rational self-sufficiency as the ultimate goal of ethical endeavor for Fichte,
see especially Michelle Kosch, Fichtes Ethics (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2018). Below I suggest that, on Fichte’s account, reason’s highest self-
legislated end is an ultimately hyper-ethical (but not contra-ethical) ideal.
Here I am referring specifically to the account of rational normativity com-
prised by the transcendental foundations of the Wissenschafislehre, as opposed
to the lacter’s further extensions and applications in Foundations of Natural
Right and The System of Ethics (both of which are, as their subtitles state,
worked out “according to the principles of the Wissenschafislehre”).
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This sketch of constructivism is indebted to (but adapts) Carla Bagnoli,
“Introduction,” in Constructivism in Ethics, ed. Carla Bagnoli (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2013), 1-2. There is of course an extensive lit-
erature discussing possible constructivist readings of Kang; to begin with, see
Christine Korsgaard, Creating the Kingdom of Ends (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1996); cf. Onora O’Neill, Constructions of Reason
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989). Concerning Fichte, see
Kosch, Fichtes Ethics; and cf. Tom Rockmore, German Idealism as
Constructivism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2016), which discusses
another, principally epistemological kind of constructivism.

To be sure, their inseparability is a central theme for Fichte. For the classic
treatment, see Zoller, Fichtes Transcendental Philosophy.

For a defense of this interpretation, including replies to objections, see Steven
Hoeltzel, “The Unity of Reason in Kant and Fichte,” in Kant, Fichte, and the
Legacy of Transcendental Idealism, ed. Halla Kim and Steven Hoeltzel (Lanham:
Lexington Books, 2015), 129-52.

This interpretation of that passage is further supported, and defended against
objections, in Hoeltzel, “Fichte and Kant on Reason’s Final Ends.”

E W. J. Schelling, Ideas for a Philosophy of Nature, trans. Errol E. Harris and
Peter Heath (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 1988), 16.

I believe that this plank of Fichte’s later Jena position is eventually discarded,
and this entire outlook largely superseded, by the shift to a less subject-
centered, more speculative frame of reference after 1800 (certainly by 1804).
Compare Kant on the mode of assent that “can be called belief | Glaube] and,
indeed, a pure rational belief since pure reason alone ... is the source from
which it springs” (CPrR 5:126).

See, most recently, Steven Hoeltzel, “Fichte, Transcendental Ontology, and
the Ethics of Belief,” in Transcendental Inquiry: Its History, Methods and
Critiques, ed. Halla Kim and Steven Hoeltzel (London: Palgrave Macmillan,
2016), 55-82.

I wish to dedicate this chapter to my mentor and friend Giinter Zéller, for
whom [ will always be grateful, and from whom I am still learning.
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Fichte’s Relational I: Anstop
and Aufforderung

Gabriel Gottlieb

J. G Fichte’s Jena Wissenschafislehre defends a novel conception of subjectivity
and self-consciousness that has not, unfortunately, received the attention it
deserves.! It is common to consider his conception of subjectivity as essen-
tially Cartesian or Kantian in its orientation. Given our familiarity with the
writings of both Descartes and Kanyt, it is, perhaps, not clear why we should
bother with the complexities of Fichte’s sometimes convoluted writings. In
this chapter, I argue that what is distinctive about Fichte’s theory of subjectiv-
ity is that subjectivity is essentially relational on his view. His theory of the
subject as a self-positing I requires a relation to an Anszoff or check on the I's
activity, a check that Fichte also characterizes in intersubjective and moral
terms. To bring into view the distinctiveness of his relational theory of subjec-
tivity, I will first briefly present the Cartesian and Kantian alternatives.

A common, if not standard, way of conceiving of human subjectivity is the
Cartesian picture of the mind.? This picture of the mind is captured well by
John McDowell’s characterization of “the inner realm” of the mind as “auton-
omous:” the Cartesian picture, he suggests, endorses “the idea of the inner
realm as self-standing, with everything within it arranged as it is indepen-
dently of external circumstances.” Since the Cartesian picture conceives of
the mind as self-standing and independent of external circumstance, it is rea-
sonable to consider it a non-relational conception of the mind. This is not to
say that on this model the mind lacks any relation to what lies beyond it
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clearly, ideas have an intentional relation to the “objects” of which they are
about. What is meant by saying the mind is non-relational is that the mind’s
constitution is independent of whatever lies beyond it, such that there is noth-
ing beyond the mind’s own activity that is a necessary condition of the mind’s
constitution. Descartes’s talk of immediacy in his “reply” to Arnauld gives one
a sense of the non-relational view: “I do not doubt that the mind begins to
think as soon as it is implanted in the body of an infant, and that it is imme-
diately aware of its thoughts, even though it does not remember this after-
wards.”* Now, when it comes to self-consciousness, the Cartesian picture
assumes that we can understand the nature of self-consciousness without
needing to specify anything about the mind’s relation to the external world or
to other subjects.

A major difficulty with this Cartesian picture is its assumption about the
immediacy of self-conscious thought, an immediacy that does not require the
mediation of development or any mediated relation to the world or other
individuals. Related to this difficulty is a second assumption: Descartes takes
for granted an account of self-consciousness without explaining or question-
ing how self-consciousness is itself possible. As Alexandre Kojéve points out,
“Starting with ‘I think,” Descartes fixed his attention only on the ‘think,” com-
pletely neglecting the ‘I'.” In his Meditations, Descartes is quick to identify
the I as a thinking thing, without considering the distinctive nature of the I,
or self-consciousness. Fichte, in fact, remarks in contrast to Descartes, that
thinking is only a specific determination of the I and “by no means the
essence” of the I (WL 100 [GA 1/2:262]). One might suggest that, by eliding
any consideration of the possibility of self-consciousness, the Cartesian pic-
ture is positioned to accept the mind as a self-standing realm constituted inde-
pendently of any relationship to what lies beyond it. Granted, the mind is
impinged upon by the environment, but, in some sense, that is merely an
accidental feature of the mind, not a structural feature or necessary condition
of its very constitution.

Kant’s famous “Refutation of Idealism” (B274-79), which rtargets
Descartes’s non-relational view of the mind and the external-world skepticism
it permits, does argue for a relational conception of self-consciousness. The
“Refutation” defends a transcendental argument that begins with the premise
that we are conscious of our existence in time. Kant then argues that a neces-
sary condition of this self-consciousness is a perception of a thing persisting in
time “outside me” (B275). Kant’s “Refutation” amounts to an argument that
empirical self-consciousness requires a relational structure, since a necessary
condition of empirical self-consciousness is a relation to a persistent thing
outside it. Kant is largely silent about the nature of the thing outside con-
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sciousness and the nature of our relation to it. Furthermore, his account of the
relation as presented in the argument applies at the level of empirical self-
consciousness and not at the level of transcendental apperception.®

Fichte’s conception of the mind strikingly stands in contrast to this
Cartesian picture in two respects. First, while Descartes approaches the I “as
an immediate datum of consciousness,” Fichte addresses the I from the stand-
point of transcendental philosophy. In doing so, Fichte makes a second anti-
Cartesian move: he argues that the I is constitutively relational. In this respect,
his view is closer to Kant’s “Refutation of Idealism,” even if external-world
skepticism is not a motivating factor for him.” Unlike Kant, however, Fichte’s
focus is on the underlying transcendental and relational structure of the
apperceptive I: he claims that, from a transcendental standpoint, relationality
is a necessary condition of the I's possibility. Moving beyond the Kantian
paradigm, Fichte also argues that the self-conscious activity of the I, requires
a specific type of normative activity between subjects, which he identifies as
an Aufforderung or “summons.”

Going beyond Descartes and even Kant, Fichte’s innovative move is to
argue that part of the mind’s relational structure is what he calls the Anstof, a
necessary ‘check,” “impetus,” or “constraint” on the activity of the I. Fichte’s
basic idea is that the activity of the I, in order for it to posit itself as an I, must
be “checked” in some way such that the activity turns back on itself, thereby
positing itself as an I. Fichte’s reflections on the Anstoff constitute one of the
more difficult parts of his Foundation of the Entire Wissenschafislehre, and there
is a clear division among scholars about just how to understand the Anstof in
Fichte’s writings. The debate about the Anstoff centers around Fichte’s identi-
fication of the Anstof, or the check to the I's activity, with his concept of the
Aufforderung, or the summons to self-determination, in the Foundations of
Natural Right (see FNR 32 [GA 1/3:343]).

In the 1796/1797 Natural Right, Fichte claims that consciousness of one-
self as an individual agent requires a summons by another agent who calls one
to exercise one’s own self-efficacy, or to self-determine oneself. His identifica-
tion of the Anstoff with the Aufforderung in Natural Right has suggested to
some scholars that the Anstoff, as previously developed in the 1794/1795
Foundation of the Entire Wissenschaftslehre, should also be identified with the
Aufforderung, even though the latter concept does not appear in that earlier
text. The upshot of this interpretation is that it clarifies the relatum to which
the I is related: the correlation is that between the I and the summons of
another I. Fichte’s conception of the relational I is, on this view, constitutively
intersubjective. I will refer to this pattern of interpretation as the intersubjec-
tive interpretation of the Anstof. What I will call the standard interpretation of
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the Anstoff claims, in contrast, that the Anstoff should not be conflated with
the Aufforderung. On this view, the concept of the Anstof is simply meant to
identify the need for something opposed to the I that limits its activity. The
standard interpretation suggests that there are various posits that might play
this role (sense-data, objects, the summons, the moral law), and that one
should not attempt to read the Aufforderung back into the Foundation of the
Entire Wissenschaftslehre. Proponents of the standard interpretation do not
deny that Fichte eventually connects the Anstop to the Aufforderung; they just
deny (1) that this is a reasonable way to interpret the Foundation of the Entire
Wissenschaftslehre and (2) that a connection between the Anstoff and the
Aufforderung deserves some kind of primacy in our understanding of the
nature of the Anstop.

In what follows I will examine the debate between these two interpretations
and will suggest that a third interpretation is available, one that mediates
between the standard and intersubjective interpretation. I will call this third
interpretation the normative interpretation of the Anstofs. The idea here is that
the Anstoff is meant to be a normative limit on the I in which there is a
demand on the I to turn back on itself. My suggestion will be that this third
option preserves the insights of the two previous interpretations (while avoid-
ing their pitfalls) and offers a compelling interpretation of the relevant texts.

The Concept of the Anstop

The concept of the Anstof is essential to Fichte’s conception of the theoretical
and practical task of the Wissenschaftslehre, his views about objectivity, and his
account of the self-positing of the I. Fichte employs the concept of the Anstof
with some regularity in his Jena writings, but it is most prominent in the
Foundation of the Entire Wissenschafislehre. While the term is less prominent in
his 1796-1799 lectures on the Wissenschaftslehre nova methodo, the idea of the
Anstof remains central.® However, just what Fichte intends to convey with
this idea is not always clear.

The term Anstof is sometimes translated as “check,” but other possible
translations include “hindrance,” “impetus,” or “stimulus.” As a check, the
Anstop refers to “a check on the original activity of the I” (EPW 244 [GA
1/3:143]). In general, the Anstoff identifies a feature of representational activ-
ity that is irreducible to the activity of the I and places a constraint on the I's
activity. In Fichte’s “Deduction of Representation” (WL 203ff. [GA
1/2:36911.]), the Anstoff plays an important role in accounting for the condi-
tions of objectivity. In particular, it is required that for any objectively valid
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representation there be something to which the activity of the I is beholden,
as well as an activity on the part of the I that accounts for the representation’s
being one to which the I is oriented, so that, as Kant says, the representation
can be mine. The Anstof satisfies this dual role, in that it marks the limits of
the I’s activity and the object’s givenness, a boundary between the subject and
the object, while also sending the activity of the I back upon itself.

To get a better sense of what Fichte has in mind by the dual role of the
Anstof, it is useful to examine his conception of original activity. The concept
of original activity, like many of Fichte’s concepts, is clarified more in terms of
its use than through some kind of stipulation on his part. Fichte posits “origi-
nal activity” as a transcendental determination of the I in his attempt to con-
struct the I's necessary features. He characterizes the original activity of the I
as an “endlessly outreaching activity of the I,” an activity in which “nothing
can be distinguished” as it “reaches into infinity” (WL 203 [GA 1/2:369]).
He uses the image of a line to illustrate this idea: “picture the infinitely out-
reaching activity as a straight line stretching from A through B to C, etc.,” on
to infinity (WL 203 [GA 1/2:369]). This activity of the I is original in the
sense that it identifies the first moment of the I's activity. Fichte’s image of the
line is recalled in his later remark that the absolute I, insofar as it demands
that its activity “extend to infinity,” is “centrifugal,” or an activity that extends
outward from the center point (WL 243 [GA 1/2:408]). I want to suggest
that, despite Fichte’s claims, this original “centrifugal” activity is not yet the
activity of the I as such, since the activity is only unidirectional, or not yet an
activity that returns back into itself. The activity in this sense is only an
“outward-directed” activity. As Fichte writes, “the infinitely outreaching activ-
ity of the I is to be checked at some point, and driven back upon itself” (WL
242 [GA 1/2:408]). This second moment reorients the original activity by
sending it “back upon itself.” What was initially a centrifugal activity now
becomes a “centripetal” one, a movement toward the center (WL 243 [GA
1/2:408]). The activity in this sense is, we might say, a “self-directed” activity.
The tendency of the Is original activity is centrifugal, a striving outward into
infinity, an outward-directed activity, while the inward or self-directed activity
of the I is centripetal. The centripetal movement of the Is activity, as the result
of the Anstof, is a moment in the determination of the I, one, that is, as will
become clear, grounded in the not-1.

In an important article on Fichte’s concept of the Anstof, Pierre-Phillipe
Druet has pointed out that the term Anstoff derives from the concept of a
shock in rational mechanics.'® The idea of a shock is a metaphorical represen-
tation of a vector force, a force that has a magnitude and direction. In the
context of the Is activity, which is originally directed centrifugally, upon being
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checked or shocked it is re-oriented and becomes centripetal. Such a model of
the Anstoff imposes on it a causal role, even if the idea of a shock carries some
metaphorical or analogical sense when transposed from the realm of physics
to metaphysics. Fichte does appeal to Newtonian forces elsewhere, so it is
clear the concept is not a foreign one. The difficulty with this mechanistic
reading is that Fichte’s conception of original activity does not rely on magni-
tude, but only directionality, unlike the concept of a vector, which requires a
magnitude in addition to direction. Druet, however, rejects a literal mechanis-
tic reading, not due to a conceptual asymmetry, but on the basis of linguistic
data. Druet points out that Fichte uses the concept Stoss, which translates the
mechanical term “shock,” four times in his published writings and, in each
case, it is used in the context of physics.!! Yet, in the Foundation, the term
Anstofp appears 32 times and never in the context of physics. Druet’s preferred
translation of the term Anstof is not the physical term shock, but “original
impulse” (impulsion originaire). He places the emphasis on the term “origi-
nal.” Druet’s reasoning is as follows: the prefix of Anstof, “an-”, like the prefix
“ur-”, tends to mean “original,” “proto,” or “primordial.” An original impulse
is a dynamic and creative force that sets in motion a movement. Druet consid-
ers the original impulse of the Anstof as akin to the initial flick of Descartes’s
“creator,” who merely “variously and randomly agitated” matter “leaving it to
act according to the laws he established.”’* Although Druet rejects a literal
mechanistic reading of the Anstof, it is hard not to see, in his appeal to
Descartes’s initial flick, some kind of causal interaction.” Druet’s analysis is
certainly helpful, even as it leaves undetermined just how we are to under-
stand the nature of the Anstof as an original impulse. How exactly should we
characterize this flick or original impulse? Should the Anstof be couched in
causal or non-causal terms? By asking this question, we are asking about the
nature of the relationship between the activity of the I and the activity that
limits or checks the I.

The Anstof as a Necessary Condition of the |

As we work to answer these questions, one point we must stress is the central
role of the Anstoff in Fichte’s conception of the . Insofar as the Anstoff is a
check on the I's original activity that orients the activity of the I back upon
itself, the Anstof is a necessary condition of the self-positing I. It is important
to note that the Anstof, as a check on or original impulse of the infinite activ-
ity of the I is, by implication, partly responsible for the finitude of the I. For
this reason, the Anstoff should be considered, in a certain sense, a structural
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component of the finite I as such. Consider, for instance, Fichte’s remarks on
the essential role the Anstoff plays in contributing to the activity of the I:

The check (unposited by the positing I) occurs to the I insofar as it is active, and
is thus only a check insofar as there is activity in the I; its possibility is condi-
tional upon the s activity: no activity of the I, no check. Conversely, the activ-
ity of the I's own self-determination would be conditioned by the check: no
check, no self-determination.—Moreover, no self-determination, no objective,

etc. (WL 191 [GA 1/2:356])

Fichte often uses this formula: no x, no y; no y, no x. He will substitute for “x”
and “y” any number of concepts: striving/object, reflection/drive, and limita-
tion/longing. These formulations are meant to identify instances of syntheti-
cally united concepts in which, as Fichte puts it, “the one is impossible without
the other” (WL 266 [GA 1/2:431]). In the case of the Anstof, since it is not
the result of the I's positing, it might appear odd to consider it as dependent
on the activity of the I. Yet, Fichte holds that the possibility of the Anstop is
“conditional upon the I's activity.” How can this be? Like many of Fichte’s
claims, this one has the air of paradox. To dissipate this air, Fichte might hold
that the Anstoff has a particular status that is constituted by virtue of its rela-
tionship to the I's activity as reaching out, but not to the I's activity as posit-
ing. Additionally, we might suggest that without anything to be checked,
there can be no check. Or, put differently, it is only in running up against an
activity that something limiting that activity becomes a check. The status of
the Anstoff as a check is not posited by the I, yet the Anstoff is conditional
upon the I's activity. Consider the following analogy. A boxer, perhaps during
practice, might throw a jab, but that jab only achieves the status of a check
when it limits the activity of another boxer. One boxer’s checking another is
conditional upon the activity of another boxer.

