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Abstract

English Version

This dissertation presents the first English translation, together with commentary, of F.H. Jacobi’s
On Divine Things and their Revelation (1811; henceforth, Divine Things). This work marked for
Jacobi the emancipation of rational thinking from the bounds set to it by the Enlightenment in
matters of religion. Jacobi’s goal was to develop a new definition of rationality. And this is a goal
that he sought to achieve indirectly by drawing from different but consonant sources. The intention
of this dissertation is twofold: to examine Jacobi’s efforts at introducing a new form of rationality;
to make explicit the limits of this rationality inasmuch as Jacobi succeeded in defining it.

In general, my analysis shows that, while Jacobi relies heavily on Kant’s doctrine of
postulates to lay out his position, his considered concept of rationality seeks to distance itself from
the Kantian transcendental mode of thinking — indeed, to distance itself from the entire tradition of
modern philosophy. Nevertheless, since Jacobi still operates within the frameworks of thought
typical of the Enlightenment, despite his opposition to it, his thought is ultimately continuous with
it.

More specifically, I demonstrate that reason for Jacobi is properly defined, not by the act of
postulating, but the act of perceiving things which are truly external to the perceiving of them. This
perceiving, whether reason- or sense-based, is intuitive. Jacobi recognizes, of course, that the
perceiving itself, and even more so the system of conceptual representations based on it, is a
subjective product. It is the undue interest in this subjective aspect of cognition that obscures the
objective apprehension of reality that reason (as redefined by Jacobi) otherwise houses, and thus
gives rise to at times useful, but always illusory, representations of reality. Jacobi’s Divine Things is
the manifesto of a new realism. This is a realism, however, that in order to be true to itself requires

according to Jacobi the assent to divine things. Where for Kant rational theology can be only the
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product of subjective postulation, for Jacobi it is rather where realism is rather achieved. In this,

while countering Kant, Jacobi still operates within the terms of a problematic as set by him.

French Version

Cette these présente la premiére traduction anglaise de F.H. Jacobi's On Divine Things and their
Revelation (1811 ; dorénavant, Divine Things) avec commentaire. Cet ouvrage marque pour Jacobi
I’émancipation de la pensée rationnelle a partir des limites fixées par les Lumiéres en matiére de
religion. L’objectif de Jacobi était de développer une nouvelle définition de la rationalité. Et ¢’est
un objectif qu’il a cherché a atteindre indirectement en puisant dans des sources différentes mais en
accord. L’intention de cette thése est double : examiner les efforts de Jacobi pour introduire une
nouvelle forme de rationalité ; expliciter les limites de cette rationalité dans la mesure ou Jacobi a
réussi a la définir.

En général, mon analyse montre que, méme si Jacobi s’appuie beaucoup sur la doctrine des
postulats de Kant pour exposer sa position, son concept de rationalité cherche a s’éloigner du mode
de pensée transcendantal Kantien - en effet, a s’¢loigner de toute la tradition de philosophie
moderne. Néanmoins, étant donné que Jacobi opére toujours dans les cadres de pensée typiques des
Lumiéres ; malgré son opposition, sa pensée est finalement cohérente avec lui.

Plus précisément, je démontre que la raison de Jacobi est correctement définie, non pas par l'acte de
postuler, mais par l'acte de percevoir des choses qui sont réellement extérieures a leur perception.
Cette perception, qu'elle soit fondée sur la raison ou sur le sens, est intuitive. Jacobi reconnait, bien
stir, que la perception elle-méme, et plus encore le systéme de représentations conceptuelles qui en
découle, est un produit subjectif. C'est I'intérét indu de cet aspect subjectif de la connaissance qui

masque l'appréhension objective de la réalité que la raison (redéfinie par Jacobi) accueille par

-4 -



ailleurs et donne ainsi lieu a des représentations de la réalité parfois utiles, mais toujours illusoires.
Les choses divines de Jacobi est le manifeste d’un nouveau réalisme. C’est un réalisme, cependant,
que pour étre fidele a lui-méme nécessite, selon Jacobi, I’assentiment aux choses divines. La ou,
pour Kant, la théologie rationnelle ne peut étre que le produit d’une postulation subjective, pour
Jacobi, c’est 1a que le réalisme est plutot atteint. En cela, tout en combattant Kant, Jacobi fonctionne

toujours selon les termes de la problématique qu'il a définie.
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Contribution to knowledge

The author of this dissertation is the first to have translated Jacobi's On Divine Things and
their Revelation into English, and the first in the English-speaking world to have dedicated a book-
length study to it. He will defend a thesis that, though foreshadowed by some scholars (namely:
George di Giovanni, Birgit Sandkaulen and Marco Ivaldo) is the result of a new understanding of
what finitude means in the context of Jacobi's philosophy of religion.

The equation of reason and virtue (Marco Ivaldo) and the conception of existence according
to the blueprint provided by the notion of cause (Birgit Sandkaulen), have contributed to the
theoretical background of the author's investigations about potential and limits of Jacobi's
understanding of rational thinking in the context of German Idealism. As they have been presented
by George di Giovanni since 1994, the potential and limits of Jacobi's understanding of rational
thinking can be appreciated only when confronted with the limits that Jacobi's polemical target
(systematic thinking) shows. Otherwise, Jacobi's works would look like unsound ideology written
in the most baroque manner. Instead, Jacobi's efforts shed light on internal frictions and flaws of
systematic thinking while highlighting the whole panorama of rational issues that falls outside that
systematic approach. First among these issues is the question about finite existence.

On the basis of a critical analysis of the methodological weaknesses of Jacobi's philosophy
(as highlighted by George di Giovanni), we may appreciate the intentions and the general project
that moved Jacobi's ungifted pen. We first need to admit that the weight Jacobi puts on the
immediacy of finite existence is intrinsically (and strategically) defective: "we cannot say that

something exists unless we have identified it as something capable of existence and recognizable as



such. “That something exists” adds indeed a determination to a subject of predication, namely, as
Hegel points out, that it is fully determined as being and therefore recognizable as there. Existence
does not come all at once: it is in becoming. The modal categories are objective precisely because
they determine how, and the extent to which, something exists. On the basis of his position, Jacobi
should have recognized as much, without having to get himself embroiled in dubious arguments
about the primacy of existence. All categorial determination is about modes of existence."1

Keeping this problem in mind, I will try to show how Jacobi's remarks published in the
Divine Things aim to reveal the mode of existence of human beings, whose finitude is the
benchmark of existence in general, and whose traits—I will try to explain—partially distance
themselves from those problems of immediacy so adequately summarized by di Giovanni. Although
that problematic notion of immediacy plays a fundamental role in defining finite existence in
Jacobi's philosophy, we will try to show that the Divine Things approaches differently the definition
of finite existence.

According to the Divine Things, existence is not only a predicate or a quality of things; it is
defined according to the two activities that primarily identify finite subjects: being a free cause and
being rational. In general, subjects define themselves as the paradigm of what exists.

On the one hand, existence results from the activity that a singularity needs to perform in
order to claim its autonomy in bringing about a causal relation with its other. By defining true
existence, Jacobi shows how it is possible to maintain and resolve the tension between absolute
relatedness and absolute singularity. Thanks to this tension, Jacobi eventually reveals where truth
lies: truth is neither the system that claims absolute relativity, nor the system that claims absolute
self-sufficiency of its determinations.

On the other hand, existence is reason itself, which is the virtue that humans may—or may

not—perform. Reason consists essentially in finding the true form of human's faith in a creator

1 George di Giovanni, a private conversation.



God. Only by recognizing that form is nihilism avoided, and existence established according to a
divine cosmic order.

This dissertation will try to make explicit that existence and rationality are thus determined
according to the same paradigm; the tension between relatedness and absolute self-sufficiency.
Jacobi's last book On Divine Things and their Revelation will therefore be interpreted as a

contribution to a thinking that needs to bridge two antagonistic epistemic theories.

