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Abstract

To the end of his life Kant was struggling to counter criticisms and overcome deficiencies in his
earlier work, many directed at the dualisms in his philosophy. The Critique of Judgment was
written in part in response to such criticisms, giving a place to subjective and objective
purposiveness to bridge the gulf between his theoretical and practical philosophy and to
guarantee, by giving a place to formal purposiveness in nature, the systematic coherence of
empirical laws. To this end, Kant offered the foundations for biology as a distinct science.
However, Kant left teleology as a regulative principle of reflective judgment, and still left a gulf
between organic nature and inorganic nature. While a number of Kant’s disciples grappled with
the problem of reconciling freedom and necessity, physics and biology and relating concepts to
the sensory manifold, the most radical solution to these problems was offered by Schelling. Here
I will examine and evaluate Schelling’s proposal for what amounts to a naturalization of the
transcendental and a hermeneutics of nature.

The Incompleteness of Kant’s Philosophy as Challenge

Given the widespread view that Schelling’s philosophy of nature was an obstacle to the advance
of science while Kant’s philosophy was a major contribution to it, why should the work of
Schelling be considered as a possible advance over, Kant’s philosophy? After all, in the
concluding paragraph to “Preface’ to his last published book, the Critique of Judgment, Kant
proclaimed: “With this, then, | conclude my entire critical enterprise.”* Kant had examined the
nature of judgment of taste in art and of final causes in things, providing a place for purpose in
art, in organisms, and in nature as a whole. A principle to comprehend order in natural diversity
was provided, and the concept of organism mediated between the phenomenal and the noumenal.
The system appeared to be complete, with only some loose arguments requiring refinement.

This did not complete the development of Kant’s philosophy, however. Kant continued to
grapple with the problems raised by his critics. In his last years Kant was working towards a new
architectonic for his philosophical system to meet these criticisms and to take into account recent
advances in the sciences. Centrally, Kant was struggling with the relationship between a priori
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knowledge of objects in general and objects of the external senses.? It is still necessary, Kant
concluded, to consider what he called in his incomplete work of his final years, published
posthumously as the Opus postumum, ‘The Transition from the Metaphysical Foundations of
Natural Science to Physics.”® In this work Kant abandoned the identification of matter with
bodies or ‘things,” as defended in Metaphysical Foundations of Natural Science.* The transition
to physics requires that the subject recognize itself as a force acting on the forces of nature,
constituting itself as an empirical object for itself, thereby making space and time sensible.’> On
the basis of these reflections Kant redefined transcendental philosophy as ‘the act of
consciousness whereby the subject becomes the originator of itself and, thereby, also of the
whole object of technical-practical and moral-practical reason in one system.®

In the light of these ideas, Schelling can easily be seen to have been carrying through
Kant’s project.” Schelling’s philosophy was, as he himself claimed, made possible by Kant’s
work, and the conclusions he came to can be interpreted as solutions to the aporias of Kant’s
philosophy. However, to understand Schelling it is also necessary to understand ideas Schelling
embraced from other philosophers, and his attitude to Kant. Kant always took Newtonian physics
as the quintessence of scientific achievement, and all his work revolved around his acceptance of
this. Schelling was more interested in the nature of life and art, and was more influenced by the
Critique of Judgment which he characterized as ‘Kant’s deepest work’.® On this basis Schelling
was prepared to challenge the significance accorded to Newtonian physics.