We can reinterpret Fichte’s “no activity, no Anstofp” formulation in the fol-
lowing way: “if passivity, no Anstof.” There is an important sense in which this
point needs to be qualified. There may be some object that is both passive and
active, and, given the conditional proposition just provided, one might think
that such a passive-active object is incompatible with an Anstof3. But that can-
not be right, because in Fichte’s claim the emphasis is on there being “no
activity.” A better reinterpretation would be: “if absolute passivity, no Anstof.”
Why would something with absolute passivity not need an Anstoff? The
thought here is straightforward. It seems that an absolutely passive thing
could be passive by virtue of its being checked, and by a particularly powerful
check, as it were. Returning to our boxer, imagine he wants to check with a
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hook his opponent who is moving aggressively towards him, and rather than
merely checking his forward motion, completely knocks his opponent out,
annihilating altogether his movement. The opponent becomes passive and no
longer needs to be checked, but, still it is the check that pacified him. Now as
an absolutely passive boxer, a check is no longer needed, but at this point he
is, in a sense, no longer a boxer—or at least no longer active as a boxer. We
might extend this lesson to the activity of the I and its Anszof. To be active,
something must be or ‘exist’ in the way relevant to its being checked. Now, if
a thing does not exist in the relevant sense or is thereby not active at all, then
the idea of checking or constraining it is simply unintelligible. The very idea
of an absolutely passive I is incompatible with the Anstof, in the sense that
there is no activity to be checked.

There is another striking, if not even more paradoxical, claim made in the
passage above: “no check, no self-determination.” Fichte’s point about self-
determination is of particular importance, since the I, as self-positing, deter-
mines itself. The I is self-determining insofar as it is “supposed to be absolute
and to be determined purely and simply by itself” (EPW 134 [GA 1/2:150]).
The obvious difficulty with the connection between the Anstoff and self-
determination is that the Anstoff might appear to count as a determination of
the I. As a determination of the I, the Anstoff appears to check or limit the
capacity of the L. If the Anstof in some sense determines the I, how can the I
be self-determining? Put differently, if the Anstoff is necessary for the Is self-
positing, then why should we consider the I as self-positing at all? These con-
siderations raise the following question: does the Anstof actually determine the
L, or is it only a condition of the I? The normative interpretation put forward
below will emphasize the Anstoff as a condition of the I and a condition that
makes room for the Is self-determination. For now, however, it seems reason-
able to conclude that the Anstoff cannot be a brute causal force that deter-
mines the I, as the I would not then be self-determining, but determined by
an external force.

There is much more to say about the Anstoff in the context of the Is self-
determination, but first, since I've brought into view a picture of the Anstofp,
even if a relatively sketchy one, I'd like to consider what the Anstof is not. To
do so I want to consider what I take to be a misleading characterization of the
Anstof presented by a leading scholar of German Idealism. The purpose is to
help illustrate what the Anstof is not, but also to recognize how difficult it is
to clearly nail down what Fichte has in mind by the Anstof. In his generally
insightful and relatively comprehensive book, German Philosophy 1760—1860:
The Legacy of Idealism, Terry Pinkard has the following to say about the Anstop:
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The world, in fact, seems to offer up a series of such ‘checks’ or ‘stimuli’ (Anszife)
to us in the forms of experiential data whose status is 7oz posited by us. Fichte
agreed, pointing out that something can function as a piece of “given” data only
to the extent that we take it up as data, as having some kind of cognitive poten-
tial: as he quite succinetly put it, “no activity of the self, no check.” Fichte’s point
was that everything that has been said to exist—the Greek gods, natural objects,
sensations, monarchies—is to be regarded as a ‘posit’ and what we ultimately
take to exist has to do with which set of inferences are necessary in order to
make the most sense of those ‘checks’ found in our consciousness.'

There is good reason to think that Pinkard is conflating the Anstoff with the
not-I. My main reason for this suggestion is his claim that we can make “sense”
of the Anstoff by drawing out a set of inferences. He considers the Anstof as
“data” given in experience. Pinkard is not alone in drawing a connection
between the Anstoff and given data. Daniel Breazeale connects the Anstof to
“sensible impressions ... such as ‘sweet, ‘hot,” or ‘blue.”" Unlike Pinkard,
Breazeale does not consider these impressions themselves as the Anstoff, a
thought available in Pinkard’s analysis. Breazeale rightly notes that Fichte
holds that we have a feeling of such impressions, and Fichte, especially in Part
I1I of the Foundation, connects the Anstoff to feeling. However, somehow in
that feeling the I is checked and turned back on itself. If it is in the feeling of
sensible impressions that the I is checked, but sensible impressions are causally
related to the I (as certainly they are), then the sensible impression would
causally determine the I to turn back on itself. This would count not as an act
of self-determination, but a being-determined by another. In such a case, the
sensible impression cannot be an Anstof, and neither can the mere feeling of
the impression count as the Anstoff. The data given in a sensible impression,
and the object from which it, in a sense, originates, should be considered
instances of the not-I. As such, they do limit the I, yet they do not check the
I in the relevant sense. That is the purpose of the Anstof, which is grounded
in the not-I, but not itself identical to the not-I or any given data.

Fichte is perfectly clear that the Anstoff should not be identified with the
not-I. Consider the following passage:

Picture the infinitely outreaching activity as a straight line stretching from A
through B to C, etc. It might have been checked short of C, or beyond it; but
let us suppose it to be checked precisely at C; and, by the foregoing, the ground
of this lies, not in the I, but in the not-I. (WL 203 [GA 1/2:369])

The relationship between the Anstoff and the not-1 is one of grounding. How
best to characterize this grounding relationship between the not-I and the
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Anstop is far from clear. For our purposes, we need only to admit that the
grounding relationship is a transcendental one: that is, by the term “ground”
is meant that the not-I is a necessary condition of the Anstoff. One might be
tempted to interpret the grounding relation as a causal relationship (the not-I
causes the Anstof), but, from what I can tell, Fichte does not make such a
claim and it is not clear that it is required of him. The Anstof, or the check on
the I's activity, is ultimately dependent on the I's orientation toward the Anstofp
as an Anstofi. We might say, then, that the Anstof is an Anstof by virtue of the
I’s orientation toward it.

The Anstof and Objectivity

While the Anstof is distinct from the not-1, it does, nonetheless, play a role in
the I's drawing a contrast between what is subjective and objective. In this
sense, the Anstof is a condition of objectivity. Thus, it might be useful to
attempt to bring into view some general aspects of the concept of objectivity.
As a philosophical concept, objectivity can be difficult to nail down, and for
this reason, we might consider this a provisional conception of objectivity that
is meant to provide some guidance in our attempt to understand Fichte’s con-
ception of the Anstof. Objectivity, for our purposes, characterizes something
about consciousness or perception. Consciousness or perception is objective
when it is intentional, or “of,” “about,” or “directed” at some object, whether
that object exists or not. Objectivity refers to a kind of normative beholden-
ness that a subject has to some object in regard to its representation of or
attitude toward the object. For a representation or attitude to be objective, it
must be indebted to the object and not the subject alone. Objectivity need
not, of course, exclude the subject’s activity, and on Fichte’s model, it in fact
requires the activity of the I. Fichte writes, “Hence something or other must
be present, something within which the active I traces a boundary delimiting
what is subjective and consigns what remains to what is objective” (WL 206
[GA 172:351-52]).

It is commonplace to consider the concept of objectivity as a normative
concept. The contrast between the subjective and the objective is, to use
Fichte’s term, marked by a normative “boundary” (Grenze), a line according
to which the subjective, if it were to be extended beyond this boundary, would
negate the objective as objective. Fichte suggests that the drawing of this
normative boundary does not require an interaction with the presence of the
object itself as outside the domain of the subjective, but only requires the
“presence of a check on the I” (WL 189 [GA 1/2:355]). A requirement of
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objectivity is that there be something opposed to the activity of the I to which
the I is normatively beholden or responsive. The minimal condition of respon-
siveness on the part of the I is that its activity is limited accordingly. On this
point it is worth quoting Fichte at length:

The objective to be excluded has no need at all to be present; all that is required—
if I may so put it—is the presence of a check [Anstop] on the I, that is, for some
reason that lies merely outside the Is activity, the subjective must be extensible
no further. Such an impossibility of further extension would then delimit—the
mere interplay we have described, or the mere incursion; it would not set bounds
to the activity of the I; but would give it the task of setting bounds to itself. But
all delimitation occurs through an opposite; hence the I, simply to do justice to
this task, would have to oppose something objective to the subjective that calls
for limitation, and then synthetically unite them both, as has just been shown;
and thus the entire representation could then be derived. It will at once be
apparent that this mode of explanation is a realistic one; only it rests upon a
realism far more abstract than any put forward eatlier; for it presupposes neither
a not-I present apart from the I, nor even a determination present within the I,
but merely the requirement for a determination to be undertaken within it by
the I as such, or the mere determinability of the 1. (WL 189 [GA 1/2:354-55])

In this passage, Fichte characterizes the Anstoff as placing before the I a task to
limit itself in response to the boundary required for objectivity. Notice the
language Fichte employs: “to do justice to this task” (um jener Aufgabe eine
Geniige zu thun) (WL 189 [GA 1/2:355]). Doing justice to the task or doing
it well enough involves “opposing something objective to the subjective” that
limits the activity of the I. By putting it this way, Fichte leaves open the option
that the I may fail to do justice to this task by not limiting its activity in
response to the Anstof, thereby reaching beyond the normative boundary to
undermine the possibility of an objective relation. We can extrapolate from
this discussion that there is a norm governing the constitution of the objec-
tive: the domain of the subjective is finite and expands to the point at which
the feeling of the Anstoff gives it the task to limit itself. Any attempt on the
part of the I to transgress this norm, any failure to do justice to it, undermines
the possibility of objectivity, and thereby objective perception.'® The role of a
check on the I marks a realistic dimension of the Wissenschaftslehre. Fichte
characterizes this realism as “far more abstract” than other forms of realism,
since his conception of realism does not presuppose a not-I distinct from and
undetermined by the I, and it does not presuppose “a determination present
within the I” brought about by something that lies beyond the I's own activ-
ity."” It is not that Fichte denies that the I is affected in some way by what lies
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beyond it; he certainly endorses such a view. Instead, by positing the check on
the I, Fichte is merely positing “the mere determinability of the I” or the mere
“requirement for a determination to be undertaken within [the I] by the I as
such.” What he means by this latter phrase is that the determination is not a
given or simply presupposed, rather, the determination “is only to be accom-
plished through the spontaneity of the active I” (WL 190 [GA 1/2:355]). The
check, as a limit on the I, sets for the I the task of determining itself by revert-
ing back upon itself through its own spontaneity, and by doing so, the I
undertakes to determine the normative boundary as a boundary between
itself as subject and the object as object. Realism, in this sense, is a recognition
that there is a limit to the subject that is not determined by the subject,
according to which it must, to retain the possibility of objectivity, limit itself.

Three Forms of the Anstof

Throughout his Jena writings Fichte employs the idea of an Anstof, check, or
limitation on the activity of the I, in order to account for the I’s possibility,
self-determination, and the conditions of objectivity. Fichte explicitly employs
the term Anstoff in reference to an abstract check on the activity of the I in the
Foundation of the Entire Wissenschaftslehre, but he also explicitly employs the
term in connection to the “summons,” or Aufforderung examined in the
Foundations of Natural Right—a concept that also plays an important role in
Fichte’s discussion of the original limitation of the I in his lectures on the
Wissenschaftslehre nova methodo. He also argues in the Wissenschaftslehre nova
methodo that a feeling of the “ought” contained in the moral law constitutes
an original limitation on the I, in which case, it appears reasonable to consider
the normative limitation of the moral “ought” as a check, or Anstof on the I's
activity.'®

Since the abstract conception of the Anstof is discussed above, I will briefly
address the second two forms of the Anstof. In the first division of Natural
Right, Fichte deduces the concept of right as a necessary condition of indi-
vidual self-consciousness. A central step of his deduction is an argument
which concludes with the positing of the summons (Aufforderung).”” Rather
than reconstructing the details of the argument, it is useful to see first what
the summons consists in and why it is relevant to the concept of right. The
summons refers to a call or demand one subject makes of another to exercise
their agency in response to the call. The summons counts as a rational influ-
ence, a way of influencing others by means of concepts or reasons, rather than
through brute causal force. The summons, in other words, does not casually
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force an agent to act, but gives the agent the freedom to determine itself. This
idea is seen in Fichte’s definition of the summons: “the subject’s being-
determined as its being-determined to be self-determining, i.e. as a summons to
the subject calling upon it to resolve to exercise its efficacy” (FNR 31 [GA
1/3:342]). The summons, then, express a normative content, “something that
ought to exist in the future” (FNR 32 [GA 1/3:343]), that serves as a reason for
acting one way rather than another. Finally, since the concept of right states
that one should limit one’s own external action for the sake of the external
freedom of others, the summons is the essential from of interpersonal engage-
ment required by the concept of right.

In an important parenthetical remark that follows his introduction of the
summons in §3 of the deduction of the concept of right, the concept of the
Anstof is introduced:

In order to find itself as an object (of its reflection), it would have to find itself,
not as determining itself to be self-active ... but rather as determined to be self-
active by means of an external check [Anstoff], which must nevertheless leave the

subject in full possession of its freedom to be self-determining: for otherwise ...
the subject would not find itself as an I. (FNR 32 [GA 1/3:343])

The summons, then, serves as a check on the activity of the subject, but one
that places a normative limit on the subject’s activity while also sending the
subject back on itself so that it may determine itself in accordance with the
normative content of the summons.

Fichte’s System of Ethics is primarily concerned with moral freedom or what
he calls “self-sufficiency.” As in Natural Right, Fichte deduces a normative
principle—although in the case of the System of Ethics it is the principle of
morality, not of right—from one’s consciousness of oneself as “separated from
everything that is not” oneself (SE 24 [GA 1/5:37]). He characterizes the prin-
ciple of morality as “the necessary thought of the intellect that it ought to
determine its freedom in accordance with the concept of self-sufficiency abso-
lutely and without exception” (SE 60 [GA 1/5:69]). In his lectures on the
Wissenschaftslehre nova methodo, Fichte discusses the “ought” as a sphere the
limits of which are the object of feeling. The pure willing expressed as a striv-
ing runs up against a limitation, the “feeling of prohibition, of not being
permitted to go beyond this sphere, a feeling of being obligated {to remain}
within this sphere of the ‘ought’”” (NM 292 [GA 1V/2:134]). This feeling of a
limitation constitutes an awareness of a normative boundary the limits of
which are not to be transgressed, if an act of willing within the sensible world
is to retain an “ethical character” (NM 291 [GA 1V/2:134]). What is felt in

this case is an Anstof or a normative check on the activity of the I.
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Each form of the Anstof appears unique, such that one might wonder why
each should be considered an instance of an Anstoff in the first place. The
simple answer is that each form of the Anstof shares the common feature of
being separate from the I's activity and not a product of the I alone. The same
can be said of the not-I, yet the not-I can be distinguished in reflection from
the Anstoff in that it serves as the ground of the Anstoff. What else is common
to each form of the Anstofp? To address this question, we can follow Daniel
Breazeale’s lead. In a seminal article on the concept of the Anstof, Breazeale
raises an important question: “What is the actual content of the Anstof, under-
stood both as an ‘original limitation” of the I, which checks its practical activity,
and as the original stimulus for its theoretical constitution of the world of
experience?”?® At the most abstract level, Breazeale suggests that the content
of the Anstof “is supposed to be identified with ‘feeling’ [Gefiihl].”*' At times,
Breazeale appears to identify the Anstoff with feeling.** This cannot be exactly
right, given Fichte’s remarks about feeling. First, Fichte considers a feeling as
“entirely subjective,” but the Anstoff contributes to marking the boundary
between the subjective and the objective (WL 255 [GA 1/2:419]). Second, the
“feeling in the I” consists in an awareness of “the restriction of a determinate
drive” (WL 255 [GA 1/2:419]). The 1, then posits, as the ground of this
restriction “something utterly opposed to” the I (WL 255 [GA 1/2:420]).
Feeling then must be “of” or “directed at” something, and in this case, it is
directed at that which places a limit or restricts the outward drive of the I. We
might say that it is by virtue of feeling that the I is aware of the Ansroff, and if
this is the case, then it follows that the content of the Anstoff cannot be a
“feeling.”