Introduction
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F.H. Jacobi and the Divine Things

Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi (1743-1819) was a peculiar literary figure and one of the most
influential German intellectuals of the second half of the 18wm-century. As a seminal polemicist,
Jacobi was a vocal critic of German late Enlightenment, Kant's Transcendental Idealism, Fichte's
Doctrine of Knowledge, and eventually of Schelling's early philosophy. Had he lived longer, he
would certainly have tackled Hegel's system of philosophy with the acute insight he so often proved
to possess. Unfortunately, although the mature Hegel himself recognized the strength of Jacobi's
intuitions and discussed his theses in the introductory paragraphs of his Encyclopaedia (1830)
alongside Aristotle’s, Kant’s, and Descartes’s, this last battle did not occur.2

Although he started the main philosophical controversies of his age, Jacobi was definitely
not interested in polemic per se. On the contrary, he was an affectionate friend and perceptive
companion. He was either acquainted or in contact with: Kant, Fichte, Reinhold, Goethe,
Klopstock, Friedrich Schlegel, Wieland, Mendelssohn, Lavater, Hemsterhuis, Lessing, Matthias
Claudius, Schelling, Hamann, Alexander and Wilhelm von Humboldt, Schiller, Madame de Stael,
and Herder, to name only a few. Mirroring his cultural fervor, this network also shows the wide
range of debates that he was able to engage and even promote. A good survey of 18t and 19t-
century philosophy cannot but mention the influence Jacobi had on major German philosophers,
considering that Jacobi started (or defined) the main philosophical controversies of his age: the
Pantheism Controversy (Pantheismusstreit, 1785), the Atheism Controversy (Atheismusstreit, 1788-

1789), and the Theism Controversy (Theismusstreit, 1801-1812). Somehow, this stream of disputes

2 Hegel's interpretation of Jacobi's thought evolved throughout the years: from the negative critique published in Faith
and Knowledge to the subtle analysis that appears in the Encyclopaedia 1830 (§§ 61-78). Many are the places where
Hegel addresses himself to Jacobi's philosophy. A study of this evolution has not been published yet, though it would
shed light on both while revealing the evolution of Hegel's notion of subjectivity. George di Giovanni made me aware
of'a Jacobi’s letter where he claims: “He [Hegel] may well be right, and I would dearly love to undertake with him,
once more, a thorough research into what the power of thought can yield itself, were not the head of the old man too
weak for the job.” Letter to Johann Neeb, 30 May 1847. Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi’s auslesener Briefwechsel, ed.
Friedrich Roth, Vol II, #300 (Leipzigl825-27), 467-468.
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derived from his bringing Spinoza back to the main stage of philosophical debates while showing
that even the Kantian emancipation of subjectivity had fallen victim to sheer pantheism. In Jacobi's
eyes, the transcendental system of reason was both the cradle of moral oppression and ultimate
assault on a personal God. As a passionate champion of a liberal individuum, Jacobi claimed that
the negation of personal singularity was grounded on a theory of an “I”” deprived of all substance
and existence. In his view, the history of modern thinking had obliterated the true “I,” true reality,
and the true God in the name of an enthusiasm for explanations. So, in the midst of a rich
philosophical season, Jacobi courageously denounced how philosophy had led to a total annihilation
of the true for the sake of a dangerous illusion.

What follows is a study of the last book that Jacobi published, entitled On Divine Things
and their Revelation (henceforth, Divine Things), which presents Jacobi's final words against the
illusion of philosophy and in favor of a liberation derived from his doctrine of existence.3 In the
first part of this Introduction and in some sections of the following Chapters, we will be giving
details of the historiographical background of this publication only to provide concrete support to
the philosophical analysis of revolutionary ideas that Jacobi elaborates in this last and attentively
pondered work. We will see that the Divine Things is thematically rooted in one of his most famous
works, the Letter to Fichte (1799), though topics and arguments are elaborated in perfect
consonance with Jacobi's previous philosophical treatises, Uber die Lehre des Spinoza in Briefen an
den Herrn Moses Mendelssohn (1785) and David Hume tiber den Glauben, oder Idealismus und
Realismus. Ein Gesprdch (1787). 4 Historiographical details will give depth to the pages of the
Divine Things—which gradually took shape over the span of a decade—but they also give us the
opportunity to locate our analysis around a central axis. The Divine Things represents a privileged

text for a study of Jacobi's philosophy because it coincides with a moment in which Jacobi himself

3 F.H. Jacobi, Von den gottlichen Dingen und Ihrer Offenbarung, in F. H. Jacobi, Werke, Gesamtausgabe, Bd. 3, ed.
Walter Jaeschke (Hamburg/Stuttgart-Bad Cannstatt: Meiner/frommann-holzboog, 2000), 1-136.

4 Friedrich Henrich Jacobi, "Letter to Fichte," in Friedrich Henrich Jacobi, The Main Philosophical Writings and the
Novel Allwill, ed. George di Giovanni (Montréal: McGill-Queen University Press, 1994), (henceforth: Letter to Fichte),
497-536.
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starts to reflect upon his own lifelong enterprise. The Divine Things was composed as independent
text while Jacobi was busy starting the project of the complete edition of his works. This final work
bears traces of Jacobi's mature self-understanding that crystallizes around his strongest
philosophical tenets: the dispute with transcendental philosophy, the critical esteem of Spinoza's
thought, and his final battle against nihilism. Therefore, the polemic against the modern history of
philosophy elaborated in the Divine Things presents the critical advantage of giving a self-conscious
general perspective of Jacobi's philosophical achievements.

This distinct scope makes the present research valuable in defining Jacobi's general
accomplishment. The Divine Things has not yet been taken into full consideration in the English-
speaking world, it is still somehow overshadowed by more famous texts like the Spinozabriefe, the
dialogue David Hume, and the Letter to Fichte. We will try to provide a detailed analysis of this
work while drawing on those more influential milestones in Jacobi's oeuvre. This methodology will
not only make the following analysis familiar to Anglophone readers of Jacobi, less accustomed to
the later works, but it will also enhance the religious implications of those epistemological problems
that Jacobi had tackled earlier in his life, and that made post-Kantian philosophy a complex
constellation of theoretical, moral, and social issues.

One chapter (chapter 2) will be entirely dedicated to defining the relation between the Letter
to Fichte and the Divine Things. It will also trace Jacobi's concern about the destiny of philosophy
back to that collective reaction against the Enlightenment account of rational thinking that Early
German Romantics presented through the works of Novalis, F.D.E. Schleiermacher, and Fr.
Schlegel, to name only the most renowned members. As we will see, both the Divine Things and the
Letter to Fichte affirm that systematic knowledge (perfectly exemplified by Fichte's
Wissenschaftslehre) denies all room for the existence of both the individual being and a personal

God.s On the basis of Jacobi's analysis of transcendental philosophy presented in the Letter to

5 George di Giovanni, "Introduction: The Unfinished Philosophy of Friedrich Henrich Jacobi," in Friedrich Henrich
Jacobi, The Main Philosophical Writings and the Novel Allwill, ed. George di Giovanni (Montréal: McGill-Queen
University Press, 1994), 3-167 (pp. 67-116). See Birgit Sandkaulen, "Ichheit und Person. Zur Aporie der
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Fichte, the epochal equation between philosophy and nihilism is introduced for the first time in
history. That same equation will also provide the first account of a subject matter that is crucial to
understand the philosophical focal point of the Divine Things.

The next chapter (chapter 3) will offer an analytical interpretation of the Divine Things per
se. It will become clear that the foundation for the apprehension of the true, the beautiful, and the
good lies in the proper way to think reality in general and human beings in particular. Always
relying on his polemical liveliness, Jacobi gives identity and definition to his own philosophical
ideas by tuning Plato's and Aristotle's teaching to the philosophical debates of his time. As a
consequence, Jacobi's philosophical project grows out of the desire to give noetic knowledge and
moral virtue an updated significance in light of the problems that define modern thinking. Jacobi
religious vocabulary—so rich and ubiquitous in the Divine Things—does not aim to establish a lay
church of philosophers but introduces a project that would surpass modern thinking on the basis of
those evidences that make nihilism not only morally erroneous, but theoretically unsound as well.
We will see that reason is not a faculty to organize reality in a consistent way, but a virtue that
humans may—or may not—exercise to live and know according to a divine measure of reality. This
virtue shows its absolute value only when its outcomes are compared with the infirm results of
systematic modern thinking.

Yet modern thinking is not a dispensable incident in human history. As the Divine Things
tries to show, the systematic thinking that modern philosophy advances is rooted in human nature
and takes the form of a so-called "enthusiasm for explanation." Hence, reason is a virtue precisely
because it opposes a different the human tendency, that of constructing ethical and epistemological

systems. The effort to unearth the internal battle of human spirit (between the systematic

Wissenschaftslehre in der Debatte zwischen Fichte und Jacobi," in System und Systemkritik um 1800, ed. Christian
Danz and Jiirgen Stolzenberg (Hamburg: Felix Meiner Verlag, 2011), 45-68, and Birgit Sandkaulen, "Daf3, was oder
wer. Jacobi im Diskurs iiber Personen," in Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi. Ein Wendepunkt der geistigen Bildung der Zeit,
ed. Walter Jaeschke and Birgit Sandkaulen (Hamburg: Felix Meiner, 2004), 217-237, and Birgit Sandkaulen, "System
und Systemkritik. Uberlegungen zur gegenwirtigen Bedeutung eines fundamentalen Problemzusammenhangs," in
System und Systemkritik. Beitrdge zu einem Grundproblem der klassischen deutschen Philosophie, ed. Birgit
Sandkaulen (Wiirzburg: Kénigshausen u. Neumann, 2006), 11-34.
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enthusiasm for explanations and the virtue of a reason conceived as "faculty of perception") so as to
reveal the character of divine things, is responsible for the polemical shape that the Divine Things
takes. That very battle is what gives the divine essence of humanity a concrete possibility as well, as
it anchors the validity of "divine things" to the degree of that Jacobi is successful in a) enhancing
the problems of modern thinking and b) providing a sound alternative thereto.