Schelling’s Reworking of the Idea of Philosophy and of its Relation to Science

Schelling initially began as a disciple of Fichte. Fichte’s work was a development of Kant’s
investigation into the ‘power of reason.” Fichte argued that the absolutely first principle of all
human knowledge, that can be neither proved nor defended, is the intuition of the capacity of the
subject to be aware of its own activity.? This intuition is the intellectual intuition, considered as a
possibility and then rejected by Kant as implying the possibility of knowledge of the
noumenon.'® This intuition is not a faculty of the subject, but is the subject knowing itself and
thereby constituting itself in a non-objective manner through mediation of what can be known
objectively. Fichte argued that for this to be possible, the self must be unconditioned, freely
positing itself, becoming aware of itself by opposing itself to the non-self, posited as the sensible
world of objects limiting its free activity. It is through action that the sensible world is
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constituted as objects, and it is only on reflection that we develop concepts of these objects.™
However, Fichte also came to see that self-consciousness and free agency are further dependent
upon being recognized by and recognizing other finite rational beings and ascribing efficacy to
them. ‘No Thou, no I: no 1, no Thou’ he proclaimed.'? These others, in defining oneself also limit
one by demanding respect for their freedom.'* Rejecting Kant’s method of transcendental
deduction of the categories, Fichte argued for a constructivist or ‘speculative dialectical’
approach by which the categories are deduced through a genetic account of the structure of
empirical consciousness from the postulate of the original self, the original, though derivative,
non-self, and other selves.

Schelling took over from Fichte the view that the subject is activity that can be
appreciated as such through intellectual intuition, that objects of the sensible world can only be
understood in relation to such activity, that conceptual knowledge is derivative from practical
engagement in the sensible world, that there can be and is also an appreciation of other subjects
as activities rather than objects, and that the formation of the self-conscious self is the outcome
of the limiting of its activity by the world and other subjects. Schelling also took over and further
developed Fichte’s defence of construction and his genetic, dialectical approach to construction.
He defended an even stronger thesis against Kant’s effort in ‘Discipline of Pure Reason’ in The
Critique of Pure Reason to limit construction to mathematics,* arguing that ‘the philosopher
looks soley to the act of construction itself, which is an absolutely internal thing.”*®

Schelling’s divergence from Fichte revolved around his acceptance of Holderlin’s
argument that even mutual recognition could not account for self-consciousness. Consciousness
and its object presupposes a whole of which subject and object are parts. Holderlin characterized
this as ‘Being’.’® To accommodate this argument Schelling set out to develop a Philosophy of
Nature that took nature as the source of both subjects and objects. For Schelling, nature is Being
Itself which we cannot avoid presupposing. As he proclaimed: ‘It is not, therefore, that WE
KNOW Nature as a priori, but Nature IS a priori.’!” It is nature, outside of which there is
nothing and which is prior to all oppositions, that Schelling took to be the unconditioned or the
‘absolute’, or ‘Being Itself’, the condition of everything that exists. As such, it cannot be known
either as a subject or as an object, since these assume division. It is the source of both subject and
object, the | and the not-1, consciousness and the world.

Schelling upheld the value of systematic thought but accepted that it might be impossible
to achieve a totally coherent system. Instead of foundations, philosophy should embrace a
circular form of argumentation in which a number of principles are mutually conditions for each
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other.’® As Schelling put it, ‘A system is completed when it is led back to its starting point.”*

His system of Natural Philosophy was consistent with transcendental idealism (by making ‘the
objective primary’ and deriving ‘the subjective from that’), and his system of transcendental
idealism consistent with a Philosophy of Nature (by ‘proceeding from the subjective, as primary
and absolute, and having the objective arise from this’).”° Belying the usual characterization of
Schelling as an Idealist, Schelling noted in his System of Transcendental Idealism that ‘Nature ...
would exist, even if there were nothing that is aware of it’ and in the third version of The Ages of
the World he characterized idealism as the philosophy of people who had dissociated themselves
from the forces that are not only the basis of their existence, but ‘the foundation of all greatness
and beauty.” They have become ‘people who are nothing but images, just dreams of shadows.’*

In developing these arguments, Schelling developed a new notion of metaphysics and of
its relation to science. This was advanced by developing Fichte’s notion of intellectual intuition
and dialectical thinking as a development of and successor to Kant’s transcendental logic to
derive and defend categories, and as a complement to art and mathematics as means to
comprehend being and what exists. Through intellectual intuition, Schelling argued, we can
appreciate an individual as a member of a whole “seeing how its essential nature or inner identity
depends on the totality of which it is only a part.’® More importantly, intellectual intuition is
required to comprehend that ‘which is absolutely mobile ... which cannot be held onto for a
moment‘, which cannot be grasped ‘as a real object of thought; for by “object” one understand
something which keeps still.”?® That is, it is required to comprehend process, and Schelling
claimed that his system introduced into philosophy ‘the concept of process and of the moments
of this process.” This involved a new kind of holistic comprehension (or ‘contemplation’),
different from the explanations associated with mechanistic causation that Kant had assumed to
be the only valid form of explanation.?