An alternative proposal concerning the content of the Anstoff is found in
Fichte’s remark that the Anstoff gives the I “the task of setting bounds to itself”
(WL 189 [GA 1/2:355]). The core idea here is that by setting bounds to itself,
the I must limit itself, a form of self-determination. When Fichte states that
the Anstoff sends the original activity of the I back upon itself, we can see how
the activity of the I limits itself. Conceiving the content of the Anstof in this
way allows for the common feature contained in each form of the Anstoff to
become evident. Each form of the Anstof, whether the summons, the moral
“ought,” or a limit stemming from a perception of an object and its sensible
qualities, requires that the activity of the I limit itself by reverting back upon
itself. We can suggest, then, that the content of the Anstof is a demand or
requirement that the I limit itself by self-reverting. In the case of perception,
the limitation and self-reverting is a requirement of objective perception, in
the case of the summons it is a requirement of self-consciously limiting one’s
external action for the sake of the external freedom of others, and in the case
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of the moral law it is a requirement of self-sufficiency. In each of these three
cases, the constraint on the activity of the I originates from beyond the I's
activity and is, in this sense, external to the activity of the I. Yet, as was noted
above, the status of Anstof, nonetheless, depends on the activity of the I.

Interpreting the Anstog

Understanding just what Fichte intends by the concept of the Anstof is made
difficult by the various roles it plays in his philosophy and by its relationship
to similar categories such as “limitation,” “constraint,” and “restriction,” con-
cepts which play a significant role in his lectures on the Wissenschafislehre nova
methodo. As 1 have already noted, there are two prominent interpretations of
the Anstof, which I refer to as the standard interpretation and the intersubjec-
tive interpretation.” The standard interpretation of the Anstop rightly consid-
ers it in terms of a check and constraint on the I's activity, as well as an original
impulse that, in some way, compels the I to spontaneously determine itself as
limited. To say that the I is self-determining, on the standard interpretation,
means that the I is “determined by nothing other than its own immanent
laws.”? The Anstof is the initial flick or original impulse that initiates such an
activity of self-determination. What is absent from the standard interpreta-
tion is any consideration of the Anstoff as a normative concept. Breazeale, for
instance, considers the Anstoff as something that “simply happens to the 1%
and Druet’s mechanistic or causally inflected conception of the Anstoff leaves
little room for a normative conception. The difficulty such interpretations
face is making sense of Fichte’s normative conception of the I as a free and
self-determining activity. Even though the I posits itself in accordance with its
own internal laws, which can be systematically articulated asa Wissenschafislebre,
the I is—as all activities are, for Fichte—a normative activity. There must be
a sense in which some subject could fail to be an I. While the subject may be
a subject of sensation, it will have failed to achieve the status of an I, a free
being self-conscious of its own experience, if it does not limit itself in response
to the constraint of the Anstoff and revert back into itself.

In contrast to the standard interpretation, the intersubjective interpretation
claims that the Anstoff can retain a normative role in the life of the I, if the
Anstof is considered to be first and foremost a summons. The strategy of the
intersubjective interpretation is to attempt to connect the summons and
Fichte’s theory of intersubjectivity, as found in Natural Right, to his earlier
Foundation of the Entire Wissenschaftslehre. Whether or not such a connection
can reasonably be established is a matter of some controversy. The common
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strategy, first employed by Reinhard Lauth in his 1962 essay “Das Problem
der Interpersonalitat bei J. G. Fichte,” is to suggest that the summons is
implicit in Fichtes initial conception of the Wissenschafislehre.* In support of
Lauth’s claim, it is common to cite as evidence a passage from Fichte’s
Foundation where he puts forward the following claim: “Kein Du, kein Ich,
kein Ich, kein Du”—"no you, no I; no I, no you” (WL 172-73 [GA 1/2:337]).
The meaning of “Du” in this passage is ambiguous. For the passage to support
Lauth’s view, “D#” must be understood as a referring to another person. On
this view, Fichte’s claim is meant to express the idea that the standpoint of the
second-person is a necessary condition of the standpoint of the first-person. It
is widely acknowledged that Fichte, most likely, is inspired by a similar formu-
lation found in Jacobi’s Concerning the Doctrine of Spinoza in Letters to Moses
Mendelssohn. There Jacobi claims that “without the D, the Ich is impossible;
We obtain all representations, therefore, simply through modifications that we
acquire”” Jacobi makes a similar point in David Hume on Faith or Idealism
and Realism, A Dialogue: “The Ich and the Du, the internal consciousness and
the external object, must be present both at once in the soul even in the most
primordial and simple of perceptions.”* Such a proposition must be acknowl-
edged, according to Jacobi, if we want to explain, from a realist standpoint,
how we obtain representations of objects.

Alexis Philonenko, an influential French commentator, employs a similar
strategy.”” He holds that the relevant text on the summons from the
Wissenschafislehre nova methodo can be read back into the ‘deduction of repre-
sentation’ that Fichte provides at the end of the theoretical part of the
Foundation. Philonenko suggests that “the noumenon” alluded to in the
deduction is a consciousness of others which exercises, in the form of a “sen-
sible activity ... an influence on the subject.”®® On his view, the Anstoff (choc)
can now be understood as a summons (Aufforderung or exigence): the argu-
ment for the summons developed in Fichte’s Wissenschafislehre nova methodo,
which appears first in the Foundations of Natural Right, explains the idea of a
noumenon as posited in the “Deduction of Representation.” The upshot, for
Philonenko, is that the I/not-I relation is underwritten by an I-You relation,
an intersubjective relationship between two, or a we-relation.’' Philonenko,
however, is more suggestive than convincing, since he does not provide clear
evidence for the summons in the Foundation. Still, Philoneko’s and Lauth’s
interpretive moves have convinced other commentators to hold that Fichte
himself implicitly posits the I-You relation in the Foundation of the Entire
Wissenschafislehre.

Consider, for instance, Eckart Forster’s 7he Twenty-Five Years of Philosophy.>*
Forster correctly identifies that the need for the summons in the Foundation
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of the Entire Wissenschafislehre arises from Fichte’s assertation that the I must
determine itself: “the Anstoff must in no way impinge on the I's freedom and
must therefore primarily originate in free beings, i.e. in other Is through which
the self-positing I is summoned (as Fichte says), to determine itself.”* Forster
suggests that “Fichte was to make this meaning of the Anstoff explicit” in the
Foundations of Natural Right.>* The evidence Forster adduces from the 1794
text is Fichte’s claim that “the I, as such, is originally in a state of reciprocal
action with itself, and only so does an external influence on it become possi-
ble.”® Even if Forster is on the right track, his suggestion is incomplete:
appealing to the I's reciprocal action identifies the wrong property of the sum-
mons that one needs to find in the Anstof, if the Anstof is to count as a sum-
mons. A summons is essentially a normative demand, which is why Fichte
posits it as the kind of check that can provide a limit without negating the
relevant activity; yet a relation of reciprocity is not essentially a norma-
tive relation.

Daniel Breazeale has expressed some skepticism about the efforts of inter-
preters who have attempted to find Fichte’s “doctrine of intersubjectivity to be
at least implicit” in his Foundation.’® For instance, Breazeale argues that if we
consider the context of Jacobi’s remark as well as some data about linguistic
usage, we are justified in concluding that Fichte does not have in mind another
person or the second-person standpoint when he posits his /eh-Du formula-
tion. In line with Klaus Hammacher, Breazeale endorses the view that “D#”
in the passage cited above refers to an “objective existence.”” The view
Breazeale prefers is that Fichte’s view of the Anstoff develops during his Jena
period, to the point at which Fichte eventually identifies the summons as one
type of Anstofp. However, he also holds that while “nothing in the Foundations
is inconsistent with such an interpretation of the Anstop, this is nevertheless
not what Fichte had specifically in mind in the 1794/1795 presentation,
though it is certainly present in the version of 1796/1799.7%

Breazeale is right to conclude that we lack good reason to hold that Fichte
intended his doctrine of intersubjectivity, as understood in Natural Right and
the Wissenschafislehre nova methodo, to be contained in the Foundation. 1 think
the best evidence for holding this view is that Fichte is reluctant to say any-
thing detailed or specific about what lies outside the I's activity in the
Foundation. Making a world-directed claim about the nature of other subjects
existing beyond the I’s activity would take him beyond the sphere of the I’s
activity. Fichte explains that:

According to the Wissenschafislehre, then, the ultimate ground of all reality for
the I is an original interaction between the I and some other thing outside it, of
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which nothing more can be said, save that it must be utterly opposed to the 1. In the
course of this interaction, nothing is brought into the self, nothing alien is
imported; everything that develops therein, even out to infinity, develops solely
from itself, in accordance with its own laws; the I is merely set in motion by this
opponent, in order that it may act; without such an external prime mover it
would never have acted, and since its existence consists solely in acting, it would
never have existed either. But this mover has no other attribute than that of
being a mover, an opposing force, and is in fact only felt to be such. (WL 246
[GA 1/2:411], emphasis added)

We can accept, with Breazeale, that Fichte’s doctrine of intersubjectivity is not
contained in the Foundation in the manner suggested by Lauth, Philoneko,
and Forster. We do not even need to follow Paul Franks when he modestly
remarks about the /ch-Du passage that “one might take Fichte to be issuing a
promissory note,” one he redeems in the Nazural Right.*® While the doctrine
of intersubjectivity is missing in the Foundation, it is not clear that the norma-
tivity offered by a concept like the summons (or morality, for that matter) is
omitted. One might suggest that the Anstoff requires exactly the kind of nor-
mative features one finds in the summons. The normative property the Anstof
contains is the demand, expressed as a task (Aufgabe) set before the I to limit
itself in response to the not-I. Seeing as much will help us to appreciate that
the relevant move from the Foundation to Fichte’s later Jena writings is a
natural move.

A Middle Way: The Anstof as a Normative Task

My aim, in conclusion, is to put forth a middle way between the standard and
intersubjective interpretations. The alternative I propose is the normative
interpretation of the Anstof. Its essential claim is that the Anstoff expresses a
normative task that the I limit itself and revert back upon itself. The virtue of
this interpretation is that it does not require a robust theory of intersubjectiv-
ity or a summons by another subject to be implicitly contained in the
Foundation of the Entire Wissenschaftslehre, yet it retains the normative feature
of the I/not-I relationship that leaves room for the I to limit itself and, thereby,
to constitute itself as a self-determining and free activity.

For this interpretation to be viable, it must, of course, be grounded in the
actual text of the Foundation. The passage I take as central to this interpreta-
tion is the following thought Fichte has about the Anstoff, which is found in
the passage I quoted above at length. In reference to the Anstof, Fichte states,
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“it would not set bounds on the activity of the I, but would give it the task
[Aufgabe] of setting bounds to itself” (WL 189 [GA 1/2:355]). In other words,
the Anstof does not causally limit the activity of the I, but gives it the task to
limit itself. Here we see more clearly the task to which the I must “do justice”
or do well enough. Limiting itself is something the activity of the I ought, in a
sense, to do; it is a task it ought to take up. The most reasonable way of under-
standing this thought, then, is that the Anstoff places before the I a normative
task, a task in which it ought to limit itself by first bringing to a repose its
outstretching activity, and second by turning this activity back upon itself.

As I've described the Anstoff and the task it lays before the 1, the Anstof is
beginning to sound a bit like Fichte’s concept of the summons as presented in
his Foundations of Natural Right and the Wissenschaftslehre nova methodo. One
might level an objection on precisely these grounds. The activity of self-
limiting in response to the summons is voluntarily taken up; however, it does
not make sense to characterize the infinite outward-stretching activity of the I
as a voluntary act. Even in the context of Fichte’s Nasural Right, the viability
and extent of his voluntarism remains an open question.®’ This objection
would seem to have some bite, if responsiveness to a normatively salient prop-
erty required voluntary action. One might think that insofar as we speak of
responding to a normative task, claim, or demand we must do so reflectively,
voluntarily, willfully, or consciously. Responsiveness to a norm need not, how-
ever, require such a higher-order activity, as we know from the process of
socialization and everyday human agency. If we need not, then, impute to
Fichte a kind of voluntarist picture, we can, at least, admit that any further
defense of the normative interpretation would require a more robust account
of the underlying picture of the type of normativity constitutive of the Anstof
and the task it places before the 1.4!

Another objection can be lodged at my emphasis on Fichte’s use of the
term “task” (Aufgabe). This term is used throughout the Wissenschaftslehre and
it is not given an explicit normative meaning. A task need not be character-
ized in normative terms; we might, for instance, speak of a task in mechanis-
tic terms. Fichte often employs the term “task” in reference to activities
required by the I in its positing itself, activities that can be identified through
reflection. Contained within a task, however, is a particular end, the achieve-
ment of which constitutes the fulfillment of the task. It is therefore not diffi-
cult to see how a task could have a normative content. Now, there is no
pressure on me to claim that each task the I achieves in its self-determination
carries normative content; my claim is only about one task, the task of self-
limiting that is placed before the I by the Anstof. The upshot of my claim is

that a normative responsiveness leaves room for the self-determination of the
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I in a way that is precluded by a mechanical or non-normative account.
Furthermore, since the summons, the moral “ought,” and the objectivity of
experience all entail the concept of normativity and, more specifically, a norm
of limiting oneself, and since the Anstof is posited as a source of the I's limita-
tion, it seems reasonable to expect it to place upon the I a normative task.

Conclusion: Normativity, Intersubjectivity,
and Relationality

To conclude, I'd like to address a final point in favor of the normative inter-
pretation of the Anstop. While Fichte conceives of the summons in Natural
Right as essential to relations of right, in his lectures on the Wissenschafislehre
nova methodo Fichte claims that “consciousness begins with consciousness of
a summons” and “the first representation I can have is that of being sum-
moned” (NM 370, 351 [GA IV/2:190, 177]). In the Foundation of the Entire
Wissenschafislehre, the Anstoff plays a similar role. In these later discussions of
the summons, Fichte conceives of the summons as originating from one ratio-
nal being who calls upon another to exercise their freedom within the limits
expressed by the particular summons. A parent might say to a child, for
instance, “put down your toy.” By setting before the child a task that he should
take up, the summons demands an action on his part; the parent demands
that the child turn back on itself and determine itself by limiting its actions in
accordance with a normative demand. It would seem that what allows Fichte
to make such a claim about the origins of consciousness and representation is
that he considers the summons as a kind of mover akin to the Anszof. This
connection adds credence to the normative interpretation, since the sum-
mons, as a normative demand, can reasonably be connected to the Anstof, if
the latter also possesses a similar normative property.

What is, nonetheless, evident from each interpretation of the Anstof is the
central role it plays in Fichte’s Jena period. Whether the term “Anstof” or
some related concept is used, Fichte holds that that the activity of the I must
limit itself. The I is, thereby, constituted as a finite being. What should also be
clear is that, unlike Descartes, Fichte considers the I as essentially a relational
activity. Kant, who also considers the I as relational, viewed the Is relational-
ity as relevant to determining itself as in time, yet Fichte considers the I's
relationality as more fundamental, since the Anstoff is essential to its self-
positing. Going beyond Kant, Fichte holds, particularly in the Foundations of
Natural Right and the Wissenschaftslehre nova methodo, that the I is related to
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a summons originating from another rational being. Fichte’s relational I is,
then, an intersubjective I. His development of an intersubjective theory of the

[ is, arguably, his most important contribution.
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Fichte’s Deduction of the Moral Law

Owen Ware

Instead of enumerating in detail the advantages of such a deduction, it is enough
to note that by means of it a science of morality first comes into being, and science,
where it is possible, is an end in itself.

—Fichte, The System of Ethics (GA 1/5:33, my translation)

It is often assumed that Fichte’s aim in Part I of the System of Ethics (1798) is
to provide a deduction of the moral law, the very thing which Kant—after
years of unsuccessful attempts—deemed impossible. On this familiar reading,
what Kant eventually viewed as an underivable “fact” (Factum), the authority
of the moral law, is what Fichte traces to its highest ground in what he calls
the principle of the I as such." However, scholars have largely overlooked a
passage in the System of Ethics where Fichte explicitly invokes Kant’s doctrine
of the fact of reason with approval, claiming that consciousness of the moral
law grounds our belief in freedom (GA 1/5:65). On the reading I defend in
this chapter, Fichte’s invocation of the Factum is consistent with Fichte’s
grounding the moral law’s authority in the principle of the I when we distin-
guish (a) the feeling of moral compulsion from (b) the moral law itself. As we
shall see, a failure to draw this distinction led one of Fichte’s nineteenth cen-
tury critics, Christfried Albert Thilo, to conclude that his deduction of the
moral law is viciously circular.” Although this objection misses its mark, it is
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instructive for showing the extent to which Fichte remains committed to the
fact of reason in grounding a science of morality.

Before we begin, a few caveats are in order. First, because I am limiting the
scope of my discussion to the System of Ethics, I will not take it as a condition
of success for my interpretation that it coheres with everything Fichte says
during the so-called Jena period (1793-1800). One finds his views changing
over these years, if only in presentation, and there is no reason to expect per-
fect continuity between them. Second, it is not my intention here to present
a full comparison of Fichte’s project of moral justification to Kant’s, although
the question of their affinity at times becomes unavoidable. Departing from
the familiar reading, I will argue that Fichte embraces some version of Kant’s
claim that consciousness of the moral law “discloses” our freedom to us (CPrR
5:29-30), or what I will call the disclosure thesis. On my account, the real dif-
ference between their respective projects lies in Fichte’s claim that freedom
and morality are not two thoughts but “one and the same thought” (GA
1/5:64), or what I will call the identity thesis. Lastly, it is worth stating from the
outset that my main concerns are interpretive, and [ will not try to defend the
plausibility of Fichte’s approach. But in a final section I will return to the
objection that Fichte’s deduction is viciously circular, and there I shall explain
why this objection is without merit.