The last chapter (chapter 4) elaborates the distinct notion of existence that the Divine Things
seems to introduce. The new concept of existence meets the need for a new metaphysical approach
to human self-understanding. The alternative that Jacobi's proposes is a metaphysical discourse
about the human world. The chapter will widen the scope of the present research connecting
Jacobi's philosophical interest for Kant's pre-critical essays with topics analyzed in the Divine
Things. It will be showed that existence equals finitude, and that finitude consists in the possibility
of standing between divine order and earthly co-existence.

The notion of finitude, although not explicitly mentioned by Jacobi, provides the guiding
idea for our understanding of Jacobi's final word on the nature of divinity. The finitude of human
beings introduces the disclosure of a twofold relation of mankind: to God and to systematic co-
existence. As will become clear, this capacity to be determined by worldly co-existence while being
independent from it sets human beings free. Yet this freedom is not equal to complete
disconnectedness; humans do not dwell in a place of pure identities uninfluenced by their others.
On the contrary, humans are beings that can have virtue, which is precisely the ability to defy the
logic of co-existence to become true cause. Virtue is thus an activity that gives human beings the
capacity to be connected to the true order of things and to give shape and concrete reality to divine
order. The systematic connection that would annihilate the very possibility of a real cause is what
human virtue opposes. This freedom of human nature is not defined arbitrarily, it is rather the result
of the creaturely nature of human beings. The freedom not to be determined by systematic co-
existence, but to develop a different plane of reality results from the capacity to be conditioned by

human creaturaly nature only. The status of being created by God and the faculty to perceive God's
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creation in its order and proportions is sealed in the immediate relation I-Thou. This immediate
relation provides the model that defines everything that is good, beautiful, and true; or, in other

terms, that exists.

History of the Manuscript

Since its editorial conception, the Divine Things represented a special opportunity for Jacobi
to put together different but consonant texts that he wrote during the first decade of the 19« century.
As the outline of the German edition of the Divine Things signals, the final version resulted at the
end of a long process of ripening and adjusting preexisting materials; a process that started as early
as the Letter to Fichte (1799). The project of the Divine Things—as Jacobi himself admitted—
shows a clear line of continuity that connects his last writings with the publication that earned him
notoriety, Concerning the Doctrine of Spinoza in Letters to Herr Moses Mendelssohn (1785)
(henceforth Spinoza Letters).s This gives a preliminary idea of the magnitude of this final
achievement which seems to embrace—at least in Jacobi's intentions—his life-long enterprise.
Jacobi finally managed to publish the text in 1811 in the form that is today available in the critical
edition.7

The Divine Things is divided in three main sections which include: A) Jacobi’s preliminary
account (dated Munich, October 5, 1811) regarding the composition of the text;s B) the script
Ueber eine Weissagung Lichtenberg’s (henceforth Prophecy) that was originally published in the

Taschenbuch fiir das Jahr 1802, edited by Jacobi’s elder brother, J. Georg Jacobi, and published in

6 F.H. Jacobi, Von den géttlichen Dingen und Ihrer Offenbarung (Hamburg/Stuttgart-Bad Cannstatt: Meiner/frommann-
holzboog, 2000), p. 72: “Meine Ueberzeugungen sind noch ganz dieselben, die ich vor mehr als fiinf und zwanzig
Jahren in meinem Buche iiber die Lehre des Spinoza, und in dem bald darauf erschienenen Gespréch iiber Idealismus
und Realismus dargelegt habe.”

7 F.H. Jacobi, Von den géttlichen Dingen, 1-136. Two tentative titles were advanced Uber innere und diuf3ere
Offenbarung and Philosophie und Christenthum before Jacobi opted for the definitive Von den gottlichen Dingen und
Ihrer Offenbarung in late 1811. See W. Jaeschke, Editorischer Bericht in F. H. Jacobi, Werke, Gesamtausgabe
(Hamburg/Stuttgart-Bad Cannstatt: Felix Meiner Verlag/frommann-holzboog, 2000), 175-176.

8 Ibid., 3-6.
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Hamburg by F. Perthes together with contributions by Jean Paul, F.G Klopstock, J.F. Képpen and
others;9 C) the actual opening of the work under the title On Divine Things and Their Revelation,
which includes the review of the fourth volume of the complete works by Matthias Claudius,
Claudius-Rezension,10 along with the text that comprises nearly all the most important theoretical
issues and accounts for the main part of the work.11

During the last years of the 18th century Jacobi was occupied in editing a manuscript that he
had not yet considered ready for publication. The content of this text seemed to him profoundly
connected with the ideas expounded in both his Letter to Fichte and a small pamphlet that will later
form the Prophecy. Thus, he eventually decided to include parts of the Letter to Fichte and the
entire Prophecy in the original layout of what would ultimately become the Divine Things.12

Furthermore, the first part of the third section of the Divine Things—which only appeared in
1811 as first part of the essay On Divine Things and Their Revelation—presents a long review of
the complete works of the poet and writer Matthias Claudius, whose ideas, at least in their general
implications, Jacobi felt very close to his own theoretical and moral concerns. This review, as

Jacobi states in the Preface to the first edition of the volume, was originally conceived as an account

9 Ibid., 7-31. In the second edition of the Divine Things Jacobi chose not to include his text on Lichtenberg’s prophecy
as Introduction to his work, but to slot it as independent piece before the Divine Things in the same volume. Following
the decision of the German Editor, we chose to present the Divine Things according to the layout it had in the first
edition. Jacobi did not allude to any specific reason for the regrouping.

10 Ibid., 35-72.

11 Ibid., 72-119. Of great interest for the reader of the Divine Things are the additional texts included in the critical
German edition of the text: 1) three Supplements on specific passages of the Divine Things (F.H. Jacobi, Von den
gottlichen Dingen, 120-136); 2) the Vorrede (dated June 15w, 1816) to the third volume of the Jacobi’s Werkausgabe
(F.H. Jacobi, Werke (Leipzig: Gerhard Fleischer, 1968) III-XXXVI), this volume included a second, unchanged edition
of the Divine Things, together with the Letter to Fichte, the treatise Uber das Unternehmen des Kriticismus, die
Vernunft zu Verstande zu bringen, und der Philosophie iiberhaupt eine neue Absicht zu geben, and 23 letters (F.H.
Jacobi, Von den gottlichen Dingen, 137-153); 3) the introductory note to the aforementioned second edition of the
Divine Things (1816) (F.H. Jacobi, Werke (Leipzig: Gerhard Fleischer, 1968), 247-255; F.H. Jacobi, Von den géttlichen
Dingen, 155-161); 4) a short manuscript (dated 1814/15) that was attached to a letter to Perthes and represents a draft to
the introductory note to the second edition of the Divine Things (F.H. Jacobi, Von den gottlichen Dingen, 163-166).

12 The Uber eine Weissagung Lichtenbergs appears in Schrifien zum Streit um die géttlichen Dingen und ihre
Offenbarung within JWA 111, 7-31. It represents the introductory essay of Von den géttlichen Dingen und Ihrer
Offenbarung according to the layout of the volume published in 1811. As independent text it was first published in
Taschenbuch fiir das Jahr 1802, ed. Jacobi, J. Georg. Hamburg, Perthes 1802, 3—46. Cf. Editorischer Bericht, in JWA
1T, 174-175. Afterwards, in 1816, Jacobi published it for the third time in the third volume of the F.H. Jacobi, Werke,
ed. Koppen, J.F., and Roth, C.J.F., vols. I-VI. Leipzig: Gerhard Fleischer, 1812-1825. Reprinted, Darmstadt:
Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1968 (henceforth, Werke) as independent treatise without further justification of
this rearrangement.
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of the fourth volume (printed in 1783) of the Complete Works of the Messenger of Wandsbeck
(Matthias Claudius’ appellation; who was also known with the penname “Asmus”).13 According to
Jacobi’s original plan, the review should have been published in the Unparteiischer Correspondent
(Hamburg). Yet, as the length of the essay progressively increased, he resolved to re-edit it as an
autonomous text. It was clear to him that the formerly drafted disquisition had reached a different
editorial status, so the publication was finally announced for the third Sunday after Easter 1798.14
According to these few merely historical introductory notes we may give credit to the
assumption that the theoretical content of the volume published in 1811 is not only coherent with
Jacobi’s philosophical concerns arisen at the beginning of the so called Atheismusstreit—or even
before—but it also constitutes a pamphlet against Schelling’s philosophy. Jacobi uses excerpts of
the review to Claudius’s work (and therefore, parts of the Divine Things) in his Letter to Fichte
(1799) as well as his contribution to Reinhold’s Beytrdge zur leichtern Uebersicht des Zustandes
der Philosophie beym Anfange des 19. Jahrhunderts, which would appear under the title Ueber das
Unternehmen des Kriticismus, die Vernunft zu Verstande zu bringen, und der Philosophie
tiberhaupt eine neue Absicht zu geben.1s To stress even more the continuity of Jacobi's philosophy
in the last 20 years of his life, we can signal that the essay Ueber das Unternehmen des
Kriticismus—originally published in 1802—was re-published untouched by Jacobi within the
edition of the Complete Works (henceforth Werke) that he himself supervised ten years later.
Although Jacobi introduced some changes in the second version of it, they are so minor as
essentially to respect what he says in the Vorbericht zu der gegenwdirtigen neuen Ausgabe: “not
even a syllable has been changed”. Further evidence in favor of Jacobi's overall coherent Denkweg
comes from his decision to put in the Divine Things a long passage formerly placed in the Appendix