Schelling described the task of his dialectic: ‘to explain the idea of an objective world
which was absolutely independent of our freedom, indeed which limited this freedom, by a
process in which the | sees itself as unintentionally but necessarily engaged, precisely through
the act of self-positing.”®® This dialectic does not reduce Nature to either law governed matter or
‘nothing more than the organ of self-consciousness.” Schelling affirmed that ‘[t]he first maxim of
all true natural science, to explain everything by the forces of nature, is therefore accepted in its
widest extent in our science.”?” For Schelling, thought is inherently synthetic, and begins with
genuine opposition either between thought and something opposing it, or other factors within
thought. This opposition necessitates a new synthetic moment that can be treated as a product or
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factor in the next level of development. Building on Kant’s ascription of a central place to
imagination in synthesis,?® Schelling’s dialectic involves a reflective and imaginative
experimentation and reconstruction of the sequence of forms produced by a procreative causality
of the unconditioned or absolute, a process that has produced matter, extension, inner sense and
sensory object, causation, space and time, organisms, and our present consciousness. What
Schelling was providing was a naturalization of the transcendental and a ‘hermeneutics of
nature.”® As such, he was concerned not only to show the cognitive conditions for objective
knowledge, but the nature of the world that enables it to be known objectively, and to produce
beings which could achieve knowledge of it and of themselves. As dialectical construction, the
intellectual intuition enables the universal and the particular, the ideal and the real, to be grasped
while conforming to Kant’s dictum that the mind can only know what it constructs while
avoiding or overcoming Kant’s problem of how to apply synthetic a priori principles to
experience.*

Schelling did not believe that such thinking by itself would guarantee the truth of his
system of philosophy. In fact, a final, perfect system would be the death of philosophy and the
death of spirit. Philosophers should develop their own systems, knowing that no system could be
final. A system should be judged according to its coherent and comprehensive account of
everything, and its capacity to surpass by including more limited philosophical stances.™
Consequently, Schelling claimed that the categories of thought are not eternal but progressively
emerge in the course of real history. This means the categories presently dominating cannot be
assumed to be beyond questioning, and Schelling believed that philosophers should be prepared
to offer new categories to overcome the limitations of prevailing categories. It is only through
providing a history of philosophy that defines its claim to truth in contrast to the work of other
philosophers that a system can be properly defended. This involves reconstructing the history of
philosophy, revealing its achievements and failings and showing the logic of its progress to the
position being defended, which Schelling later attempted to do.

Schelling also abandoned the quest for apodictic knowledge that had dominated Kant’s
philosophy and claimed a more intimate relation between metaphysics and natural science than
Kant had contemplated.®* Schelling argued that science presupposes metaphysics not as a
guarantor for natural science, but as a condition for science. Following Kant’s observation on
experimentation, Schelling proclaimed ‘Every experiment is a question put to Nature, to which it
is compelled to reply.” Schelling continued: ‘But every question contains an implicit a priori
judgment; every experiment that is an experiment, is a prophecy; experimenting itself is a
production of the phenomena.”®® Such questions ultimately are dependent on the synthetic
judgments of metaphysics; however, Schelling ridiculed the idea that natural science must be
able to deduce all its principles a priori, arguing that ‘we originally know nothing at all except
through experience, and by means of experience, and in this sense the whole of our knowledge
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consists of judgments of experience.”® The distinction between a priori and a posteriori ‘is a
distinction made solely with respect to our knowing, and the kind of our knowledge of these
judgments, so that every judgment which is merely historical for me — i.e., a judgment of
experience — becomes, notwithstanding, an a priori principle as soon as | arrive, whether directly
or indirectly, at insight into its internal necessity.”®® This is true both in particular sciences and
metaphysics, and in both cases, this insight into internal necessity does not guarantee the validity
of this knowledge. The synthetic a priori knowledge of metaphysics arrived at through
dialectical construction must engage with experience and is fallible and subject to falsification
and revision or replacement.*®