Normativity and the Science of Ethics

As a first step, it is important to understand why Fichte views his system of
ethics, not as a self-standing theory, but as a theory “according to the princi-
ples of the Doctrine of Science” (nach den principien der Wissenschafislebre). As
he explains in the Introduction, both theoretical philosophy and practical
philosophy share the task of explaining a relation of correspondence between
what is “subjective” and what is “objective” (GA 1/5:21). The difference
between the two, Fichte adds, is that theoretical philosophy is the science of
explaining how something objective corresponds to something subjective
(how the world corresponds to the self), whereas practical philosophy is the
science of explaining how something subjective corresponds to something
objective (how the self corresponds to the world). Simply stated, the claim of
the Wissenschafislehre is that these relations of correspondence are intelligible
only if we assume a point of absolute unity between the two, a point where
the subjective and the objective are “not at all distinguished from one another
but are completely one [ganz Eins]” (GA 1/5:21). This is what Fichte calls the
“absolute identity of the subject and the object in the I,” or “I-hood” (Ichheit)
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for short (GA 1/5:21). I-hood therefore serves as the first principle of his sys-
tem as a whole, the single root from which particular theoretical and practical
sciences can grow.

My reason for foregrounding this statement from the Introduction is that
it sheds light on the relationship Fichte conceives between a deduction in
general and the first principle of his system. In the first case, theoretical phi-
losophy can have success only if it recognizes that what we designate with the
category of the objective—the feeling of necessity that comes with our repre-
sentation of the world—is nonetheless a representation. What we designate as
objective is not a world given to us, but a consciousness of a world given to
us—not a reality wholly independent of the I, but a consciousness of a reality
wholly independent of the I. But that is just to say that without a link to the
I, we lose all grounds to speak intelligibly about what is. Theoretical philoso-
phy is properly transcendental only when it treats what is objective as a form
of “necessary thinking” that traces back to the first principle of I-hood (GA
1/5:22). Similarly, Fichte argues, practical philosophy can have success only if
it recognizes that what we designate with the category of the objective—the
feeling of necessity that comes with our representation of duty—is nonethe-
less a representation. So what we designate as objective is not a command
given to us, but a consciousness of a command given to us—not an authority
wholly independent of the I, but a consciousness of authority wholly inde-
pendent of the I.° But that is just to say that without a link to the I, we lose
all grounds to speak intelligibly about what ought-to-be. Practical philosophy
is properly transcendental only when it treats what is objective as a form of
necessary thinking that traces back to the first principle of I-hood (GA 1/5:28).

Although this gives us nothing more than a sketch, what I have said should
help explain why Fichte introduces Part I of the System of Ethics with a piece

of moral phenomenology:

It is claimed that a compulsion [Zundthigung] expresses itself in the mind of a
human being, a compulsion to act entirely apart from external ends, but abso-
lutely and simply to perform the action, and a compulsion to refrain from act-
ing, equally apart from external ends, but absolutely and simply to leave the
action undone. Insofar as such a compulsion manifests itself in someone neces-
sarily, as surely as he is a human being, one calls this constitution the moral or
ethical nature of a human being as such. (GA 1/5:33)

What Fichte wants to highlight from the outset of the book is a particular
feeling: the feeling of having to perform some actions, simply for the sake of
performing them, and the feeling of having to avoid other actions, simply for
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the sake of avoiding them. The issue at hand, then, is not yet the content of
our moral obligations, but the way we experience them as binding, constrain-
ing, or limiting our activity. The fact (7hatsache) Fichte uses to set the stage for
his deduction of the moral law is therefore the fact of normativity itself. It is
an analogue of our representation of objectivity in the world, since we also
experience the world as limiting us. And that is why the System of Ethics pro-
ceeds according to the principles of the Wissenschafislehre. The aim of Part I is
to trace our common consciousness of normativity to its higher (indeed high-
est) ground.

Of course, some of us may be content to treat this felt compulsion as a fact,
without asking after its highest ground of possibility, and some of us may even
decide to affirm it in an attitude of belief or faith (Glaube). This amounts to
what Fichte calls factual or common cognition of our ethical nature, and he
says quite explicitly that such cognition is all we need to cultivate “both a
dutiful disposition and dutiful conduct” (GA 1/5:34). The everyday phenom-
enology of moral compulsion indicates the presence of a practical imperative,
and this imperative appears to be absolute (independent of extrinsic ends) and
categorical (valid in all circumstances). Assenting to this appearance in an
attitude of faith is sufficient for living a moral life, Fichte argues, because it
grants this feeling priority over all other motives, desires, or inclinations that
may call upon our attention. A deduction becomes pressing, then, only for
someone who wants genetic or scientific cognition of our ethical nature. Such
a person must “raise himself above the standpoint of ordinary consciousness”
because he wants to know how this compulsion “originates” (GA 1/5:34). Yet
these two modes of cognition are not entirely separate. For Fichte, the kind of
deduction appropriate to transcendental philosophy is one that vindicates the
fact of normativity. Genetic cognition has the aim of uncovering the rational
origin of this feeling in a way that defends, rather than deflates, our common
moral consciousness.

But this raises an urgent question: How is such a defense possible? How are
we to go about tracing the feeling of compulsion to its highest ground in the
principle of I-hood? One obstacle standing in the way of such a deduction is
that the principle of I-hood is, by Fichte’s own admission, unthinkable. It
designates the “absolute identity of the subject and the object in the I,” but
this identity, he is quick to point out, “can only be inferred” (GA 1/5:21). In
all cases consciousness requires a separation between what is subjective and
what is objective: I am conscious of an object only insofar as I distinguish
myself, as the one who is conscious, from the object of my consciousness—
even if that object is myself (GA 1/5:21; cf. GA 1/4:242). Consequently, we
cannot become conscious of the point where the subject and the object are
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one and the same, and so we cannot demonstrate the first principle of the
entire Doctrine of Science as an “immediate” fact of consciousness. For this
reason I think it would be a mistake to assume that Fichte wants us to employ
the principle of I-hood in a conventional, unilinear manner and proceed step-
by-step to the feeling of compulsion. But then what role, if any, is this first
principle suited to play? If we cannot comprehend the unity of the I as such,
prior to its separation into what is subjective and what is objective, how can
we hope to acquire genetic cognition of our ethical nature, as Fichte seeks
to provide?

Fichte’s Deduction of the Moral Law

The answer brings us directly to what is most innovative about Fichte’s deduc-
tion: its three-part structure. The unthinkability of I-hood leads him to
develop an unorthodox, multi-lateral strategy for deriving the feeling of com-
pulsion. In this connection an important hint comes to light when Fichte
describes the “path” his deduction will follow:

We will assign ourselves the task of thinking of ourselves under a certain speci-
fied condition and observing how we are required to think of ourselves under
this condition. From the property of ourselves that we find in this way, we will
then derive, as something necessary, the moral compulsion noted earlier.

(GA1/5:35)°

More specifically, the method Fichte employs in §§1-3 of Part I involves issu-
ing a task, seeking a solution, drawing a result, and then revealing a /imit to that
result, thereby motivating a new task:

1. Our task in §1 is to isolate what is most essential to the self, and Fichte’s
solution is to approach the I under its objective aspect, as it is given in
reflection (as willing). This leads him to the desired result: that what is
most essential to the self is a tendency to self-activity. But the result is lim-
ited, since it does not show how we become conscious of this tendency
(GA 1/5:47).

2. Our task in §2 is then to show how we become conscious of our tendency
to self-activity, and Fichte’s solution is to approach the I anew under its
subjective aspect, as it is engaged in reflection (as intelligence). This leads
him to the desired result: that we become conscious of our tendency to
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self-activity the moment we grasp our indeterminacy or lack of a pre-given
nature (GA 1/5:51).7

3. However, Fichte tells us that this result is also limited. While it shows how
we become conscious of our capacity to generate action from ourselves, it
does not yet reveal a positive determination of this capacity (GA 1/5:52).
For this reason Fichte formulates a new task in §3, to show how we become
conscious of our tendency to self-activity, not as a merely possible mode of
willing, but as an actual mode of willing. The task of §3 marks a decisive
turning point in the System of Ethics, leading Fichte to argue, rather strik-
ingly, that there is only one way our tendency to self-activity can manifest
itself, namely, as a drive (Trieb), which he defines as “a real, inner explana-
tory ground of an actual self-activity” (GA 1/5:55; cf. GA 1/2:418). Fichte
adds right away that, since the drive in question concerns our original self-
activity, we must regard it as essential to the I as such, and here he offers an
important remark: that this drive relates to the “entire I” (GA 1/5:54). By
this I take him to mean that when we consider an I divided by self-
reflection, we now see that the I reflected upon is posited as a drive, that is,
as an actual striving to self-activity, and that the I engaged in reflection is
an intellect, which then subsumes this drive under a concept. The drive
relates to the entire I, in other words, because it concerns both the I given
in reflection and the I engaged in reflection, appearing first as a real ground
of activity (objectively), and then as the very concept through which we
direct our self-determination (subjectively) (GA 1/5:56-57). But granting
all this, we must still ask: How does the concept of a drive put us closer to
the goal of solving the third task? What does this drive offer to conscious-
ness, if not the awareness of a mere capacity (Vermagen) to determine our-
selves freely?

Anticipating this question, Fichte explains that the drive to self-activity
offers itself to consciousness as a thought (Gedanke) or manner of thinking
(Denken), for the simple reason that it engages our power of intelligence.® So
it seems that all we must do in order to solve the task of §3 is to analyze this
manner of thinking further, and that is what Fichte will soon recommend.
But there is a problem at hand, as he is also ready to point out. The concept
of a drive that relates to the entire I is precisely the concept of a drive that
relates to the I as a subject—object unity, and Fichte reminds us once again that
this unity is unthinkable (GA 1/5:60). “The entire I is determined by the drive
to absolute self-activity, and this determination is the thought we are consid-
ering. But the entire I cannot be grasped, and for this reason a determinacy of
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the entire I cannot be grasped immediately either” (GA 1/5:60). This means
that if we are to analyze the manner of thinking manifesting from our drive to
self-activity, we must take a multi-lateral approach—employing what Fichte
now calls the “law of reciprocal interaction” (Gesetze der Wechselwirkung)—
whereby we isolate the manner of thinking first in its subjective and objective
aspects, and then put the two together synthetically. “One can approximate
the determinacy of the entire I,” he writes, “only by means of a reciprocal
determination of what is subjective by what is objective, and vice versa, and

this is the path we shall take” (GA 1/5:60).°

The Law for Freedom

Unfortunately, instead of moving directly to this path, Fichte raises the spec-
ter of an antinomy which, if left unresolved, would threaten the System of
Ethics at its very foundation.'® The antinomy emerges from a possible objec-
tion one could level against the idea that a determinate thought or manner of
thinking necessarily arises for the intellect. The problem is that, by Fichte’s
stated definition, the intellect is supposed to be free, agile, and spontaneous—
the very characteristics that render it void of a pre-given nature—such that
“no thoughts can ever be produced in it” (GA 1/5:58). To say that a determi-
nate thought necessarily arises for the intellect therefore appears to commit us
to a pair of contradictory claims: that our drive to self-activity produces a
thought in the intellect (the thesis), and that the intellect is absolutely free
from such production (the antithesis). But Fichte says that when the thesis is
properly qualified, “we will see that both [assertions] can very well stand
alongside each other” (GA 1/5:58). In this respect he thinks that the way to
dissolve the antinomy is to apply what he later calls the “rules of synthetic
method,” whereby we resolve the contradiction between the thesis and the
antithesis through a higher synthesis, “in such a way that the two would be
posited as one and the same” (GA 1/5:104).

On my interpretation, Fichte arrives at this synthesis by invoking the law
of reciprocal interaction mentioned above. It unfolds over the course of
three steps:

1. In the first step, Fichte begins by inviting the reader to consider what is
subjective in the manner of thinking arising from our drive to self-activity
under the aspect of objectivity. The “essence” of objectivity, he explains, is
what is fixed, unchangeable, and stable (GA 1/5:60). So when we apply this
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category to the manner of thinking in question, we get a command for the
intellect to give itself a fixed law.

2. In the second step, Fichte invites the reader to consider what is objective in
the manner of thinking arising from our drive to self-activity under the
aspect of subjectivity. The “essence” of subjectivity, he explains, is what is
free, agile, and spontaneous (GA 1/5:61). So when we apply this category
to the law just derived, we get a command for the intellect 20 think of
itself as free.

3. In the third and final step, Fichte reminds us that we can approximate the
unity of the two preceding thoughts “in accordance with the law of recip-
rocal interaction,” that is, “by thinking freedom as determining the law
and the law as determining freedom” (GA 1/5:64). When we then combine
the objective aspect of the thought (that of the intellect giving itself a law)
with the subjective aspect of the thought (that of the intellect thinking of
itself as free), we get a command for the intellect zo determine irself by its
own law of freedom (GA 1/5:64).As Fichte expresses this last point, speak-
ing now to the reader: “When you think of yourself as free, you are required
to think your freedom under a law; and when you think of this law, you
are required to think of yourself as free” (GA 1/5:64). And the key point
Fichte has been preparing us for is the insight that freedom and morality
“are not two thoughts, one of which would depend on the other” but are
really two aspects of “one and the same thought” (Ein und ebenderselbe
Gedanke) (GA 1/5:65)—or what I am calling the identity thesis. Once we
establish this thesis, any tension between freedom and morality dissolves,
and we can put the specter of an antinomy to rest. There is nothing con-
tradictory in the claim that our drive to self-activity produces a necessary
manner of thinking—not when we see, having followed the course of
Fichte’s deduction, that this manner of thinking is a law that the intellect
gives to itself.

The Higher Synthesis

But how does the identity thesis bring Fichte’s deduction to a close? Recall
what he says at the beginning of Part I: that

we shall assign ourselves the task of thinking of ourselves under a certain speci-
fied condition and observing how we are required to think of ourselves under
this condition. From the property of ourselves that we find in this way, we will
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then derive, as something necessary, the moral compulsion noted earlier.

(GA 1/5:35)

The goal is to attain genetic cognition of our ethical nature, since we want to
know where a shared feeling of “compulsion to act entirely apart from exter-
nal ends” comes from. And Fichte’s point is that a successful deduction must
trace all such feelings back to the principle of I-hood. Yet the reason why he
adopts a multi-lateral strategy, I have argued, is that the principle of I-hood is
an unthinkable unity of what is subjective and what is objective. So the only
way we can attain genetic cognition of our ethical nature is to apply a syn-
thetic method and reveal, through the law of reciprocal interaction, that we
are required to think of ourselves under the law of our own freedom. Only
then can we turn back to the “fact” Fichte introduced at the beginning of Part
L. The necessity of thinking our freedom under a law (itself a mere aspect of
the unity of the I) reveals the origin of the feeling of compulsion in ordinary
moral life.

This completes Fichte’s deduction, which we may summarize'' as follows
(Fig. 11.1):

I (Ich)

o

rObject = Subjecf

Separation in Consciousness

Objective Subjective
N—— N——
§1. ‘I’ given in reflection (will) §2. ‘I’ engaged in reflection (intelligence)

§3. Drive to Self-Activity (Qua Thought)

Objective <— Subjective
Law Freedom

Reciprocal Interaction

Law for Freedom

Ground of the Feeling of Compulsion
—_—
Moral Law

Fig. 11.1 Fichte’s deduction of the moral law
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One advantage of this interpretation, if correct, is that it explains how we
become conscious of our tendency to self-activity, not as a merely possible
mode of willing, but as an actual mode of willing. Remember that what was
missing from §2, and the reason why our analysis reached a limit, was that we
only got as far as positing our capacity to act freely. This was important for
illuminating the concept of freedom that we assign to the intellect: the free-
dom to produce action from itself. But this got us no further than the concept
of an “empty, undetermined capacity of self-sufficiency” (GA 1/5:63). “There
lies in this concept,” Fichte explains, “not the least datum indicating #hat or
what kind of actuality is to be thought” (GA 1/5:63). As we discover, the
“datum” by which we cognize ourselves as positively free only appears in §3,
in the manner of thinking the intellect under its own law. For the law Fichte
that introduces in this section arises from a real drive to self-activity, the
expression of which is a command for the intellect to be free (i.c., to be abso-
lutely self-sufficient).