III of the Letter to Fichte. This general prospect over some textual data accounts for the substantial

13 M. Claudius, Asmus omnia sua secum portans, oder, Simmtliche Werke des Wandsbecker Bothen ..., vol. 1V,
Breslau: Lowe, 1783.

14 Cf. Editorischer Bericht, in JWA 3, 178.

15 Cf. Editorischer Bericht, in JWA 2,2, 480, and Editorischer Bericht, in JWA 3, 178.
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unity of Jacobi’s philosophical endeavour throughout his lifelong enterprise; at least, according to
his intentions.

As we shall see, the alleged and self-proclaimed consistency of Jacobi’s thought—which
purportedly lies on the ground of the project to publish the complete collection of his own works
and enlivens the uninterrupted process of editing and re-editing his own texts—aims to present a
solid and clear philosophical alternative to the modern philosophical tradition in general and its late
idealistic outcomes in particular. A tremendous task that Jacobi lived throughout.

The evidence corroborating the hypothesis of continuity seems to support yet one more
interpretative hypothesis, which refers to the fact that the Divine Things does not aim to criticize
Schelling’s philosophy in the first place.16 That the Divine Things reworks and brings to conclusion
some ideas that Jacobi presented as early as 1785 reinforces the impression that Schelling’s
philosophy of identity does not provide the proper theoretical framework within which the Divine
Things has to be interpreted but, more properly, it only sets the circumstance that inspires Jacobi’s
further analysis of systematic philosophy in general and transcendental idealism in particular.

The section that allegedly criticizes Schelling’s philosophy should rather be regarded as a
functional component of a long undertaking that was inaugurated, at least, at the turn of the

century17. The Divine Things appeared on the stage only in 1811, but it seemingly brought to an end

16 See Wilhelm Weischedel, Jacobi und Schelling. Eine philosophisch-theologische Kontroverse (Darmstadt:
Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1969), Franz Wolfinger, Denken und Transzendenz - Zum Problem ihrer
Vermittlung: Der unterschiedliche Weg der Philosophien F.H. Jacobis und F.W.J. Schellings und ihre Konfrontation im
Streit um die Gottlichen Dingen (1811/12) (Frankfurt a.M., Peter Lang International Academic Publishers, 1981),
Xavier Tilliette, Une philosophie en devenir (Paris: Vrin, 1992), 573.

17 For a careful scrutiny of the relationship between Jacobi and Schelling attested by their letters to each other and to
friends, see JWA 111, 179-184. Of great relevance is Jacobi’s letter to Fries, sent on November the 26w, 1807 — hence
few weeks later after Schelling’s speech Ueber das Vernhdltnif3 der bildenden Kiinste zu der Natur hold at the
Akademie der Wissenschaften in Munich — which reads: “At the moment I am busy with a new essay of Schelling’s
doctrine, at which the academic treatise of this master Uber des Verhdltnif3 der bildenden Kiinste zur Natur has
irresistibly driven me. I was shocked by the enchanting method he uses there, the deceit that has actually carried out by
means of the language. To make it very explicit, I think that Schelling’s creator of the world has forever and ever
created nothing but time. The one primeval (unzeitlich) life (Being without consciousness (Bewuf3tsein), or as they call
it: a being of knowing self-concealing from knowing, in Schelling’s language: mere operational science, blind,
unintentional, etcetera) transforms itself in an infinitely multiple temporality (Being with Consciousness), so that life is
lived. There is only a quality: life as such. All other qualities or properties are only different quantities or
quantifications of this one quality, which is at the same time substance itself and the whole essence. Man has more of it
than the mystic, but he has in himself neither better nor higher. Every living being lives only one and the same life. Yet
the totality, the all, nature, chews like an old woman forever and ever with empty jaws, passing the time. The
magnificence of man, the pure gold of truth and life consists in recognizing this.”
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a convulsed period of controversies that started as early as the end of the XVIII century with the
Letter to Fichte. That distinct polemic—focused on the evolution of transcendental philosophy—
continued after the Letter to Fichte with Reinhold’s Ueber das absolute Identitdtssystem, oder den
neuesten reinen Rationalismus des Herrn Schelling und dessen Verhdltnif$ zum rationalen
Realismus (1802), which received a bitter reply by Schelling that same year. The same polemic
increased with Hegel’s essay published in the Kritische Journal der Philosophie entitled Glauben
und Wissen: oder die Reflexionsphilosophie der Subjektivitdt in der Vollstindigkeit ihrer Formen
als Kantische, Jacobische und Fichtesche Philosophie (1802) which was followed the next year by
J.F. Koppen’s Schellings Lehre oder das Ganze der Philosophie des absoluten Nichts published
along with Jacobi’s Drei Briefe an Koppen. This does not prove that Schelling and Jacobi—who in
public continued to have a rather friendly relationship until the publication of the Divine Things—
embodied for over a decade the two chief figures of a larger dispute; it only offers the image of the
development of an extensive controversy on form and principles of "divine things" that included
figures such as: K.L. Reinhold, J.F. Fries, C.G. Bardili, Jan Paul, Friedrich Bouterwek, G.E.
Schulze, Friedrich Schlegel, A.K.A. v. Eschenmayer and others.18 We might deem the overall
debate to have made of Jacobi the representative of the criticism of post-Kantian philosophy, and of
Schelling the representative of a superseding form of transcendental philosophy. The rich panorama
of disputes might have coagulated around those two names the constellations of issues that are
related to the possibility and configuration of absolute knowledge. As a consequence, this

impression might have affected the general consideration (both then and today) of the real

A letter to Jean Paul proves Jacobi’s long and extensive endeavour to complete his work on the Divine Things: “my
dear, [ am currently about to complete the work on revelation that I began 13 years ago in Hamburg”, September, 13w
1809. Jacobi does not mention Schelling’s doctrine in this letter; it rather calls attention to the main theoretical task to
which he had dedicated himself for 13 years. See also Jacobi’s letter to Perthes, JWA 111, 183.

18 Cf. W. Jaeschke (ed.), Transzendentalphilosophie und Spekulation, Quellen, in Philosophisch-Literarische
Streitsachen, 2.1, and also W. Jaeschke (ed.), Religionsphilosophie und spekulative Theologie, Quellen, in
Philosophisch-Literarische Streitsachen, 3.1. A quick look at the letters of some figures involved in the philosophical
disputes in Germany in the early Nineteenth century makes us appreciate the degree of anticipation that surrounded the
publication of the Divine Things: Jean Paul and Friedrich Schlegel were eagerly expecting (the first in a letter sent on
August 13m, the latter in a letter dated November 23rd 1811) this last work by Jacobi; whereas Schelling in a letter to
K.J.H. Windischmann (November 12, 1811) asked whether the book had yet been issued. Cf. IWA III 174-175.
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relationship between Jacobi's and Schelling's philosophy to the extent of a misleading interpretation
of the real intentions and focuses of their concrete efforts. This is valid at least considering Jacobi’s
viewpoint.