Schelling’s Naturphilosophie

Schelling saw the dualism in Kant’s philosophy as an echo of the deeper and more problematic
dualism introduced into philosophy by Descartes.*” Not only did he see the conception of the
subject struggling to know the world as a further development of Descartes’ cogito, but saw the
source of this conception of the subject and the problematic status of knowledge in a physical
world as due to the mechanistic view of physical existence. While nature was conceived in a way
that made it amenable to mathematical analysis, this rendered life, mind and freedom
unintelligible.

To address this problem Schelling attempted in his philosophy of nature to replace the
Newtonian conception of physical existence. He argued that nature as Being is first and foremost
constructive activity. [B]eing itself is nothing other than the constructing itself, or since
construction is thinkable at all only as activity, being itself is nothing other than the highest
constructing activity, which, although never itself an object, is the principle of everything
objective.”®® This is the condition of everything else: ‘[T]his absolutely productive character
(which no longer has a substrate, but is rather the cause of every substrate) is that which
absolutely blocks all analysis; precisely for that reason, is the point at which our analysis
(experience) can never arrive.”* So, ‘The chief problem of the philosophy of nature is not to
explain the active in Nature (for, because it is its first supposition, this is quite conceivable to it),
but the resting, permanent. Philosophy of Nature arrives at an explanation of these simply by
virtue of the presupposition that for Nature the permanent is a limitation of its own activity.”*
The whole of Nature is ‘an ever-becoming product’ in constant formation, in which ‘everything
must engage in that universal process of formation.”** Any individual being is something having
already become, and like a whirlpool that forms in a stream when it encounters resistance,*
should be viewed “as a determinate form or limitation of the originary activity.”*® As such it is
never merely fixed but “is reproduced at each instant through the force of nature entire.”**
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From the dualism of productivity and products generated through the limiting of activity,
Schelling derived ‘a dynamic graded series of stages in Nature.”* From opposed tendencies of
activities coming into conflict and limiting each other, we get the polarity of opposing forces,
matter (resulting from a balance of forces), extensity (associated with light, magnetism,
electricity and chemistry), non-living organization and living organisms, different kinds of
organisms, and mind.*® We cannot avoid cognizing organisms as independent wholes in which
there is unity in diversity, Schelling argued. ‘Every organization is ... a whole; its unity lies in
itself; it does not depend on our choice whether we think of it as one or many.”’ “You are
compelled to concede that the purposiveness of natural products dwells in themselves. ... [It] is
not merely logical ... but real.”* To think otherwise is a pathology of reflective thinking that can
only investigate by separating. ‘The organic,” Schelling proclaimed, ‘arises out of itself. ...
Every organic product carries the reason for its existence in itself, for it is cause and effect of
itself. No single part could arise except in this whole.”*® Mechanistic explanations are derivative
from holistic comprehension and only provide a limited form of knowledge. Analytical thinking
‘never reaches a final source of motion in Nature [and] deals only with secondary motions, and
even with the original ones only as mechanical (and therefore likewise capable of mathematical
construction).” The relations between bodies studied by Newton and privileged by Kant were
portrayed as Schelling as abstractions from dynamical processes, presupposing the holistic
causation that produces component bodies in motion as relatively permanent.>

Schelling also offered an account of the emergence of sentience. While he wrote that
‘everything individual in [Nature] is predetermined by the whole or by the idea of a Nature
generally,”™ he also argued that individuals exist only by asserting themselves against the
absolute. Accordingly, he concluded, ‘life must be thought of as engaged in a constant struggle
against the course of nature, or in an endeavor to uphold its identity against the latter.”>® “In order
that it not be assimilated,” Schelling wrote, ‘[the individual organism] must assimilate, in order
that it not be organized, it must organize. In this act (of opposition) inner and outer are divided
for it. It is an activity that works from the inner toward the outer.”>* Here, outer activity
generates an internal activity which counters the tendencies of the outer activity, thereby
maintaining internal stability. This involves a duplicity in which a cause is active ‘only under the
condition of a positive and negative reciprocal relation” in which the cause acts against outside
influences.™ This is the basis of the organism’s receptivity, which makes the outer activity into a
product or products for the organism that then affect it as an inner factor so that its activities are
not merely the effect of the outside activity. Consequently, we can say that ‘[t]he organism has
an external world because there is an original duplicity within it while ‘[d]ead matter has no
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external world, it is absolutely identical and homogeneous with the whole whose part it is.”®