A related advantage of this interpretation is that it explains why, after con-
cluding his deduction, Fichte invokes Kant’s claim that consciousness of the
moral law “discloses” our freedom to us (CPrR 5:29-30), or what I am calling
the disclosure thesis. After saying that freedom and morality are “one and the
same,” Fichte writes that in “many places Kant derives conviction in our free-
dom from consciousness of the moral law” (GA 1/5:64), adding:

This is to be understood as follows. The appearance of freedom is an immediate
fact of consciousness [unmittelbares Factum des Bewusstseyns], and by no means
the consequence of another thought. However, as was recollected above, one
could want to explain this appearance further and thereby change it into an illu-
sion. That one does not explain this appearance further—there is no theoretical
reason for this, but there is a practical one: the firm decision to grant primacy to
practical reason, to hold the moral law [das Sittengeserz] as the true and final
vocation of one’s being, and not to go beyond the moral law through rational-

ization. (GA 1/5:65)

As this passage makes clear, Fichte interprets Kant’s disclosure thesis approv-
ingly as a claim about the reason we have for assenting to the appearance of
freedom. Our faith in this appearance can be derived, as he puts it, “from
consciousness of the moral law” (GA 1/5:65). In Kantian terms, this means
that while freedom is the essence of the law, the law is the ground for cogniz-
ing freedom, for only the moral law reveals the positive determination of our
tendency to self-activity.
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Problems and Prospects

The textual evidence just reviewed makes it clear that there is, by Fichte’s
lights, a close affinity between his deduction of the moral law and Kant’s dis-
closure thesis. However, what Kant actually says in the Critique of Practical
Reason (1788) throws this aflinity into question. After showing why freedom
and morality “reciprocally imply each other” (CPrR 5:29), Kant asks where
our “cognition of the unconditionally practical szarss,” whether from freedom
or from the law itself (CPrR 5:29). He then proceeds to eliminate both free-
dom (on the grounds that freedom is not an object of experience), and nature
(on the grounds that nature only teaches us the rule of causal mechanism),
concluding that it must be the moral law which first “leads” us to a positive
concept of freedom (CPrR 5:29-30). Kant prepares the reader for this claim
in the Preface, where he explains why freedom is the ratio essendi of the moral
law and the moral law the ratio cognoscendi of freedom: “For had not the
moral law already been distinctly thought in our reason, we should never
consider ourselves justified in assuming such a thing as freedom (even though
it is not self-contradictory). But were there no freedom, the moral law would
not be encountered at all in ourselves” (CPrR 5:4n).!? While consciousness of
the moral law is an underivable “fact of reason” (Factum der Vernunft), admit-
ting of no further proof, Kant argues that we can appeal to this fact to justify
our belief in freedom (CPrR 5:31).13

In light of such remarks, it is perhaps not surprising that many commenta-
tors have come to assume that Fichte rejects the disclosure thesis outright.
After all, from what we have discussed so far, Fichte seems committed to the
project of deriving consciousness of the moral law, in the manner of a strict
deduction, and so he seems committed to going beyond Kant, who was con-
tent (rightly or wrongly) to regard such consciousness as the ultimate bedrock
of his moral philosophy. Yet, in hindsight, this makes Fichte’s reference to
Kant at GA 1/5:65 all the more enigmatic, since there he invokes the disclo-
sure thesis with approval. Nor has this enigma escaped the attention of Fichte’s
critics: the passage at GA 1/5:65 led one nineteenth-century reader—Christ-
fried Albert Thilo—to argue that Fichte’s invocation of Kant is out of tune
with the entire aim and organization of his deduction.'® As Thilo sees things,
instead of exposing the defect of presenting the moral law as a “fact of pure
reason,” we find Fichte stopping at a Kantian position and asserting “against
his will, as it were [gleichsame wider seinen Willen]” that “one has the moral
law first and then freedom.” Thilo goes even further and argues that Fichte’s
appeal to Kant undermines the cogency of his argument. For the apparent
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aim of Part I is to deduce the moral law from the absolute freedom of the I;
so, by now deriving this freedom from the moral law, Thilo alleges, “his
deduction obviously turns in a circle and thus becomes superfluous [so dreht
sich seine Deduction offenbar im Kreise und macht sich damit iiberfliissig.”

By way of reply, I want to suggest that Fichte’s invocation of Kant is much
less mysterious when we place it in the larger context of the book. To start
with, we may recall that the task Fichte issued in §2, and then reissued in §3,
was to show how we can become conscious of our tendency to self-activity
(GA 1/5:53). The reason why our analysis in §2 reached a limit was that it
only gave us insight into our capacity for free action, and a capacity remains
problematic without any “datum” pointing to its actuality. By shifting atten-
tion to the I as a subject—object unity in §3, Fichte was able to articulate this
datum in terms of giving ourselves a fixed law, an insight which, he argued, we
attain when we frame our capacity for free action under the aspect of objectiv-
ity. What this shows, in my view, is that behind Fichte’s claim that the unity
of the I is unthinkable, he remains committed to the epistemic primacy of the
moral law for specifying the essence of self-sufficiency.'® For like Kant, he
thinks that the sole datum of the actuality of freedom comes from our aware-
ness of a law to legislate ourselves. In this way Fichte combines—consistently,
I would add—both the idea that freedom and morality are mutually interre-
lated aspects of the same thing (the identity thesis) and the idea that the moral
law is the sole medium through which our consciousness of freedom becomes
determinate (the disclosure thesis).

This is not to say that commentators have been entirely wrong to detect
differences between Fichte’s strategy of moral justification and Kant’s, but I
fear that they have not correctly identified the root of those differences. While
Fichte accepts some version of the disclosure thesis, I read him as tacitly reject-
ing Kant’s view that freedom and morality stand in a relation of mutual con-
ceptual entailment, for this assumes that freedom and morality are distinct
thoughts sharing content and extension—the two criteria for analytic reci-
procity.”” While Fichte is willing to follow Kant in identifying the moral law
as the epistemic ground of freedom, he is not willing to accept what some
scholars call Kant’s reciprocity thesis,'® because on his account we are not even
dealing with an entailment relation here. On Fichte’s account, freedom (in the
sense of sheer spontaneity) and morality (in the sense of legislation according
to the concept of self-sufficiency) form a real synthetic whole, whose separa-
tion into subjective and objective parts is merely a product of abstract think-
ing. The method Fichte employs draws upon a law of reciprocal interaction in
order to approach the unthinkable unity of the I. It is for this reason that
Fichte offers a multilateral deduction in Part I of the System of Ethics, whose
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final result is that freedom and morality are reciprocal aspects of a sin-
gle thought.

But what are we to make Thilo’s allegation that Fichte’s deduction moves in
a vicious circle? No one will deny that it is problematic to treat the moral law
first as something to be argued for, and then use it as a basis to be argued
from—since the first strategy regards the moral law as a conclusion, whereas
the second strategy regards it as a presupposition. However, I do not think
Fichte is guilty of committing this fallacy, and it is instructive to see why. Part
I has both a moral starting point and moral terminus, but what many com-
mentators overlook is that the two are distinct from each other. The starting
point is our everyday moral phenomenology, or what Fichte calls:

Moral Compulsion: The feeling of having to perform some actions, simply for
the sake of performing them, and the feeling of having to avoid other actions,
simply for the sake of avoiding them.

By the end of Part I we are supposed to have acquired genetic cognition of this
phenomenon, whereby we see it as the manifestation of a necessary mode of
thinking our freedom under law—the ground of which we only apprehend,
Fichte argues, from a philosophical point of view. The principle underlying
the feeling of moral compulsion is what Fichte formulates as the moral law
(das Sittengesetz):

Moral Law: The law the intellect gives to ifself—namely, to determine its free-
dom in accordance with the concept of self-sufficiency without exception.

This shows us that both the “fact” at the starting point of the deduction, and
the “ground” of this fact at the terminus, are different ways of approaching
moral normativity as such." The difference is therefore explanatory: the start-
ing point considers moral normativity from the viewpoint of ordinary con-
sciousness, whereas the terminus considers it from the viewpoint of
transcendental reflection. In this regard Fichte’s deduction aspires to be inter-
nally self-grounding, since it does not seek to justify our experience of moral
compulsion on the basis of morally-neutral or theoretical premises. Indeed,
Fichte even warns the reader against “being misled—as has so often been the
case—into wanting to provide a further explanation of our consciousness of
having duties (for this is what the thought to be described will prove to be)
and wanting to derive it from grounds outside of itself, which is impossible
and which would violate the dignity and absoluteness of the law” (GA 1/5:60).
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When Fichte then says in agreement with Kant that conviction in our free-
dom comes from consciousness of the moral law, he is not guilty of arguing in
a vicious circle. If we pause to reread the stretch of text I quoted above, it is
clear that he is drawing upon the moral law (the terminus), and not the feel-
ing of moral compulsion (the starting point), in an effort to justify our belief
in absolute self-activity. Nor is there any inconsistency in this claim, since
Fichte has already shown that morality and freedom are but two aspects of
one and the same thought, viewed either objectively as a fixed law or subjec-
tively as sheer spontaneity.”” The moral law demands that we legislate our-
selves according to the concept of self-sufficiency without exception. And this
is just the objective manner of thinking our own freedom, which otherwise
appears to us as a fact of consciousness. When the question then becomes,
“On what basis should we should assent to this appearance?” it makes sense
for Fichte to invoke the moral law, since this law is the datum for the positive
determination of our freedom. That is why, if “one does not go beyond the
moral law, then one also does not go beyond the appearance of freedom,
which thereby becomes for us the truth” (GA 1/5:65). The moral law in this
way supports a fundamental decision for Fichte—one which his “entire phi-
losophy is built upon” (GA 1/5:43)—the decision to say, “I am free,” and not
merely, “/ appear to myself to be free” (GA 1/5:65).

Conclusion: The Science of Ethics

Whenever interpreting a philosophical argument, it is important to ask what
it ultimately aims to accomplish. On the reading I have defended in this chap-
ter, Fichte’s deduction of the moral law seeks to trace our feeling of moral
compulsion (as a “fact of consciousness”) to its highest ground, and the argu-
ment culminates in his thesis that morality and freedom are but two aspects
of the I as such, considered either objectively or subjectively. For all its com-
plexity, then, the goal of Fichte’s deduction is simply to vindicate our com-
mon consciousness of moral normativity by revealing its rational source. It
aims at nothing more than knowledge of our ethical nature,*' and Fichte is
clear that knowledge is not power (Kraf?):

In this way, while we gain insight into the grounds [of this compulsion] by
means of a deduction, we do not gain any power to change this compulsion,
because it is our knowledge, not our power, that reaches this far, and because the
whole relation is necessary—it is our own unchangeable nature itself. The
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deduction therefore produces nothing more than theoretical cognition, and one
must not expect anything more from it. (GA 1/5:33)

At the same time, theoretical cognition of our ethical nature is not a small or
insignificant achievement. For it is precisely this cognition that links the doc-
trine of ethics (Sittenlehre) to the doctrine of science (Wissenschaftslehre) and
thereby brings a science of morality into being—“and science, wherever it is

possible, is an end in itself” (GA 1/5:33).*
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present chapter, it is important to note in passing that the word Factum car-
ries two distinct but related senses: (a) “something done” and (b) “something
immediately present to consciousness.” Kant’s Factum der Vernunft arguably
combines the two. For further discussion, see Ware, “Rethinking Kant’s Fact
of Reason,” 2-9.

Thilo, “Die Grundirrthiimer des Idealismus,” 345.

In the “Second Introduction” to the Attempt ar a New Presentation of the
Wissenschafislehre (1797), Fichte also insists that there is only one way to war-
rant faith (Glaube) in the reality of freedom, namely, “through the presenta-
tion of the moral law within us [durch Aufweisung des SittenGestzes in uns)”
(GA 1/4:219). “Intuition of self-activity and freedom are grounded in con-
sciousness of this law, which is without doubt not derived from anything else,
but is an immediate consciousness” (GA 1/4:466). Therefore, it is “only
through this medium of the moral law that I catch a glimpse of myself; and
when I see myself in this way, I necessarily see myself as self-active” (GA
1/4:219). Just how early this particular commitment goes back in Fichte’s
intellectual development remains a topic of scholarly dispute. For a clear over-
view, see Frederick C. Beiser, German Idealism: The Struggle against
Subjectivism, 1781-1801 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2002), Part
II.

I agree with Wood that if we interpret Kant’s Factum as a deed of reason,
whose normative authority we are immediately conscious of, “then Kant and
Fichte are not far apart” (Fichtes Ethical Thought, 123). (See the footnote at
GA 1/2:396 for evidence that this is how Fichte read Kant’s Factum too.)
However, Wood goes on to explain Fichte’s rejection of Kant’s reciprocity
thesis by focusing on the formula of autonomy.

Kant thinks freedom and the law are distinct (but co-implying) thoughts
because he is referring to a specific law.... The formula of autonomy co-
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implies freedom, at least freedom in the positive sense of the term (G
4:446-7, KpV 5:28-31), but it is not the same thought as freedom.
Fichte’s principle of morality, however, has no specific content. It really is
the same as Kant’s “fact [or deed] of reason.” The moral principle says only
that wherever moral authority applies to an act, that act must be done.
(Fichtes Ethical Thought, 123)

While it is true that Fichte has yet to spell out the applicability or application
of the moral law (two tasks he postpones for later in the book), he neverthe-
less derives a formula for the moral law in Part I, which he summarizes in a
subsection titled “Description of the principle of morality according to this
deduction” (GA 1/5:59). In my view, Fichte denies the real conceptual separ-
ateness of freedom and morality on the grounds of his commitment to an
absolutely unified first principle, which he thinks Kant lacks.

This label comes from Henry E. Allison, “Morality and Freedom: Kant’s
Reciprocity Thesis,” Philosophical Review 95 (1986): 393-425.

Fichte devotes the final paragraph of Part I (GA 1/5:70-71) to preventing
certain “misunderstandings and objections” that may linger in the mind of
the reader, and here he argues explicitly that the moral law (in its abstract
formulation as a principle of self-sufficiency) is 7ot a fact (7hatsache) of com-
mon consciousness (GA 1/5:71). What is a Thatsache, he claims, is a feeling
that certain actions are either obligatory or forbidden, without those actions
bearing any connection to our self-interest (GA 1/5:71). A surprising number
of Fichte scholars conflate “compulsion” (or “conscience”) and the “moral
law” in their treatments of Part I.

Nor does this conflict with Fichte’s earlier point about having factual cogni-
tion of our ethical nature, for there he is referring to the feeling of compul-
sion. At the level of common consciousness, attaching unconditional faith
(unbedingten Glauben) to this feeling—and regarding it as an expression of
our highest vocation (hdchste Bestimmung)—is sufficient for having a dutiful
disposition (pflichtmissigen Gesinnung) (GA 1/5:14).

This feature of Fichte’s deduction is explored in further detail by Benjamin
Crowe: “The Character of Fichte’s Metaethics,” in Fichtes System of Ethics: A
Critical Guide, ed. Stefano Bacin and Owen Ware (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, forthcoming).

For feedback on earlier versions, I would like to thank Gabriele Gava, Steven
Hoeltzel, and participants in my 2018 Fichte seminar at the University of
Toronto. I owe a special debt of gratitude to Anthony Bruno and Kienhow
Goh, whose astute critical observations were decisive in helping me refine the
views I propose in this chapter.
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Freedom as an End in Itself: Fichte
on Ethical Duties

Paul Guyer

Johann Gottlieb Fichte published his System of Ethics (Sittenlehre) in 1798,
thus some months after Kant published his Doctrine of Virtue (Tugendlebre),
the second part of his Metaphysik der Sitten, in August 1797, although at
about the same time that Kant published the two parts of the Mezaphysik der
Sitten (the other being the Doctrine of Right [Rechrslebre]) in a single volume.
Fichte’s own version of a philosophy of right, his Foundations of Natural Right,
had already appeared in 1796, so that was certainly published before he had
seen Kant’s Doctrine of Right, but it might have been possible for him to have
seen Kant’s Doctrine of Virtue before producing his own system of ethics.
However, the System of Ethics seems to have been based on lectures Fichte gave
during 1796-1797, and although it does refer to specific works by Kant, it
refers explicitly to none later than the Religion within the Boundaries of Mere
Reason of 1793. So it seems likely that Fichte wrote his own System of Ethics
before he could have read Kant’s. Fichte’s system of ethics is his own develop-
ment of a doctrine of duties partly inspired by Kant’s previously published
moral philosophy, rather than a direct response to Kant’s own doctrine
of duties.

There are similarities between Fichte’s and Kant’s ethics, but also significant
differences. The deepest similarity is that both philosophers regard freedom as
the highest value to be realized through compliance with morality and specific
duties, and there are further similarities between the lists of duties to self and
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to others that each philosopher develops on this basis. But there is also a
fundamental difference between the two systems, namely, that while for Fichte
freedom is the sole end of ethics, to which all specific ethical duties and indeed
all particular human agents themselves are merely the means, for Kant the
greatest consistent use of freedom is a necessary end that serves as the frame-
work within which the particular ends of particular human beings who are also
ends in themselves are to be sought. The difference can be captured by the
comparison between Kant’s “Formula of the Realm of Ends,” according to
which the goal or object of morality is “a whole of all ends in systematic con-
nection (a whole both of rational beings as ends in themselves and of the ends
of his own that each may set for himself)” (G 4:433), and the following state-

ment of Fichte’s view:

Everyone is an end, in the sense that everyone is a means for realizing reason.
This is the ultimate and final end of each person’s existence; this alone is why
one is here, and if this were not the case, if this were not what ought to happen,
then one would not need to exist at all. (SE 245 [GA 1/5:230])

Fichte does not fail to recognize individual rights to pursue individual ends,
subject to some condition of compatibility with others’ pursuits of their ends;
but for Fichte, that is the business of right, while ethics has nothing to do with
the pursuit of individual ends, but only with the pursuit of freedom itself as
an end. Kant’s conception of duties of virtue as ends that are also duties, and in
particular, his conception of happiness as the end of others that is also a duty
for oneself, has no place in Fichte’s ethics. This difference in their conceptions
of the nature of ethical duties does not always lead to substantive differences,
and in some ways Fichte’s recognition of the ethical standing of individuals is
even stronger than Kant’s. But in some cases the underlying difference in
approaches does lead to more substantive differences as well.!