Furthermore, it might look surprising that as a new edition of the Divine Things was ready—
between the end of 1815 and the beginning of 1816—Jacobi's remarks do not bear trace of the so-
called “Streit um die Gottlichen Dingen” that ignited the German philosophical debate between
1812 and 1816 and that allegedly had Schelling and Jacobi as central figures. A series of works
appeared on stage as response to Jacobi’s Divine Things, including: F.W.J. Schelling’s Denkmal der
Schrift von den gottlichen Dingen [et]c. des Herrn Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi und der ihm in
derselben gemachten Beschuldigung eines absichtlich tiuschenden, Liige redenden Atheismus
(published in 1812, as Pauline Gotter noted, “within a month” from Jacobi’s work), 19 J.F. Fries’s
Von Deutscher Philosophie Art und Kunst. Ein Votum fiir Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi gegen F.W.J.
Schelling (1812), Jakob Salat’s Erldiuterung einiger Hauptpunkte der Philosophie. Mit Zugaben
tiber den neusten Widerstreit in den wissenschaftlichen Ansichten der Hrn. Fr. Heinr. Jacobi,
F.W.J. Schelling und Fr. Schlegel (1812); the reviews authored by Friedrich Bouterwek, J.F. Fries,
and Friedrich Schlegel complete the profile of this intense—sometimes passionate—dispute.20

Notably, Jacobi took into consideration all those works above cited, yet ignored Schelling’s

19 In a letter dated January 14th, 1812 Schelling speaks of “offner Krieg,” a war waged on him by Jacobi, which started
raging as early as 1803 when J.Fr. Koppen published his Schellings Lehre oder das Ganze der Philosophie des
absoluten Nichts (Hamburg: Perthes, 1803) together with three letters by Jacobi in which the term “Krieg” is overtly
mentioned. This literary war was not confined to Munich but reached Goethe in Weimar as showed by W. Jaeschke
(ed.), Religionsphilosophie und spekulative Theologie. Der Streit um die Gottlichen Dingen (1799-1812). Quellenband
(Hamburg: Meiner, 1994), 318. See also G. Wenz, Von den géttlichen Dingen und Ihre Offenbarung. Zum Streit
Jacobis mit Schelling 1811/12 (Miinchen: Verlag der Bayerischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2011), 3-19,
especially footnotes 4-8.

20 We can also mention Georg Ellinger’s Der Werth der positive Offenbarung, aus der Unhaltbarkeit der bisherigen
philosophischen Bemiihungen, published in Deutsches Museum (1812), but it merely repeats Fr. Schlegel’s position. On
this topic please see Religionsphilosophie und spekulative Theologie. Die Streit um die Géttlichen Dingen (1799-1812).
Quellenband, ed. by W. Jaeschke, Hamburg: Meiner, 1994, VIII. See also Streit um die Géttlichen Dingen. Die
Auseinandersetzung zwischen Jacobi und Schelling. Mit einer Einleitung von Wilhelm Weischedel, ed. by W.
Weischedel. Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1967, 76-80. Interestingly a great group of scholars and
thinkers stood by Schelling’s Naturphilosophie/Identitditsphilosophie, e.g. J.A.G. Schaffroth, H. Steffens, and J.W. v.
Goethe among others, instead of by Jacobi’s view on Revelation. By the time of the second edition in 1816 of the
Divine Things the Streit um die Géttliche Dingen had already ceased. A last fallout was attested by F. Schlegel’s review
of Jacobi’s Werke, in Kritische Friedrich-Schlegel-Ausgabe, VIII, pp. 585-596. W. Jaeschke is of the opinion that the
same Streit impacted on Hegel’s thinking as well as Schelling’s late philosophy. Cf. JWA 111, 186.
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polemical essay. This could be interpreted both as a testimony of Jacobi’s dismissive detachment
from Schelling’s reaction, or as a reasoned stance in agreement with Jacobi's broader philosophical
concern than a direct contention with Schelling would betray.21

Our study addresses the question concerning the extent to which Jacobi’s early ideas are
contained in his late philosophy and, consequently, why the Divine Things cannot be viewed as a
pamphlet against Schelling’s philosophy only. Clearly, we do not abide by the author's opinion
about his own work, but we definitely should acknowledge his firm effort to develop a coherent and
univocal conception of the truth that progressively unfolds from his writings on Kant and Fichte to
his late contribution on the dispute about the limits of transcendental philosophy. In other words, we
shall see that in the Divine Things Jacobi laid the foundations for a new account of rational thinking
which emerges out of the Kantian framework and takes Schelling’s philosophy of identity as a
polemical target only inasmuch as it represents the newer evolution of transcendental philosophy as
such. This polemic fulfills the function of presenting Jacobi's original idea about the profoundly
transcendent nature of man which makes of human nature itself a divine thing. His definition of the
I—which for transcendental idealism is cradle and apex of absolute knowledge—will instead yield a
quite new understanding of the notion of finitude. We shall see that human finitude is what makes
the I stand out as a sublime activity that provides the paradigm for the definition of divine things in
general. As Pseudo-Longinus states in his treatise On the Sublime: "sublime thoughts belong
properly to the loftiest minds" (chapter IX), the only, among the minds, that are able to single out
"ta daimonia" (divine things) from those other things that fill up the horizon of normal people
"whose whole lives are wasted in paltry and illiberal thoughts and habits."

Bibliographical overview and theoretical perspectives

21 In a letter to Jean Paul dated September 13, 1809 Jacobi mentions that he was trying to bring to conclusion his work
“on Revelation” without even alluding to Schelling’s philosophy; the same happens in the letter Jacobi sends to the
editor Perthes in May 1811, where he announces the conclusion of the manuscript: no mention of Schelling is made. Cf.
Jacobi to Jean Paul, September 13, 1809, see Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi’s auserleser Briefwechsel, ed. Friedrich Roth
(henceforth ABW, followed by the number of the volume) vol. II, (Leipzig: Fleischer, 1825-27), 413; and Jacobi to
Perthes, May 4, 1811, ABW 11, 177, footnote 14.
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Interest in Jacobi’s philosophy has been flourishing thanks primarily to the publication of
the German critical edition of his Correspondence (Briefausgabe) and Works (Werke.
Gesamtausgabe) which started as far back as the early 1980s. All in all, there will be forty-three
volumes, thirteen of Works (texts and appendices) and thirty of Correspondence (texts and
commentaries), all published by Meiner (Hamburg) and Frommann-Holzboog (Stuttgart-Bad
Cannstatt). As a testimony of Jacobi's lively literary production and networking, both his
correspondence and the project Jacobi-Worterbuch-online sponsored by Siachsische Akademie der
Wissenschaft (Leipzig) —still in the making—offer a vivid picture of the intellectual and political
scene of the time. Since Jacobi seems to represent such a great point of connection between
philosophical, literary, artistic, and political interests, a critical edition of Jacobi’s notebooks is in
preparation: F.H. Jacobi, Die Denkbiicher, ed. by Sophia V. Krebs, which is supposed to be brought
to conclusion by 2020 in 4 volumes.

Notwithstanding this outstanding industry around Jacobi's works, it would be hasty to
believe that today we are witnessing some kind of ‘Jacobi-Renaissance’. As early as 1970, Gerhard

Hohn published a brief report in the "Revue philosophique de Louvain" entitled La renaissance de

la pensée de F.H. Jacobi.22 Since the late 1960s, interest in Jacobi’s philosophy has been growing,
reaching a climax between the 1970 and 1990. We can consider those two decades as a moment
when a general turning point in the scholarship on Jacobi occurred. Scholars in Germany, Italy,
France, and North America started considering Jacobi’s philosophy for its own sake rather than in

polemical connection to other philosophers.23 1969 can be considered the fundamental moment in

22 G. Hohn, La renaissance de la pensée de F.H. Jacobi, “Revue philosophique de Louvain”, LXVIII, 1970, pp. 100-
103.

23 Bibliographical information can easily be found in U. Rose, Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi. Eine Bibliographie, Stuttgart-
Weimar, Metzler, 1993; M. Ivaldo, Introduzione a Jacobi, Roma-Bari, Laterza, 2003; V. Verra, F.H. Jacobi.
Dall'llluminismo all'idealismo, Torino, Edizioni di Filosofia, 1963; K. Hammacher, Kritik und Leben. II: Die
Philosophie F.H. Jacobi, Miinchen, W. Fink Verlag, 1969; B. Sandkaulen, Grund und Ursache. Die Vernunftkritik
Jacobis, Miinchen, Fink, 2000; K. Homann, F.H. Jacobis Philosophie der Freiheit, Freiburg-Miinchen, Karl-Alber,
1973; S. Kahlefeld, Dialektik und Sprung in Jacobis Philosophie, Wiirzburg, Konigshausen u. Neumann, 2000.
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the scholarly research on Jacobi. At Jacobi’s Haus in Diisseldorf, celebrating the 150t anniversary
of his death, the most prominent specialists gathered together following the impulse that few
publications had given to the debate. In fact, two volumes in the early sixties, V. Verra, F.H.
Jacobi. Dall'llluminismo all'idealismo (1963) and O.F. Bollnow, Die Lebensphilosophie F.H.
Jacobis, Stuttgart, Kohlhammer, (1966, including the edition of a study originally published in
1933), and two other volumes that will be published by the end of 1969, K. Hammacher, Die
Philosophie Friedrich Heinrich Jacobis, Miinchen, Fink, and G. Baum, Vernunft und Erkenntnis.
Die Philosophie F.H. Jacobis, Bonn, Bouvier, gave new life to the study of Jacobi’s thought. M.M.
Olivetti gave an account of this congress two years before the proceedings were published: M.M.
Olivetti, La ‘Jacobi-Tagung’ a Diisseldorf, in “Bollettino Filosofico”, III (12), 1969, pp. 221-222.
The proceedings of the congress were published in Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi. Philosoph und
Literat der Goethezeit. Beitrdge einer Tagung in Diisseldorf (16.-19. 10. 1969) aus Anlaf seines
150. Todestages und Berichte, hrsg. von K. Hammacher, Frankfurt a. M., Vittorio Klosterman,
1971, and concur in recognizing the value and height of Jacobi's philosophy. These publications
seem to concur in presenting the set of issues that Jacobi's thought stresses. They all maintain that
the historical function of Jacobi's thought consists in bringing transcendental philosophy to the core
of its problems: philosophy does not make room for knowledge when what is known is a finite
object conceived as independent of the knower. The same applies to ethics: an action is
philosophically unconceivable when the subject is defined as independent of universal moral law.
In the English-speaking world, George di Giovanni's works are philologically fundamental
and philosophically unmatched. In his edition published by McGill-Queen's, he introduced English
readers to Jacobi's main philosophical writings and the novel 4/lwill. This tome prompted and
inspired in many respects the present research.24 The extensive study that di Giovanni placed as