Schelling characterized this duplicitous receptivity ‘excitability.’

‘Excitability’, Schelling argued, ‘must be posited as the essence of organism, by virtue of
which alone the organic activity is really hindered from exhausting itself in its product that,
therefore, never is, but always only becomes.”” This makes the organism an object to itself, and
therefore makes it also a subject, and as such ‘the most original thing in Nature.”™®® With
excitability we have sensibility, irritability and the formative drive associated with
reproduction.®® Schelling noted of that ‘If we move upwards in the scale of organization, we find
that the senses gradually develop in that order in which, by means of them, the world of the
organizations is enlarged.”® Thus there are differentiated organs such as the brain and the eye
associated with the differentiation of sensibility from irritability.

Life and Transcendental Idealism

The derivation of categories through the examination of subjective experience was undertaken
by Schelling in his System of Transcendental Idealism. The System of Transcendental Idealism
always presupposed the Philosophy of Nature. Schelling emphasized that ‘the essence of man is
active’ in which he ‘exerts his powers upon a world which has influence upon him, lets him feel
its forces, and upon which he can react.”®* So, in response to the question ‘whether the self is a
thing-in-itself or an appearance’ Schelling dismissed the question as absurd, since ‘there is
assuredly a higher concept than that of thing, namely the concept of doing, or activity.”®
Limiting of this activity can only come about ‘through real opposition,” although this opposition
only arises for the self through the action of self-positing.® It is in this process of being really
limited and positing itself as limited that the totality of objects is produced as a world for
humans.

The object of the System of Transcendental Idealism is ‘the act of construction itself’ that
can only be grasped through the imagination of the aesthetic sense.** Comprehension of this
construction requires of philosophers that they be engaged in constant productive activity while
reflecting on this production. Through this phenomenological investigation of experience as
reflexive construction, or speculative dialectic, Schelling, like Fichte, set out to systematize
Kant’s insights, ‘to bring system into my knowledge itself, and to seek within knowledge itself
for that which all individual knowing is determined.”®® Schelling also followed Fichte in
characterizing this active development of consciousness as a sequence of self-limitings, that is,
as ‘a producing that becomes an object to itself, that is, an intellectual intuition,”®® and portrayed
reason as a self-relation seeking to maintain identity in the face of otherness.®” He wrote that
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‘[a]ll categories are modes of action, whereby objects themselves first come about for us.”®®

Schelling also accepted Fichte’s argument that this development is only possible through being
limited by the other.®® [A] rational being in isolation could not only not arrive at a consciousness
of freedom,” Schelling noted, ‘but would be equally unable to attain to consciousness of the
objective world as such.””® As in the Philosophy of Nature, Schelling claimed that the ‘scale of
organization merely refers to different stages in the evolution of the universe.””* Schelling
deduced though this imaginative production the categories of the physical world, organization,
organisms, the capacity of humans to abstract and think conceptually, moral reasoning, the legal
order, history and art, revising and integrating the insights of Kant’s three critiques into one
system.

Conclusion

Schelling’s works have an exploratory quality. While he never developed his system of
philosophy with the rigor of Kant’s philosophy, it is suggested here that by further developing
Kant’s concept of life, Schelling was able to overcome the dualisms and gulfs in Kant’s
philosophy that Kant himself recognized as problematic. Schelling was able to sketch a system
of philosophy that was neither idealist nor materialist, but as he himself claimed, a system that
overcame the oppositions between idealism and realism, spiritualism and materialism."
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