I begin with a brief review of Kant’s account of the duties of virtue. I then
explicate Fichte’s parallel account. I conclude with comments on several cases
in which the fundamental difference between their views leads to different
results on particular moral issues.

Kant’s Duties of Virtue

In the Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals of 1785, Kant presented what
has come to be known as the “Formula of Humanity as an End in Itself” as
the “ground of a possible categorical imperative” (G 4:428), thus presumably
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as that formulation of the categorical imperative which is the foundation of
the others, including the “Formula of the Realm of Ends” quoted above. The
Formula of Humanity is: “So act that you use humanity, whether in your own
person or that of any other, always at the same time as an end, never merely
as a means’ (G 4:428). Kant does not immediately define what he means by
“humanity.” But in the Introduction to the 1797 Doctrine of Virtue of the
Metaphysics of Morals (which, again, Fichte is unlikely to have seen when he
was writing his own System of Ethics), Kant defines humanity as the capacity
by which “alone” a human being “is capable of setting himself ends” (MM
6:387) or “the capacity to set oneself an end—any end whatsoever” (MM
6:392). If this is also what Kant meant by “humanity” in 1785, then the
Formula of Humanity means that the capacity to set ends, both in oneself and
in everyone else, should itself always be treated as an end, never merely as a
means. In the Groundwork Kant also described humanity as “an objective end
that, whatever ends we may have, ought as law to constitute the supreme lim-
iting condition of all subjective ends” (G 4:431). This reveals what we might
call Kant’s conception of the duality of ends in morality: the capacity to set
ends is to be treated as an end in izself, something that is never to be acted
against (that is, diminished or destroyed) and that also is to be perfected and
promoted; but since it is, by definition, the capacity to set particular ends, the
ends that it sets must also have moral significance, or count as moral reasons
for their own preservation and promotion. This is why the Formula of the
Realm of Ends enjoins us, as we have already seen, to treat as ends both “ratio-
nal beings” and “the ends of his own that each may set himself” to the extent
that the latter can form a “systematic whole” (G 4:433), that is, are jointly
compatible.

Kant does not use the word “freedom” in these central pages of the
Groundwork. But in other places, such as the lectures on ethics as he gave
them from the mid-1770s until the mid-1780s, he did use that word; here he
described the “essential ends of mankind” as “the condition under which
alone the greatest use of freedom is possible, and under which it can be self-
consistent,” and the “principium of all duties” as “the conformity of the use of
freedom with the essential ends of mankind,” thus as the imperative “so to
behave that any use of powers is compatible with the greatest use of them” (LE
27:346). These comments come in the course of Kant’s discussion of duties
regarding oneself, so he is explicitly saying that any use of one’s own freedom
must be consistent with the possibility of the greatest use of one’s own free-
dom, that is, each use of one’s freedom must preserve or enhance rather than
destroy or diminish the possibility of the rest of one’s use of freedom. A simi-
lar analysis of the fundamental constraint on our other-regarding actions can
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also be made. And since the kind of freedom that Kant has in mind here is
precisely the freedom to set (and pursue) one’s own ends, the requirement to
treat the capacity to set one’s own ends, whether in oneself or any other,
always itself as an end and never merely a means, is equivalent to the require-
ment to make any use of freedom consistent with “the greatest use of free-
dom” (LE 27:346) in both oneself and others. For Kant, humanity and
freedom are the same thing, and the same duality of ends will apply in the case
of freedom as in the case of humanity: the principium of morality is to treat
freedom both in oneself and in others as an essential end, but the particular
ends set in the exercise of freedom also have essential moral standing. Perhaps
this is why Kant talks of the “essential ends” of mankind in the plural rather
than in the singular.

The ground for the duties that Kant enumerates in the Mezaphysics of Morals
is thus the freedom of human agents to set and pursue their own ends free
from unjust interference by others and from being pushed around by their
own impulses.” That the freedom of human agents to set and pursue their own
ends is the topic of Kant’s Doctrine of Right is explicit’; that it is the topic of
the Doctrine of Virtue is mostly implicit in Kant’s use of the terminology of
humanity, although it becomes explicit in his discussion of our duties of love
to others. Kant’s overall argument in the Metaphysics of Morals proceeds in the
following way. While in the Groundwork the phrase “metaphysics of morals”
meant the derivation and establishment of the fundamental principle of
morality entirely a priori, “completely cleansed of everything that may be only
empirical” (G 4:389), in the later work “a metaphysics of morals cannot dis-
pense with principles of application, and we shall often have to take as our
object the particular zature of human beings, which is cognized only by expe-
rience, in order to show in it what can be inferred from universal moral prin-
ciples” (MM 6:217). Metaphysics of morals in this sense derives specific duties
for human beings by applying the & priori principle of morality, valid for any
rational being, in light of certain empirical although obvious and fundamen-
tal facts about the human condition. These include the facts that human
beings are embodied free and rational agents, whose bodies need to be nur-
tured and developed to become agents of their wills, and who as embodied
agents can interact and interfere with each other in their cohabitation of the
finite surface of a sphere any point of which can be reached from any other.
The Doctrine of Right is founded on the “Universal Principle of Right,” which
states that “any action is 7ight [or just] if it can coexist with everyone’s freedom
in accordance with a universal law, or if on its maxim the freedom of choice
of each can coexist with everyone’s freedom in accordance with a universal
law” (MM 6:230), thus that everyone must be allowed as much freedom in
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the external use of choice—the choice of actions potentially affecting others—
as is compatible with an equal degree of freedom for all others. The Doctrine
of Virtue is founded on the principle that there are two “ends that are also
duties,” namely one’s own perfection and the happiness of others (MM
6:382-88). Kant explains the difference between the two domains by stating
that, while in right “what end anyone wants to set for his action is left to his
free choice” and the only constraint is that the “maxim of his action” must be
able to “coexist with the freedom of every other in accordance with a universal
law,” in ethics, by contrast, “the concept of duty will lead to ends and will have
to establish maxims with respect to ends we ought to set ourselves, grounding
them in accordance with moral principles” (MM 6:382), namely, the two
overarching ends of one’s own perfection and the happiness of others. But this
explanation does not fit Kant’s actual list of duties of virtue, for this list
includes prohibitions of such self-regarding actions as suicide and self-
mutilation as well as various forms of disrespect for others, such as arrogance
and ridicule, that do not involve setting or promoting any particular ends
although they do flow from the underlying requirement to treat all persons as
ends in themselves. Kant’s actual criterion for the distinction between duties
of right and of virtue is, rather, that although all moral duties flow from the
fundamental principle of morality and compliance with them all could there-
fore be motivated by respect for that law, duties of right are a subset of our
duties, specifically a subset of our duties towards others, that can also admit of
an “external,” “aversive” incentive (MM 6:218-19), namely coercion, justified
by the premise that “resistance that counteracts the hindering of an effect
promotes this effect and is consistent with it” (MM 6:231). The wide range of
our moral duties that are not properly enforced by external coercion (ulti-
mately exercised by the state) may be enforced only by each agents own
respect for the moral law. But again, both classes of duties are fully moral
duties in Kant’s view.

The class of non-coercively enforceable duties, or “ethical duties” (ethische
Pflichten), is actually broader than the list of the specific duties of virtue
(Tugendpflichten) that fall under the two headings of one’s own perfection and
the happiness of others (MM 6:383). Indeed, there are really three key con-
cepts in Kant’s Doctrine of Virtue, namely the obligation to be virtuous
(Tugendverpflichtung), virtue itself (7ugend), and the specific duties of virtue
(Tugendpflichten). The difference between virtue and duties of virtue is
straightforward. Duties of virtue are the specific duties or obligations that
human beings have, because of the way that the fundamental principle of
morality applies to our empirically known nature and condition, which are
not coercively enforceable. Virtue itself, however, is not a specific duty, but is
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rather “the moral capacity to constrain oneself” (MM 6:394), or the “fortitude”
to withstand “what opposes the moral disposition within us” (MM 6:380).
Both are specific to human beings: the duty of virtue to cultivate our bodily
and mental powers, for example, depends on the fact of (human) nature that
we are embodied free agents whose capacities (e.g., unlike those of insects)
need to be developed; and the need for virtue itself depends upon the fact that
we characteristically have inclinations that would lead us to ignore and violate
our duty, inclinations which other sorts of free agents might not have and
which we must learn to master. What Kant calls Tugendverpflichtung, which 1
translate as the “obligation to be virtuous,” and which Kant also calls “virtu-
ous disposition,” is not equivalent to virtue or to the duties of virtue. It is
rather the requirement that “an action in conformity with duty must also be
done from duty,” which has “to do not so much with a certain end (matter,
object of choice) as merely with what is formal in the moral determination of
the will” (MM 6:383; cf. MM 6:394-95). This concerns the character of the
agent’s motivation, and is what earns an agent “esteem,” in the terminology of
the Groundwork, or what makes an agent’s action not merely dutiful but also
“meritorious” in the language of the Doctrine of Virtue (MM 6:391). The
difference between Tugendverpflicthung and Tugendpflichten is important for
Kant, because it is what allows him to claim that the performance of any duty,
even a duty of right that can be coercively enforced, can be meritorious when
it is in fact “action springing from ... respect for law” (MM 6:394).

The derivation of the duties of right from the Universal Principle of Right’s
command of maximal but equal freedom for all is clear. Kant’s derivation of
the duties of virtue from the fundamental value of freedom is less clear, but
his division of the duties of virtue into the two main classes of “ends that are
also duties”—one’s own perfection and the happiness of others—does reveal
that these duties are based on the unconditional value of humanity as the
capacity of each to set his or her own ends, which is the same as freedom of
choice: the goal of self-perfection is the perfection of one’s own capacity to set
one’s own ends and of one’s capacities to pursue them effectively, while the
duty to promote the happiness of others is the duty to help them realize their
own, freely chosen ends. In the Groundwork, Kant says of the duties of self-
perfection and of the promotion of the happiness of others that “to neglect
these might admittedly be consistent with the preservation of humanity as an
end in itself but not with the furtherance [or promotion: Beforderung] of this
end” (G 4:430). If humanity as an end is nothing but the capacity to freely set
ends, then this is to say that the freedom to set ends must be preserved and
promoted. This is why the list of ethical duties that Kant actually provides
includes duties of omission, such as the prohibition of suicide and self-
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mutilation and the duties of “respect” towards others which prohibitarrogance,
defamation, and ridicule, even though such duties of omission do not involve
the promotion of an end, although the duties of commission that Kant enumer-
ates, under the two classes of self-perfection and promoting the happiness of
others, can be thought of as duties to promote objectively necessary ends. The
solution to this puzzle is to recognize that Kant’s broad class of “ethical duties”
includes duties to preserve freedom or the possibility of its exercise as well as
duties to promote freedom and its exercise. Only the latter can correctly be
called “duties of virtue,” in the special sense of duties to promote ends, but the
former can also be included in the larger class of “ethical duties,” in the sense
of duties to either preserve or promote freedom that cannot be coercively
enforced. The duties of omission toward self and others can be understood as
duties to preserve free agents who are ends in themselves, or to preserve their
capacity to exercise the freedom that makes them ends in themselves, without
being duties to promote any particular ends, while the duties of commission
are duties to enhance the freedom to set and pursue particular ends, whether
in one’s own case or that of others.

The first of these are limiting (negative) duties; the second widening (positive
duties to oneself). Negative duties forbid a human being to act contrary to the
end of his nature and so have to do merely with his moral self-preservation; posi-
tive duties, which command him to make a certain object of choice his end,

concern his perfecting of himself. (MM 6:419)

Duties to oneself are thus divided into the negative duties of preserving one’s
own freedom and the positive duties of perfecting one’s freedom, or the ability
to set and pursue particular ends. In spite of Kant’s reference only to “moral
self-preservation,” both classes of duty are also divided into those that regard
one “both as an animal (natural) and a moral being or only as a moral being”
(MM 6:420); the former concern the bodily conditions for the preservation
or the perfection of one’s freedom, while the latter concern the qualities of
one’s moral knowledge and will alone.

The negative duties or duties of omission “as an animal being” (MM §5)
are, then, the prohibition of “killing oneself” (MM 6:422), “defiling oneself
by lust” (MM 6:424), and “stupefying oneself by the excessive use of food or
drink” (MM 6:427). Kant explicates suicide as the annihilation of “the subject
of morality in one’s own person,” thereby rooting out “the existence of moral-
ity itself from the world” as far as that is one’s own power (MM 6:423), but a
more straightforward explanation of the prohibition would be that suicide is
the freely chosen act of destroying all possibility of one’s own further freedom.
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Maiming oneself when not medically necessary for survival (e.g., castration
for a singing career rather than amputation of a gangrenous limb to save one’s
life) would be “partially murdering oneself” (MM 6:423). These duties of
omission fall under the category of ethical duty rather than duty of right
because they do not necessarily restrict the freedom of others and therefore
cannot be coercively prevented (although they may be when they do infringe
the freedom of others, e.g., dependents) (MM 6:422). Defiling oneself by lust
and stupefying oneself by excessive consumption of food or drink, in contrast,
might not immediately destroy one’s own existence as a free being, but by
such indulgence one puts oneself into “a condition in which he is incapaci-
tated, for a time, for actions that would require him to use his powers with
skill and deliberation” (MM 6:427)—that is, one does not permanently
destroy one’s freedom but temporarily impairs it. Here again, Kant considers
these to be vices only insofar as they affect one’s own freedom, and he there-
fore does not regard them as fit subjects for juridical regulation (although, of
course, in the modern world driving under the influence does put the lives
and freedom of others at risk and is subjected to juridical regulation world-
wide for that reason).

These negative duties toward oneself turn on the dependence of one’s free-
dom and the possibility of its exercise on one’s bodily or “animal” existence
and health. The negative duties toward oneself “merely as a moral being” are
the prohibition of lying (MM 6:429), avarice (MM 6:432), and servility
(MM 6:434). Lying is not a violation of duty to others as long as one leaves
them free to choose whether to believe one’s lies (MM 6:238), but it “annihi-
lates [one’s own] dignity as a human being” because it “is directly opposed to
the natural purposiveness of the speaker’s capacity to communicate his
thoughts” (MM 6:429), and thus deprives oneself of the ability to use that
capacity freely and effectively in the pursuit of one’s legitimate ends. Avarice
restricts “ones own enjoyment of the means to good living so narrowly as to
leave one’s own true needs unsatisfied” (MM 6:432), which compromises
one’s ability to choose how to use one’s means freely. And servility demon-
strates that one is willing to be “valued merely as a means to the ends of oth-
ers” (6:435), which is another way of compromising one’s own freedom. In
each of these cases, violation of the duty would not destroy one’s own freedom
outright but would be a free choice to compromise one’s own freedom to use
one’s natural capacities or acquired means to set and pursue one’s own ends.

Before he turns to the positive duties to perfect one’s natural and moral
capacities as means to the use of one’s own freedom, Kant touches upon “the
Human Beings Duty to Himself as His Own Innate Judge,” or conscience
(MM §13), the “First Command” to “know (scrutinize, fathom) yourself’
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(MM §14-15), and our duty to take a non-destructive attitude toward
non-human beings because of the natural influence of the attitude we take
toward the non-human upon our attitude toward humans (MM §16-18).
Conscience, self-knowledge, and not directly moral but morally efficacious
attitudes to non-moral objects might seems like dispositions that we ought to
perfect, thus items to be properly considered only in the next part of Kant’s
catalogue; but as we will also see in Fichte, the line between negative and posi-
tive duties is not rigid, so that we can have both a negative and perfect duty
not to damage our natural predispositions and a positive and imperfect duty
to perfect them—the latter duty being imperfect because it is open-ended,
that is, there is no limit on how much we could perfect any disposition,
although there will always be a limit on how far we do perfect it.

Be that as it may, Kant next turns, quite briefly, to our imperfect duties
toward ourselves as both natural and moral beings. The principle of “a human
being’s duty to himself to develop and increase his natural perfection, that is,
in a pragmatic respect” is that “as a being capable of ends (of making objects
his ends), he must owe the use of his powers not merely to natural instinct but
rather to the freedom by which he determines their scope.” The duties that
arise from this principle are to perfect or cultivate one’s “powers of spirit,
mind, and body,” by which Kant means first the ability to reason, second
other mental powers such as memory and imagination, and finally physical
powers of the sort improved through “gymnastics in the strict sense” (MM
6:444—45). These sound like the powers that one needs to pursue one’s freely
set ends effectively rather than powers to choose or set one’s ends in the first
place. But Kant explicitly refers to the freedom to determine the “scope” of
the use of one’s powers, which sounds more like the freedom to choose one’s
own ends than the ability to pursue them effectively. However, these two
apparent alternatives may be connected by the assumption that one cannot
rationally set an end for which one does not (believe oneself to) have adequate
means, so that expanding or perfecting one’s own means to pursue ends is not
merely instrumental to realizing ends already set, but in fact expands the range
of ends that one can rationally choose for oneself.*

Finally, under the rubric of “a human being’s duty to himself to increase his
moral perfection, that is, for a moral purpose only,” Kant expounds the duty
to perfect the “purity (puritas moralis) of one’s disposition to duty” (MM
6:426). Unlike the other ethical duties and specifically the duties of virtue
already discussed, this is not a duty to preserve or promote a specific physical
or mental power, or even a specific moral power such as conscience or self-
knowledge; it is rather the obligation to be virtuous itself—the singular
Tugendverpflichtung rather than the plural Tugendpflichten. It does not add
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any further particular duty to our moral to-do list, but rather reminds us of
the disposition with which we must fulfill all our particular duties in order to
earn moral esteem. It is a necessary condition of such esteem, but Kant classi-
fies it as a “wide and imperfect” duty “in terms of its degree, because of the
frailty (fragilitas) of human nature” (MM 6:446): no matter how much we
have perfected the purity of our motivation, we can always do more, or no
matter how often we have done the right thing for the right reason, further
occasions on which we not only must do the right thing but also should do it
for the right reason can and will still arise, as long as we live. Like all our other
duties to ourselves, this duty too is specifically human: if we were saints or
sages who were simply capable of no other motivation than respect for the
moral law, we would not have the duty to “increase [our] moral perfection.”
But we are not such beings.