introduction to his edition develops those ideas that the book edited by K. Hammacher in 1971

24 F.H. Jacobi, The Main Philosophical Writings and the Novel Allwill, tr. and ed. by G. di Giovanni, Montréal &
Kingston, McGill-Queen's University Press, 1994,
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suggested; but di Giovanni goes much farther. He brings to light that Jacobi's strategy of revealing
the problems of systematic philosophy shows that those same dichotomies and frictions are never
surpassed by Jacobi's non-philosophy. On the contrary, they became even more radical. Jacobi
promotes ideas that prove Jacobi's reliance on the Enlightenment: the dualism between matter and
spirit, the dependence of knowledge on the senses (both material and spiritual), the dialectical form
of a social rationality, the indulgence in making the self the center of moral and epistemological
architecture.

The present research assumes the results of di Giovanni's research, and tries to develop them
in light of what di Giovanni does not take into consideration in his edition: the text On Divine
Things and their Revelation. We will see that in this text Jacobi's "unfinished philosophy" will
radicalize its unfinished-ness—if we may say so—since the different forms of dualism will turn
from being philosophical inacceptable to being philosophically reactionary. It will become clear
that Jacobi accepts that his philosophy is neither all-encompassing nor grounded on one sole
principle, for it rather consists in an observation of the transcendent—and therefore dual—
dimension of human beings.

More recently, the originality of Jacobi's theoretical efforts has been the topic of a volume
edited by Walter Jaeschke and Birgit Sandkaulen, Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi. Ein Wendepunkt der
geistigen Bildung der Zeit (2004).25 The volume brings to the fore the philosophical nature of issues
that Jacobi considers in his works and letters. It promotes with great effort the evolution of the
international interpretation of his philosophy, which today has become totally affranchised from the
improper label "Glaubensphilosophie".

Among the many articles that this volume collects, two in particular need to be signaled:
Gottfried Gabriel, Von der Vorstellung zur Darstellung. Realismus in Jacobis “David Hume”, and

Walter Jaeschke, Eine Vernunft, welche nicht die Vernunft ist. Jacobis Kritik der Aufkildrung. They

25 W. Jaeschke und B. Sandkaulen, Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi: Ein Wendepunkt der geistigen Bildung der Zeit
Hamburg, Meiner Verlag, 2004.
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both draw on Jacobi's internal criticism of the notion of knowledge by displaying Jacobi's
unprecedented form of skepticism with regard to justified knowledge. The first comments on the
connection of Jacobi's notion of faith (Glauben) with Wittgenstein's notion of certainty
(Gewissheit), signaling how both Jacobi and Wittgenstein hold “immediacy” to be something more
and different than a special kind of knowledge. Immediacy seems to open epistemology to a
broader discourse about the special status of human activities, which include epistemology. Humans
have a one-of-a-kind vocabulary that affords the gathering of information without producing
justified knowledge; this vocabulary refers to actions such as showing or indicating (Zeigen); this
action reveals (offenbart) something that is not known, but cannot be doubted either. The article by
Walter Jaeschke instead offers a bright description of Jacobi's account of reason (Vernunft), which
is defined as the ability to connect, and to achieve the correspondence of, the internal with the
external. Vernehmen is thus the proper description of reason's activity, be it understood in a
transcendental or ontological way. Accordingly, correspondence theory is supported in Jacobi's text,

though the definition of "what" is corresponded remains problematic.

More recently, some publications on Jacobi have drawn decisive attention to the historical
sources and theoretical fruit of his non-philosophy. Based mainly on the results of B. Sandkaulen’s
tome Grund und Ursache (2000),26 two monographs present different but consonant approaches to
Jacobi's so-called Unphilosophie: Individualitit als Fundamentalgefiihl (2013) by O. Koch, and
Zwischen Metaphysik und Metaphysikkritik (2015) by K. Sommer.27 We will linger on the analysis
of these two books because they provide, like the study by George di Giovanni, a fundamental step
in building the basis of the present research. It will also allow us briefly to make explicit few pages

of Spinoza that help frame the following investigation.

26 B. Sandkaulen, Grund und Ursache: Die Vernunfikritik Jacobis, Miinchen, Fink, 2000.

27 O. Koch, Individualitit als Fundamentalgefiihl. Zur Metaphysik der Person bei Jacobi und Jean Paul, Hamburg,
Meiner, 2013; K. Sommer, Zwischen Metaphysik und Metaphysikkritik. Heidegger, Schelling und Jacobi, Hamburg,
Meiner, 2015.
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Oliver Koch points to the principle “ex nihilo nihil fit” as the defining axiom of the Geis¢
des Spinozismus.2s We need to remember that Jacobi understands Spinoza’s philosophy as a display
of the Formularmethode der Geometer, the epitome of systematic thinking, according to which any
thing can be thought only through the principle of sufficient reason.20 We need also to mention that
Spinoza’s statement of the principle of sufficient reason first appeared in The Principles of
Descartes’ Philosophy (1663) where the eleventh axiom of Part I reads: “Nothing exists of which it
cannot be asked, what is the cause (or reason) [causa (sive ratio)], why it exists.”30 In the
explanation Spinoza elaborates: “Since existing is something positive, we cannot say that it has
nothing as its cause (by Axiom 7). Therefore, we must assign some positive cause, or reason, why
[a thing] exists — either an external one, i.e., one outside the thing itself, or an internal one, one
comprehended in the nature and definition of the existing thing itself”. Finally, the reference to
axiom 7 introduces an alternative to the principle of ‘ex nihilo, nihil fit’: “no actually existing thing
and no actually existing perfection of a thing can have nothing, or a thing not existing, as the cause
of its existence.”31 In the end, an infinite chain of finite causes displays a whole of reality which
does not have beginning in time or space.

Furthermore, the connection between empirical and intellectual origin of a thing is made
explicit in another /ocus of Spinoza’s body of works; the second definition in Part II of the Ethics
reads: “I say that to the essence of any thing belongs that which, being given, the thing is
necessarily posited and which, being taken away, the thing is necessarily taken away; or that
without which the thing can neither be nor be conceived, and which can neither be nor be conceived

without the thing”. Hence, the corporeal existence and the theoretical definition of a thing coincide,

28 The principle, which goes back to Lucretius’ De Rerum Natura, is given relevance in Descartes’ Principles of
Philosophy: “[...] when we recognize that it is impossible for anything to come from nothing, the proposition Nothing
comes from nothing is regarded not as a really existing thing, or even as a mode of a thing, but as an eternal truth which
resides within our mind. Such truths are termed common notions or axioms”. R. Descartes, Principles of Philosophy, in
R. Descartes, Selected Philosophical Writings, trans. by J. Cottingham, R. Stoothoff, and D. Murdoch, Cambridge u.a.,
Cambridge University Press, 1988, p. 176.

20 Cf. F.H. Jacobi, Uber die Lehre des Spinoza, p. 56.

30 B. Spinoza, Descartes’ Principles of Philosophy, in The Collected Works of Spinoza, ed. and tr. by E. Curley, New
Jersey, Princeton University Press, 1985, vol. 1, p. 246.