Kant’s list of ethical duties to others is not explicitly organized around the
distinction between negative, perfect duties and positive, imperfect duties
that structured his exposition of the duties to self. Nor does Kant make the
distinction between duties regarding our natural and our moral capacities that
figured in his account of duties to self. The reason for the latter change is that
the moral “perfection of another human being, as a person, consists just in
this: that he himselfis able to set his end in accordance with his own concepts
of duty” (MM 6:386): one person cannot morally perfect another, but each
must do it for himself. As for the former distinction, between perfect negative
and imperfect positive duties, Kant’s discussion of ethical duties to others is in
fact structured by that distinction, even though he does not say so. What he
does say is that

the chief division can be that into duties to others by performing which you also
put others under obligation and duties to others the observance of which does
not result in obligation on the part of others.—Performing the first is meritori-
ous ... but performing the second is fulfilling a duty #har is owed.—Love and

respect are the feelings that accompany the carrying out of these duties.
(MM 6:448)

Naming the two classes of ethical duties to others after these two feelings,
Kant divides them into duties of love and duties of respect. But as his distinc-
tion between meritorious and obligatory implies, the duties of love are posi-
tive, imperfect duties to be performed, while the duties of respect are negative,
perfect duties: duties of omission, not to be violated. The duties of respect are
our perfect duties toward others that are not, however, to be coercively
enforced as duties of right.
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Our positive duties of love towards others are the duties of beneficence,
gratitude, and sympathy (MM 6:452). Here Kant seems to have replaced the
Groundwork’s single imperfect duty to others, the duty of beneficence, with
three separate duties, but there is no substantive change in his view, just more
detail. This is because the duties of gratitude and sympathy are primarily
duties to cultivate certain feelings, namely, gratitude for past beneficence from
others and sympathy toward those in need, as incentives to be beneficent
toward particular people, namely past benefactors of one’s own or those in
particular need regardless of any past relation.” So the fundamental duty of
love remains that of beneficence. The question about this duty is exactly how
it is connected to the principle of promoting freedom. Kant explicitly derives
the duty of beneficence from the categorical imperative’s requirement to act
only on universalizable maxims, rather than from the status of humanity as an
end in itself and the equation of humanity with freedom as the capacity to set
one’s own ends. His argument is that “I want everyone else to be benevolent
toward me,” but since I cannot morally act on that maxim unless I am pre-
pared to see it universalized, then “I ought also to be benevolent toward every-
one else” (MM 6:451); three sections later, in a fuller statement of this
argument by universalization of one’s own maxim, Kant makes it clear that
what one wills for oneself and must therefore will for others is actual benefi-
cence, not mere benevolence or good wishes:

For everyone who finds himself in need wishes to be helped by others. But if he
lets his maxim of being unwilling to assist others in turn when they are in need
become public, that is, makes this a universal permissive law, then everyone
would likewise deny him assistance when he himself is in need, or at least would
be authorized to deny it. Hence the maxim of self-interest would conflict with
itself if it were made a universal law, that is, it is contrary to duty. Consequently
the maxim of common interest, of beneficence toward those in need, is a uni-
versal duty of human beings, just because they are to be considered fellow
human beings, rational beings with needs.... (MM 6:453)

Kant’s reference to needs may make it sound as if this is an argument about
welfare rather than freedom: 1 want the assistance of others when I need it for
my own welfare, so in light of the norm of universalizability I ought to be
prepared to offer assistance to others when they need it for their welfare.
Kant’s introductory remark that “his own happiness.is an end that every human
being has (by virtue of the impulses of his nature)” (MM 6:386) suggests the
same: happiness seems like a merely natural goal, not an object of free choice.
However, Kant’s description of the happiness of others that I must make my
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own end adds two important qualifications that make the connection to free-
dom clear: the happiness in question is “the happiness of ozher human beings,
whose (permitted) end I thus make my own end as well,” and “it is for them to
decide what they count as belonging to their happiness” (MM 6:386). There
is an essential connection between anyone’s happiness and their ends: happi-
ness is nothing other than the realization of one’s ends, and ends of course are
freely chosen, not mere impulses. And that I am to help others realize their
happiness only in accordance with #heir conception of happiness, not my
own, makes their freedom of choice in setting their own ends at least a neces-
sary condition of beneficence toward them: I am to assist others only in the
realization of their freely chosen ends.

This may be as close as Kant comes to deriving the duty to assist others in
the realization of their happiness from the fundamental command to promote
freedom, although he could have made the general point here that I suggested
in the above discussion of the duty of self-perfection, namely that expanding
others’ means to pursuing their ends also expands the range of ends that they
might reasonably set for themselves, and in that way positively promotes their
freedom. It may seem disappointing that Kant did not make that argument
explicit. But there is also a merit in the way that he does proceed: his insis-
tence that I promote the happiness of others only on their own conception of
their happiness makes it clear that bozh their freedom and their happiness are
the objects of my duty. This is entirely reasonable if freedom is understood as
the freedom to set one’s own ends; on this account of freedom, happiness will
be the natural concomitant of freedom, at least under optimal conditions, in
which we actually realize the goals we set for ourselves. This is why Kant had
said in the Critique of Pure Reason that in a “moral world, in the concept of
which we have abstracted from all hindrances to morality ... a system of hap-
piness proportionately combined with morality can also be thought as neces-
sary, since freedom, partly moved and partly restricted by moral laws, would
itself be the cause of the general happiness” (A809/B837). From Kant’s point
of view, freedom and happiness are closely connected, not strictly separated,
and thus it would be a mistake to understand the duties of virtue as concerned
solely with freedom to the exclusion of happiness.

This will be an essential point of contrast with Fichte. Before we turn to
him at last, it might seem natural to complete the discussion of Kant’s list of
ethical duties by examining his prohibition of the “vices of hatred,” namely
envy, ingratitude, and malice, as the contraries of the positive duties of benefi-
cence, gratitude, and sympathy (MM 6:458) and of the duties of respect
proper—the prohibitions of arrogance, defamation, and ridicule (MM 6:465).
But since there is no parallel to these in Fichte’s system of ethical duties, we
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will forego that. The lesson to be taken from our discussion of Kant is that
even if he does not always explicitly derive the duties of virtue from the fun-
damental requirement to preserve and promote freedom, the obligation to
preserve or promote freedom on the part of every agent involved or affected
by our actions always underlies the duties that Kant derives. Yet since freedom
is the freedom to set our own ends, and happiness is the realization of our
ends, there is always an intimate connection between freedom and happiness
in Kant’s analysis of the duties of virtue. This is the fundamental difference
between his conception of the duties of virtue and Fichtes.

Fichte’s Ethical Duties

Fichte also treats freedom as the “essential end” of mankind. But while Kant
always thinks of freedom as instantiated in individuals and exercised in the
pursuit of particular ends, and thus views the promotion of individual ends as
part and parcel of the promotion of human freedom—indeed, even lets the
promotion of ends rather than of freedom itself dominate his exposition of
the duties of virtue—TFichte reifies freedom, treating freedom as the sole end
of ethical duties and individuals and the development of their capacities as
mere means to the promotion of freedom itself. One would never find state-
ments like these in Kant, but they are representative of Fichte’s approach: “I
am for myself—i.e., before my own consciousness—only an instrument, a
mere tool of the moral law, and by no means the end of the same.... Everyone
is an end, in the sense that everyone is a means for realizing reason” (SE
244-45 [GA 1/5:230-31]). Obviously treating oneself or others as mere
means for realizing the moral law, reason, or freedom, is not the same thing as
treating oneself or others as mere means to pleasure, and Fichte’s approach
does not always lead to substantive differences from Kant in his treatment of
particular duties. But in some cases, treating individual human beings as mere
means to the realization of a freedom or reason (Fichte shifts back and forth
between the two) that is treated as if it could exist independently of the free-
dom of individuals does lead to different results.

A source of their difference is that while for Kant the moral law must be
pure, that is, free from any empirical ground, and in order to earn “esteem” an
agent’s motivation to act as morality demands must likewise be pure, nothing
but respect for the moral law (see G 4:400-401), for Fichte the object of
morality must also be pure, and can be nothing but pure activity or freedom
itself. For Kant, freedom, even in its “greatest possible” intra- and interperson-
ally self-consistent use, is always a form that is to be realized and maintained
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in the matter of the pursuit of particular ends, whereas for Fichte freedom
becomes the complete object of morality, both its form and its matter. This
conception is developed in the first of the three parts of System of Ethics, the
“Deduction of the Principle of Morality.” Fichte’s premise is that “nothing is
absolute but pure activity, and all consciousness and all being is grounded
upon this pure activity. In accordance with the laws of consciousness,” which
Fichte has developed in his Wissenschaftslehre, “and, more specifically, in accor-
dance with the basic law that an active being [das Titige] can be viewed only
as a unified subject (as an /),” Fichte continues, “this activity appears as an
efficacy exercised upon something outside me” (SE 17 [GA 1/5:29]). This suggests
that the active agent is also always an embodied agent, embedded in a world
of objects, and thus might further suggest that the agent always exercises his
activity in some bodily intervention in the world, which would seem to lead
to a position similar to Kant’s, according to which freedom is always expressed
in the pursuit of particular objectives, not in the pursuit of itself, as if it were
separate from the choice and pursuit of particular ends. And indeed Fichte
often adopts this position. But here he continues that “all the things included
in this appearance—from, at the one extreme, the end that is posited abso-
lutely by myself, to, at the other extreme, the raw stuff of the world—are
mediating elements of the same, and are hence themselves only appearances.
Nothing is purely true but my self-sufficiency [Selbstindigkeir]” (SE 17 [GA
1/5:29-30]). Here what is for Kant the noumenal reality of absolute spontane-
ity behind our always-conditioned phenomenal, spatiotemporal actions and
our goals regarding them is being transformed into the sole reality or truth,
and as such the sole possible goal for genuinely moral action.

The goal of Fichte’s deduction of the moral law is to produce theoretical
cognition of the moral law from the “theory of our consciousness” itself rather
than starting from any indemonstrable practical or normative assumption (SE
21 [GA 1/5:35]).° Fichte wants to present his deduction as based in his
Wissenschaftslehre rather than in traditional metaphysics, thus it is not to be
based on a claim that “this is how I am in and for myself” but “simply, ‘this is
how I necessarily have to think of myself” (SE 22 [GA 1/5:35-36]). But the way
in which I have to think of myself, according to him, is the way Kant thinks
of the noumenal self and will, namely, as pure spontaneity or freedom. The
argument, greatly simplified, is then (1) that “I find myself only as willing”
(SE 26 [GA 1/5:38]), (2) that willing always seems to have some particular
object, or at least that “all willing that is actually perceivable ... is necessarily a
determinate willing, in which something is willed” (SE 29 [GA 1/5:41]), but
(3) “insofar as willing is something absolute and primary ... it cannot be
explained on the basis of any influence of some thing outside the I, but only
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the basis of the I itself; and this absoluteness of the I is what would remain fol-
lowing abstraction from everything foreign” (SE 30 [GA 1/5:42]), thus (4)

THE ESSENTIAL CHARACTER OF THE I, THROUGH WHICH IT
DISTINGUISHES ITSELF FROM EVERYTHING OUTSIDE IT,
CONSISTS IN A TENDENCY TO SELF-ACTIVITY FOR SELF-
ACTIVITY’S SAKE; AND THIS TENDENCY IS WHAT IS THOUGHT
WHEN THE I IS THOUGHT OF IN AND FOR ITSELE WITHOUT
ANY RELATION TO SOMETHING OUTSIDE IT. (SE 34 [GA 1/5:45])

The perceivable will always has some particular, external object, but the “essen-
tial” I and will has only its own self-activity for its object. Such self-activity is
the same as freedom—“INSOFAR AS THE I ... INTUITS THE
TENDENCYTO ABSOLUTE ACTIVITY ASITSELE IT POSITS ITSELF
AS FREE” (SE 41 [GA 1/5:51])—and (5) the moral law thus becomes: “we
are supposed to determine ourselves consciously, purely and simply through
concepts, indeed, in accordance with the concept of absolute self-activity” (SE
52 [GA 1/5:61]). Fichte further states that “a rational being is ##self supposed
to produce everything that it is ever really to be.... This manner of existing
can be none other than existing as an intellect in and with concepts” (SE 53
[GA 1/5:62-63]). The production of freedom apart from any particular end
thus becomes the sole object of Fichtean morality, at least at its most gen-
eral level.

Fichte’s argument has a certain similarity to Kant’s first derivation of the
categorical imperative in Section I of the Groundwork, where, from the
common-sense assumption that acting out of duty is not acting out of inclina-
tion or for the sake of objects of inclination, he infers that it can only be acting
in accordance with and out of respect for the purely formal law of acting only
on maxims that one could also will to be universalized (G 4:400ff.). But
whereas in the Critique of Practical Reason Kant had made it clear that this law
does not describe the complete object of morality—that object is the highest
good, which includes happiness, and thus the satisfaction of particular ends,
as well (CPrR 5:110-11)—and whereas in Religion within the Boundaries of
Mere Reason he had made clear that the moral law is only the fundamental
maxim of morality, to govern the choice of more particular maxims and thus
of particular ends (see Rel 6:36), Fichte has separated the proper self, “existing
as an intellect in and with concepts,” from its particular ends or those of any-
one else, and made freedom or absolute spontaneity not merely the funda-
mental maxim but also the complete object of morality. Thus “THE
PRINCIPLE OF MORALITY IS THE NECESSARY THOUGHT OF
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THEINTELLECTTHAT IT OUGHTTO DETERMINEITS FREEDOM
IN ACCORDANCE WITH THE CONCEPT OF SELF-SUFFICIENCY,
ABSOLUTELY AND WITHOUT EXCEPTION” (SE 60 [GA 1/5:69]).

In the second part of the System of Ethics, which presents a “Deduction of
the reality and applicability of the moral principle,” Fichte argues that the
moral will generates a “drive” of its own that can compete with other drives in
our moral psychology. This can be regarded as his version of Kant’s thesis that
the determination of the will by the moral law generates a feeling of respect
that can act as a counterweight to other feelings at the phenomenal level of
action (CPrR 5:71-89). He also reiterates his initial claim in the “Deduction”
that a rational will must will “SOMETHING OUTSIDE OF ITSELF TO
WHICH THIS POWER IS DIRECTED” (SE 76 [GA 1/5:83]). But in Part
III of the work, the “Systematic Application of the Principle of Morality, or
Ethics in the Narrower Sense,” which presents his own catalogue of ethical
duties parallel to Kant’s Doctrine of Virtue, this condition will be satisfied by
the argument that the moral will wills particular actions toward itself and oth-
ers as means to the realization of its ultimate end of freedom or spontaneity as
such, and thus that it treats itself and others as instruments for the realization
of freedom as such.

Fichte’s catalogue includes duties corresponding to Kant’s general ethical
obligation to be virtuous as well as to his specific duties of virtue. Fichte uses
the distinction between form and matter to make his version of the distinc-
tion. The form of morality is that “the will gives itself its object absolutely”
(SE 150 [GA 1/5:148]), “in absolute opposition to any force of nature” (SE
152 [GA 1/5:149]). This sounds like Kant, but Fichte also holds that “the
moral law, however, is not a power of cognition, and therefore, by virtue of its
very essence, it cannot produce [the] conviction” that a particular action is
morally correct “by itselt”; instead, it relies on my “present conviction” and
“conscience” that a particular act is correct (SE 15657 [GA 1/5:153-54]).
Thus, the formal condition of morality is to act in accordance with one’s con-
science and conviction, even though this always exposes the correctness of
one’s action to chance: “When I consider all of this—and it is my duty to take
it into consideration,—I must either take a chance and act, or else I am not
permitted to act at all but must spend my entire life in a state of indecision”
(SE 156 [GA 1/5:153]). Fichte’s recognition that the best we can ever do is to
act in accordance with our own best interpretation of what morality requires
of us is attractive. But his insistence that the moral law itself is not a “power
of cognition” and only tells us to act in accordance with our conscience not
only repudiates Kant’s view that the moral law is a form of “practical cogni-
tion,”” as Fichte well knows, but also is undermined by his own detailed list of



12 Freedom as an End in Itself: Fichte on Ethical Duties 273

our duties to both ourselves and others. Fichte does not present this list as
simply his own conviction about what is right; it is presented as a philosophi-
cally necessary list of duties. Fichte may be entitled to interpret Kant’s require-
ment that in order to earn moral esteem we act out of respect for the moral
law itself as the requirement that we act in accordance with our conscience,
but his procedure undercuts any claim that our conscience does not have
considerable objective guidance.

Fichte’s list of duties comes under the rubric of an account of the “Material
Content of the Moral Law, or Systematic Survey of Our Duties” (SE 196 [GA
1/5:189]). It is divided into two sections, the first of which argues that the
material goal of virtue is self-sufficiency or freedom, and the second of which
details the specific duties entailed by this general end (although there is a pre-
liminary list of such duties in the first half of the treatment). At one level,
Fichte describes the general end of duty in terms that recognize, indeed
emphasize that it is the self-sufficiency or freedom of individuals that is at
issue, in the first instance oneselfbut then also ozhers.® Here the argument is that

the way to discover the material content of the moral law is by synthetically
uniting the concept of I-hood and the concept of absolute self-sufficiency. I am
supposed to be a self-sufficient I; this is 72y final end. I am supposed to use
things in any way that will increase this self-sufficiency; that is #heir final end.
(SE 201 [GA 1/5:193])

A “complete presentation of the conditions of I-hood” and self-sufficiency
will thus provide “an exhaustive account of the content of the moral law” (SE
201 [GA 1/5:193]). My own self-sufficiency is my final end, and the
(Pickwickian) end of everything else is to be used as a mere means to my own
freedom. That might be fine for land or trees or maybe even cows, but would
seem to leave other persons in a precarious position, precisely that of being
properly treated as mere means to 7y own end, my freedom, rather than as
ends in their own right, or beings whose own self-sufficiency is a proper end.
Fichte averts this result, however, with an argument that appeals to one more
tully made in his Foundations of Natural Right than in the System of Ethics,
namely that I can only be brought to recognize my own freedom and its status
as my final end by a “summons” from another being whom I recognize as free
(and must continue to recognize as free in order to continue to recognize
myself as free). It is for this reason that

my I-hood, along with my self-sufficiency in general, is conditioned by the free-
dom of the other. It follows that my drive to self-sufficiency absolutely cannot aim
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at annihilating the condition of its own possibility, that is, the freedom of the
other.... This limitation of the drive [for self-sufficiency] therefore contains
within itself an absolute prohibition against disturbing the freedom of the other,
a command to consider the other as self-sufficiency, and absolutely not to use
him as a means for my own ends.... The mere fact that I have posited even one
individual outside of myself means that, among all the free actions that are pos-

sible, several have become impossible for me: namely, all of those that are condi-
tions of the freedom that I ascribe to the other. (SE 210-11 [GA 1/5:201-202])

This should remind us of Kant’s Formula of Humanity, according to which I
am always to treat both myself and others as ends in themselves and never
merely as means. However, there are problems in Fichte’s formulation. An
obvious one is, How do I go from the recognition of some other as free as a
condition of my own freedom to the necessary recognition of a// others as
free? A more subtle problem is revealed by Fichte’s omission of Kant’s “merely”:
for Kant I can use another as a means to my end, as long as I do not use him
merely as a means but also treat him as an end in himself, that is, allow Aim to
agree freely with the use I propose to make of him—and vice versa, of course.
This is what happens when two parties freely enter into an agreement that
each sees as to his own benefit: each is both free yet also a means to the end of
the other. But this means that in a moral interaction neither party has “abso-
lute” freedom; rather, each party freely agrees to limit his own freedom by
regard for the freedom of the other, who likewise agrees to limit his own free-
dom by regard for the freedom of the other. Fichte makes it explicit that “I am
required by virtue of the very essence of freedom itself to limit myself every
time I act freely, thus keeping open the possibility that other possible free
beings might act freely as well” (SE 212 [GA 1/5:203]), but he does not explic-
itly state that the other possible beings must limit their own freedom as well.
The greatest possible use of freedom for everybody, in Kant’s terms, is never
absolute freedom for anybody. That freedom is the w/timate value does not
mean that it is ever absolute.

Perhaps Fichte means to get around these problems by submerging the
freedom of each into the freedom of all, which would seem to have to make
room for the freedom of each and thus for some limitation on the freedom of
each. However, the way that he does this seems to end up separating freedom
from individuality altogether and turning it into something that exists in its
own right independently of individuals. Here is a crucial passage, indeed one
in which Fichte tries to present his view as “compatible” with Kant’s:

Kant has asserted that every human being is himself an end, and this assertion has
received universal assent. This Kantian proposition is compatible with mine,
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when the latter has been further elaborated. For every rational being outside me,
to whom the moral law certainly addresses itself in the same way that it addresses
itself to me, namely as the tool of the moral law, I am a member of the com-
munity of rational beings; hence I am, from his viewpoint, an end for him, just
as be is, from my viewpoint, an end for me. For everyone, all others outside of
oneself are ends, but no one is an end for himself. That viewpoint from which
all individuals without exception are a final end is a standpoint that lies beyond
all individual consciousness; it is a viewpoint from which the consciousness of
all rational beings is united into one, as an object. Properly speaking, this is the
viewpoint of God, for whom each rational being is an absolute and final end....
Everyone is an end, in the sense that everyone is a means for realizing reason.
This is the ultimate and final end of each person’s existence.... (SE 244-45
[GA 1/5:230])

Fichte shifts from the idea that every person is an end both for himself and for
others to the idea that 70 one is an end for himself, rather everyone is only a
means for realizing reason, or freedom, as something that lies beyond indi-
vidual consciousness altogether. And if no one is an end for himself, it is not
clear that it makes any sense to think of anyone in himself as an end for oth-
ers; rather, it seems to be reason or freedom in the abstract that is the only
ultimate and final end of and for anyone, so that everyone is only a means for
the realization of this abstract entity.

Thus Fichte’s account is an instrumental one, according to which the fulfill-
ment of duties to both self and others is a means to the promotion of freedom
as such, although he does not always let this stand in the way of good sense.
Fichte’s instrumentalism is evident in his initial account of our duties regard-
ing our own body, his parallel to Kant’s duties toward ourselves as regards our
animal nature. The non-controversial premise of Fichte’s argument is that “I
can act only by means of my body,” but the controversial premise of his argu-
ment is that “my highest drive is the drive for absolute self-sufficiency,” not
even just 7y own self-sufficiency, and that the “preservation and maximal per-
fection of the body” is to be undertaken entirely and only in service of this
end. “The sole end of all my care for my body absolutely ought to be and must
be to transform the body into a suitable instrument of morality and to pre-
serve it as such” (SE 205 [GA 1/5:197]). This leads to three further duties, or
a threefold characterization of this duty:

In this manner we obtain the following three material commands of ethics. The
first of these commands is a negative one: our body absolutely may not be
treated as a final end; i.e., it absolutely may not become an object of enjoyment
for enjoyment’s sake. The second command is a positive one: to the extent that
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it is possible, the body ought to be cultivated in a manner that will make it suit-
able for all the possible ends of freedom.—Mortification of sensations and
desires, weakening of force is absolutely contrary to duty. The third command is
a limitative one: every enjoyment that cannot be related, with sincere convic-
tion, to our efforts to cultivate our body in a suitable manner [in order to make
it an instrument of freedom] is impermissible and contrary to the law. (SE 205
[GA 1/5:197], translator’s interpolation)

Here Fichte uses the Kantian division of the category of quality into reality,
negation, and limitation. But otherwise his model is far more radical than
Kants. Kant has no objection to pleasure that does not compromise one’s
freedom or that of another; thus, for example, he allows the pleasure of sex
within a marriage in which each partner treats both as ends in themselves, that
is, within a framework of freedom, even when the possibility of conception is
past and sex thus primarily serves the purpose of pleasure (MM 6:278). But
Fichte’s position is that bodily pleasure for its own sake is never permissible;
all that is morally permissible is the use of one’s own body as an instrument
for the realization of freedom or self-sufhciency, with pleasure presumably
permissible only as an unavoidable accompaniment of some form of self-use
or -cultivation for that end. This is a more rigoristic conception of duty
than Kant’s.

In the second part of “Material Content,” Fichte presents the following
system of ethical duties. He divides duties into universal and particular duties.
Particular duties are duties connected with particular roles in life, what Fichte
conceives of as particular stations or “estates” in life. He assumes that “the
final end of reason will not be advanced in an orderly manner” unless “differ-
ent individuals divide among themselves the various things that have to hap-
pen in order to further reasons final end, with each person assuming
responsibility on behalf of everyone else for a determinate position of what
needs to be done” (SE 247 [GA 1/5:232]), and from this infers that it is a duty
for everyone to occupy that particular station or estate—artisan, civil servant,
scholar, and so on—for which they are best suited and to do everything they
can to fulfill this position as best as possible (SE 259 [GA 1/5:243]). Duties of
parents, children, employers, and so on would also be particular duties.
Universal duties are those obligatory on everyone regardless of their position
in life (thus the duty to occupy a particular position is itself a universal duty).
Universal duties are in turn divided into “conditioned” and “immediate”
ones. The principle of this division is not very clear, but the “universal
immediate duties” include both the duty to make the moral law one’s funda-
mental motivation—"“The aim is not merely that nothing should occur except
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what is good and in accordance with reason, i.e., that legality alone should
rule, but rather that this should occur freely, in consequence of the moral law,
and hence that genuine, true morality should rule” (SE 263 [GA 1/5:246])—
which one would have thought to be a “formal” rather than “material” duty;
but also particular although negative duties not to destroy either the existence
of free beings, oneself or others, thus the duties not to commit suicide or
homicide, “because every human being is a means for the realization of the
moral law” (SE 265 [GA 1/5:248]). These of Fichte’s “universal immediate
duties” seem to parallel Kants perfect but non-juridical, therefore ethical
duties to oneself or others; but his examples slide from duties of omission to
duties of commission. For since “I cannot very well will something condi-
tioned without also willing the condition therefore” (i.e., I cannot will an end
without willing some sufficient means to it), furthering “health, strength and
preservation of [an] other’s body and life” becomes part of universal immedi-
ate duty regarding the other (SE 267 [GA 1/5:250]), although this would go
beyond merely not injuring the other’s bodily health and strength. Further,
since “a condition for exercising ... causality” on another’s formal freedom “is
that one possess correct knowledge of that upon which one is exercising an
effect” (SE 269 [GA 1/5:252]), developing one’s knowledge about others—
about the effects of one’s action on others—becomes a duty to oneself. These
would seem to be positive duties to develop means to moral ends, and thus to
be conditioned rather than immediate duties.

The category of “universal conditioned duties” likewise seems to cross the
line between negative and positive duties, or duties of omission and commis-
sion. The general principle of such duties is that “I am a tool of the moral law
in the sensible world.”

If I am to be a tool of the moral law, then the necessary condition for my being
such a tool must pertain; and if I think of myself as subject to the moral law,
then I am commanded to realize to the best of my ability the condition neces-
sary for the continued interaction between me and the world (both the sensible
world and the rational world), for the moral law never commands the impossi-

ble. (SE 248 [GA 1/5:233])

That the moral law never commands the impossible, thus that one must be
able to do what one ought to do, is of course a Kantian principle, but here
Fichte is not using it for a metaphysical proof of the freedom of the will but
rather to make the reasonable point that in the face of the moral law one
should not take apparent limits on what one can do as if they were insupera-
ble, but should rather develop one’s abilities so that it will become possible for
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one to do what one ought to do—or at least more of it, for this is clearly an
imperfect duty. And thus Fichte reasonably subsumes positive duties under
this rubric, such as the duty to “respect our body and promote its health and
well-being in every way” so that it can be “a fitting tool for furthering the end
of reason,” and likewise, “as regards the mind, the positive duty to exercise it
constantly and regularly and to keep it occupied,” indeed even with “aes-
thetic pleasures and the fine arts, the moderate and appropriate employment
of which enliven both body and soul and strengthen them for further
efforts”—presumably further moral, not further aesthetic efforts (SE 257
[GA 1/5:241]). However, this account of positive universal conditioned
duties is preceded by an account of negative duties, namely the duties “zoz ro
undertake anything that could, in your own estimation, endanger your own self-
preservation” (SE 250 [GA 1/5:235]), whether that of body or mind. Here
Fichte proscribes denying the body necessary nourishment, or fasting, as well
as subjecting it to excessive nourishment, or intemperance, and prohibits
“sexual depravity,” not because it treats the body as a mere means to pleasure
but rather because it renders it unfit as a means to morality. He likewise pro-
scribes “mental inactivity,” which will render the mind unfit as a tool of the
moral law (SE 250-51 [GA 1/5:235]). He then expounds the prohibition of
suicide under the heading of a universal conditioned duty (SE 252-57 [GA
1/5:236-40]), although that is also proscribed under the rubric of universal
immediate duty (SE 266 [GA 1/5:249]), along with homicide, both as
instances of the absolute prohibition “from ever intentionally killing anyone”
(SE 265 [GA 1/5:248]).

Fichte’s distinction between universal immediate and conditioned duties is
thus not entirely clear, although perhaps this should not be taken as a criti-
cism: the line between duties of omission and commission may not be clear in
fact. Apart from this issue, the general lines of Fichte’s account are pretty clear:
we have duties both to preserve and to promote the existence and the possibil-
ity of the exercise of the freedom of both ourselves and others, and the condi-
tions of the existence and the possibility of the exercise of freedom are both
bodily and mental; thus we have duties both to preserve and to promote
bodily and mental existence and good function. In this way, Fichte’s account
resembles Kant’s. However, there remains this difference, at least in formula-
tion: while for Kant it is always persons as individual free agents whose free-
dom is to be preserved and promoted, for Fichte it is freedom itself that is to
be preserved and promoted. In many cases, this will be a distinction without
a difference. But in several cases, the difference is more than merely verbal. Let
us conclude by looking at a few such cases.
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Material Differences Between Fichte and Kant

In spite of the general structure of his theory, in many cases Fichte perfectly
well recognizes that individual human beings are instances of freedom rather
than instruments of freedom, and should be treated accordingly. In particular,
he is insistent that one must not attribute any special value or importance to
oneé’s own life, but that it is just one instance of freedom among others. Thus,
in his discussion of the so-called “right of necessity” (as illustrated, for instance,
by the case of two shipwreck victims struggling for a plank that is only ade-
quate to float one of them),” Fichte argues that one cannot make any special
claim on one’s own behalf, and instead should let nature take its course, let-
ting whomever might survive do so. He especially argues that one cannot
make consequentialist calculations in such a case, that is, claim that one per-
son or the other should be saved because he might bring about greater good
in the future, since what will happen in the future is always uncertain (SE
288-89 [GA 1/5:268-69]). He also takes up cases in which the “lives of sev-
eral of my fellow human beings are in danger ... but I cannot save them all,”
and argues that although one’s goal remains to save them all, nevertheless one
must sequence one’s efforts on the basis of such criteria as the helplessness of
the others or particular duties one has to individuals among them, not because
of mere preference but because of obligations one has undertaken to them,
and if there are no such differences, he argues, then one should just begin with
“the first person I can rescue” (SE 289 [GA 1/5:269]). In such arguments,
Fichte clearly treats people as particular instances of freedom, as many of
whom as possible should be saved, rather than treating freedom as some
abstract entity that can be served independently of free individuals.

One issue on which Fichte goes further than Kant is his treatment of prop-
erty as a moral, not just juridical issue, bound up with our duty to benefi-
cence. Kant treats these issues separately, arguing in his Doctrine of Right that
we can make rightful property claims only where we can presume the assent
of others to our claims in the form of an “omnilateral will” (MM 6:255-56),
and in the Doctrine of Virtue that we must be beneficent to others because we
would want their beneficence in case of our own need and must universalize
this maxim (MM 6:450-51). Fichte merges the two issues, arguing that prop-
erty in external objects is “the premise of all my acting in the sensible world”
and thus a necessary instrument of my freedom, and then that, because “the
freedom of everyone else is, for me, an end that is absolutely commanded by
the moral law,” I have a duty to “institute the right of property” for all and to
secure this right by establishing a state to which all can belong (SE 278-79
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[GA 1/5:259-60])." So Fichte infers that “every human being who has arrived
at the age where he is able to use his own reason ought to possess some prop-
erty,” and then explains the duty of beneficence (Wohltitigkeiz) as “everyone’s
duty to provide with property anyone whom he knows to be without prop-
erty” (SE 281-82 [GA 1/5:263]). Fichte’s argument is thus that we have a
duty to promote the freedom of all by providing each with property that can
be used as a means to the exercise of his or her freedom. Kant does not say that
providing assistance to others need take the form of providing them with
property; indeed, his notorious acceptance of the status of “passive” citizen-
ship for women and wage-workers because they do not own the products of
their own labor (MM 6:314-15) suggests that he does not think that those
who have property have any obligation to provide property to those who do
not. In this regard, Fichte seems to go further than Kant in an insistence upon
individual freedom and the provision of its necessary conditions as the core
of morality.

One place, however, where Fichte seems to treat freedom as an abstract
entity for which individual freedom is only a means and for the sake of which
it can be limited not by other instances of individual freedom but by the sup-
posed needs of freedom as such is in his treatment of “estates.” The premise of
his position on this issue is that “where there are particular estates, it is the
absolute duty of each individual to be a member of one of these estates, i.e.,
to further the goal of reason in a particular way” (SE 259 [GA 1/5:243]). To
be sure, it could be held that as a matter of elementary metaphysics an indi-
vidual agent can only further some g