31 Ibid, p. 244.
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and they both depend on another being to provide the cause or reason of that thing. But, at this
point, the relation of dependence can take two forms — as is well known: “what cannot be conceived
[concipi] through another, must be conceived through itself” (Ethics, axiom 2, Part I).32 This
relatedness can therefore develop into a chain of finite beings (corporeally and theoretically)
connected to each other, or can reflect into itself to shape an autonomous being. This second
expression of the relation of dependency gives rise to the concept of causa sui: “By cause of itself I
understand that whose essence involves existence, or that whose nature cannot be conceived except
as existing” (Ethics, definition 1, Part I).

Conclusively, Jacobi sees in the principle of sufficient reason the engine of the internal
coherent architecture of reality, which includes both existence and essence of finite things. This
way, the causa sui is interpreted as an immanent principle that, while causing itself, causes the
chain of (the reasons of) objects. Generally speaking, Jacobi’s reading of Spinoza seeks to unveil
the consequences of the equation of concrete generation with theoretical definition.33 Indeed, within
this geometric dimension, we are unable to think a real absolute beginning; for example, the very
concept of free action becomes meaningless. Within this geometry we cannot deem ourselves the
origin of any deed, because we must admit that it is intellectually unreasonable to oppose the
Spinozistic geometry of reality:3s we are spurred to define our actions as coming into existence
from us, but the principle of sufficient reason throws our actions into the chain of reasons and turns
what we call ‘free action’ into a necessary consequence of a system. Therefore, the notion of ‘free
action” would require another way of thinking, which would finally oppose the principle of
sufficient reason. Yet, this brief and general analysis of Jacobi’s argument introduces us to a very
specific theme: Jacobi’s philosophical effort does not focus on finite objects in general, it rather

focuses on finite subjects which are not—this is his assumption—passive elements within a

32 All quotations come from B. Spinoza, Ethics, in The Collected Works of Spinoza, ed. and tr. by E. Curley, Princeton,
Princeton University Press, 1985, vol. 2.

33 Koch, Individualitdt, p. 49 ff.

34 Ibid, p. 60.
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geometrical whole, for they represent absolute and individual beginnings. Thus, the underlining
interest of Jacobi’s interpretation of Spinoza’s texts is not strictly theoretical but practical, and it
finally harmonizes with a vision in which the finitude of the subject (i.e. its being absolutely
enclosed and limited, hence defined in itself) is also the source of his autonomy.

But how can we conceptualize this autonomy if the principle of sufficient reason rules over
our intellectual activities? Is the autonomy of a human agent a mere delusion? The apparent
empirical dimension of the discourse about actions and agents becomes ‘transcendent’ in the very
moment we accept—as Jacobi seems to do—that there is no way to know reality other than the one
that the principle of sufficient reason provides. Therefore, we must appeal to a transcendent basis of
freedom, person, and those other ‘Dinge’ that elude scientific thinking. Koch underlines that Jacobi
considers Spinoza’s philosophy as a coherent and consistent system, but he also observes that this
adoption implies the rejection of the individuality of moral agents. This rejection can be bypassed
only if we appeal to a different epistemology.

The second edition of the Letters on Spinoza brings Jacobi not only to elaborate his concept
of faith (Glaube) more efficiently, but also to praise the constitutive attitude of Kantian practical
reason. As is well known, practical reason is regulative in the field of the empirical world; however,
practical reason also shows the possibility of constituting unconditioned objects, ideas. They
represent the paradigm of those absolute objects that inhabit an alternative epistemology to the
systematic thinking. For this reason, Koch leads the reader through the pages of the dialogue David
Hume while keeping track on the development of Jacobi’s interest in Kant’s practical reason.3s As a
consequence, the notion of Sinnlichkeit becomes the key to Jacobi’s notion of metaphysics, which
rejects neither science nor its perfect geometry (at least not entirely) but alludes to the necessity for
an openness. Once the subject is confronted by something absolutely different from itself, both his

actions and his knowledge regain meaning. In fact, I can deem myself the real cause of my actions

35 Ibid, pp. 78 and ff.
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and not a simple joint in a progression of events; but I can also deem the object of my knowledge a
real object and not the production of my thinking. As Koch highlights, Sinnlichkeit consists in the
medium between two substances3s which must be conceived as “unconditioned” and distinct.

No surprise, therefore, if one of the most interesting analysis of Jacobi’s non-philosophy
appears in a book that moves from Schelling’s Freiheitsschrift and focuses on the possibility of an
ontology that has a critical approach to metaphysics at its basis. Sommer’s Zwischen Metaphysik
und Metaphysikkritik. Heidegger, Schelling und Jacobi seems to embark on a backward journey
from Heidegger to Jacobi in search of the sources for a critique against systematic philosophy.37 In
reality, Sommer relies on F.W.J. Schelling’s Philosophische Untersuchungen tiber das Wesen der
menschlichen Freiheit und die damit zusammenhdngenden Gegenstinde (1809) in order to provide
a comprehensive and clear investigation of those topics that connect Schelling’s text with
Heidegger’s Kehre.3s Sommer shows that this connection is not based on the lectures Heidegger
held on Schelling’s philosophy only; instead, it goes back to a broader panorama of criticisms of the
epistemological limits dictated by Kantian subjectivity. Therefore, Sommer’s reference to Jacobi
(and his critique of Spinoza)—although not supported by Heidegger’s writings—is crucial in
framing the long process of emancipation from systematic thinking that philosophy should undergo.

In opposition to the usual fashion of commenting philosophers” text with scholars’ analysis,

we dare paraphrase Sommer’s purpose with the help of Heidegger’s words:

The adequate execution and completion of this other thinking that abandons
subjectivity is surely made more difficult by the fact that in the publication of Being
and Time the third division of the first part, “Time and Being,” was held back... Here
everything is reversed. The division in question was held back because thinking

[Denken] failed in the adequate saying of this turning [Kehre] and did not succeed

36 Ibid, p. 120.
37 K. Sommer, Zwischen Metaphysik und Metaphysikkritik. Heidegger, Schelling und Jacobi (Hamburg: Meiner, 2015).
38 Ibid, p. 36.
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with the help of the language of metaphysics. [...] This turning is not a change of
standpoint from Being and Time, but in it the thinking that was sought first arrives at
the location of that dimension out of which Being and Time is experienced, that is to

say, experienced from the fundamental experience of the oblivion of Being.39

Sommer’s somehow covert line of reasoning consists in the thesis according to which
understanding Heidegger’s Kehre can be useful to define the real scope of Jacobi’s Unphilosophie.
Therefore, if the Beitrdge zur Philosophie (Vom Ereignis) (1936-37) is usually regarded as the text
that best represents the inception of the Kehre, Sommer does not limit herself to it, but enhances the
great relevance that Der Satz vom Grund (1955-56) has in defining the dimension of the alternative
thinking that Jacobi inaugurated against the entirety of post-Kantian philosophy.

Yet, the complete picture of her work unfolds with Sommer’s analysis of Schelling’s
thought. Schelling’s Freiheitsschrift introduces freedom as neither the first, nor the ultimate
element, but the center of the whole system of philosophy. The opposition between Schelling and
Jacobi takes shape with Schelling’s attempt to include freedom in a coherent intelligible system; in
fact, Schelling tries to counter Spinoza’s fatalism following a Spinozist project, i.e. by incorporating
freedom (systematically) into immanence and by defining human action within God’s life. The final
result consists in considering existence as a manifestation of a Grund, that discloses itself in a
universal life or Lebendigkeit.4o This “Pantheismus of freedom” distances itself from Jacobi’s
efforts to define the personhood in its unconditioned singularity, beyond the enthusiasm for
systematicity which reduces real freedom to the internal necessity of a whole. Notwithstanding the
distance, Schelling and Jacobi seem to concur in one thing: epistemology and theory of praxis

should be thought concurrently and anew.41

39 M. Heidegger, Letter on Humanism, in M. Heidegger, Basic Writings, ed. by D.F. Krell, New York, Harper, 2008,
pp- 213-265, here pp. 231-232.

40 K. Sommer, Zwischen Metaphysik und Metaphysikkritik. Heidegger, Schelling und Jacobi (Hamburg: Meiner, 2015),
p. 123.

41 Ibid, p. 95 and p. 151.
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One century later, Heidegger sees in Schelling’s text on freedom not only the climax of
German Idealism, but also the cradle of those sources that might renovate metaphysics and expand
rationality. Heidegger, in a way that reminds one of Jacobi's thought, sees the notion of free action
not only under the frame of a Handlungstheorie, but in its ontological relevance, i.e. as the
possibility to define being based on human freedom.42 Sommers painstakingly highlights those
fundamental passages which show that Heidegger conceives freedom as the only conceptual key
that reveals the hidden connection between system and pantheism.43 According to Sommer’s
interpretation of Heidegger’s theory, pantheism is not to be conceived as a driving force that
annihilates the singular essence of finite things, but as the ground on which finite things can be
defined according to their essential freedom.44 What strikes those who follow the author’s most
revealing suggestions is that neither Heidegger nor Jacobi manifest any elusiveness in their
adherence to the tension between philosophical thought and the notion of the “unconditioned”. And
yet Heidegger—as opposed to Jacobi—does not foresee the capitulation of logic in a “leap” towards
absolute freedom. Unlike Jacobi, Heidegger elaborates a different style of thinking that surpasses
the jurisdiction of human needs4s and develops a distinct understanding of the notion of system. In
the end, Heidegger’s different interpretation of both system and human rational need contrasts with
Jacobi’s critique against metaphysics. Nevertheless, Heidegger elaborates his thinking on the basis

of a feature that Jacobi also puts at the ground of his non-philosophy, namely, receptivity.

Conclusion

4 Ibid, p. 184.

43 Ibid, pp. 210-214.
44 Ibid, p. 226.

45 Ibid, pp. 341 and ff.
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The definition, outcome and systematic consequences of the notion of receptivity are the
actual topics of the Divine Things. We will see that Jacobi elaborates a theory that includes both

sides of receptiveness: the active and the passive. passivity, the so-called "faculty of perception ", is

supposed to provide the subject with the objective elements of knowledge, which are, like
phenomena in the case of the senses, out there. But at the same time, receptivity is also the faculty
that defines the subjective power to connect to the world. This connection is not only passive, as
one may suppose; it is active in the sense that it defines the necessary opposition between the
relata. In this sense Jacobi elaborates his definition of individuality.

The subject is not active in the way that Kantian transcendental subjectivity would suggest.
The special activity of Jacobi’s notion of receptivity draws from the transcendent dimension of his
discourse: the subject receives from the religious dimension (from God) the measure of both its own
identity and the identity of the other things. This transcendent form of passive receptivity provides
the actual frame for the subject to become a concrete identity acting within different identities. The
possibility to act is an integral part of the patrimony that Jacobi’s notion of receptivity bears.

Only because we are subjects created as singular beings by God, and only because we
receive God’s laws in the depth of our self, we can see ourselves as singular beings and we can see
the world around us as a harmonic cosmos composed by singular beings. This “teaching’ is the core
of the divinity of reality, that Jacobi tries to develop on the basis of the problems that the atheistic

systematic thinking does not solve.
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Divine Things.
The significance of the book within the development

of Jacobi's philosophy.
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Intro

As a passionate champion of a kind of liberal individualism, Jacobi claimed that the negation
of personal singularity was grounded on a theory of the I deprived of every substance and existence.
In his view, the history of modern thinking had obliterated the true I, true reality, and true God in the
name of an enthusiasm for explanations. So, in the midst of one of the richest of all philosophical
periods, Jacobi denounced philosophy is leading humanity to a total annihilation of the true for the
sake of a dangerous illusion.

In order to assess both the alleged illusion and Jacobi's counterreaction, this chapter will offer
a few remarks on one of F.H. Jacobi's most famous texts, the Letter to Fichte (1799). This text is
crucial not only for understanding Jacobi's thought in general, but also for making explicit his future
challenges, for it marks a turning point in the development of his thought.4s As we will see, the Letter
to Fichte affirms that systematic knowledge (perfectly exemplified by Fichte's Wissenschaftslehre)
denies all room for the existence of both the individual being and a personal God.47 Moreover, on the

basis of Jacobi's analysis of transcendental philosophy, the epoch-making equation between

46 Friedrich Henrich Jacobi, "Letter to Fichte," in Friedrich Henrich Jacobi, The Main Philosophical Writings and the
Novel Allwill, ed. George di Giovanni (Montréal: McGill-Queen University Press, 1994), (henceforth: Letter to Fichte)
497-536.

47 George di Giovanni, "Introduction: The Unfinished Philosophy of Friedrich Henrich Jacobi," in Friedrich Henrich
Jacobi, The Main Philosophical Writings and the Novel Allwill, ed. George di Giovanni (Montréal: McGill-Queen
University Press, 1994), 3-167 (pp. 67-116). See Birgit Sandkaulen, "Ichheit und Person. Zur Aporie der
Wissenschaftslehre in der Debatte zwischen Fichte und Jacobi," in System und Systemkritik um 1800, ed. Christian
Danz and Jiirgen Stolzenberg (Hamburg: Felix Meiner Verlag, 2011), 45-68, and Birgit Sandkaulen, "Daf3, was oder
wer. Jacobi im Diskurs iiber Personen," in Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi. Ein Wendepunkt der geistigen Bildung der Zeit,
ed. Walter Jaeschke and Birgit Sandkaulen (Hamburg: Felix Meiner, 2004), 217-237, and Birgit Sandkaulen, "System
und Systemkritik. Uberlegungen zur gegenwirtigen Bedeutung eines fundamentalen Problemzusammenhangs," in
System und Systemkritik. Beitrdge zu einem Grundproblem der klassischen deutschen Philosophie, ed. Birgit
Sandkaulen (Wiirzburg: Kénigshausen u. Neumann, 2006), 11-34.
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philosophy and Nihilism is introduced for the first time in history, providing the first account of a
concern that will haunt European culture for centuries.

Jacobi, in contrast to many Romantics with whom he was acquainted or in contact, belongs
to an older generation of German intellectuals of a foregone age. He started publishing philosophical
essays and prose in the 1770s, before the advent of the early German Romantic Movement.4s But, in
a way that associates him with early German Romanticism, he devoted a large part of his works to
the identification of true rationality.49 His tense distrust of an all-encompassing system of knowledge
did not result in the worship of irrationalism; rather, it aimed to clear the way for an authentic
apprehension of the true, the beautiful, and the good.so As it is evident and often overtly proclaimed,
the common trait among romantic philosophers, theologians, poets, and artists consists in the rejection
of systematic philosophy; but such rejection, at least in Jacobi's case, reflects anything but a different

systematic conception of reality.s1

Atheismusstreit

48 Jacobi starts publishing philosophical essays and prose in 1970s, a decade in which the systematical proportions of
reality had just begun to be challenged by enlightened skepticism and the aesthetic of the Sturm und Drang. Rather than
at Reinhold or Fichte's re-foundation of a system of science, Jacobi looked at Spinoza and Kant's ethics and
epistemology to find the polemical source of his philosophical project.

49 To inquiry into the origin of the term Friithromantik, see Ernst Behler, Friihromantik (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1992), 13-
23. The text provides a general understanding of the overall movement and its chronology.

s0 Friedrich Henrich Jacobi, "David Hume on Faith, or Idealismus and Realismus, A Dialogue: Preface and also
Introduction to the Author's Collected Philosophical Works," in Friedrich Henrich Jacobi, The Main Philosophical
Writings and the Novel Allwill, trans. George di Giovanni (Montréal: McGill-Queen University Press, 2009), 537-590.
51 See A.W. Wood, Fichte's Ethical Thought (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 12-22. Notoriously, defining
the relationship that the romantics had with the idea of system is not an easy task. Scholarship has long debated whether
early German Romanticism had to be considered a reaction against systematic reason altogether. Lately, the debate has
definitely evolved towards a more documented interpretation of different conceptions of systematicity that are
distinctive of the early German Romanticism. On this see Dieter Henrich, Konstellationen. Probleme und Debatten am
Ursprung der idealistischen Philosophie (1789-1795), (Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 1992). See also Manfred Frank,
“Unendliche Anndherung” - Die Anfinge der philosophischen Friihromantik (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1997),
and Frederick C. Beiser, The Romantic Imperative. The Concept of Early German Romanticism (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 2006).
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Notoriously, in the second issue of the first volume of the Athenaeum Friedrich Schlegel
proclaimed the three paradigms of his era: the French Revolution, Goethe's Wilhelm Meister, and
Fichte's Wissenschaftslehre.s2 Notwithstanding this honorific salutation, the romantics developed
quite a bitter dissatisfaction with the fallout from Fichte's Wissenschaftslehre. At first, Fichte's moral
and political ideas inflamed intellectuals' enthusiasm because his elaboration of Kantian spontaneity
connects freedom and necessity under a deterinate principle: the . Yet, Fichte's doctrine of knowledge
conflicted with the ethical, aesthetic, and religious fervor of Early German Romanticism. The
romantics were dismayed by that fact that Fichte's philosophy promoted a rational system dominated
by the mechanical lawfulness of the I, which reduced to nothingness any otherness.s3 Fichte erected
a system in which concrete otherness (the non-I) is unquestionably banished: "I discover myself to
be free of any influence from the sensible world, absolutely active in and through myself," and he
continues: "and thus I discover myself to be a power elevated above everything sensible." 54
Eventually, on the basis of the conceptual self-sufficiency of the I, the distance between Fichte and
the romantics quickly grew, finding in the so-called Atheism controversy its climax - though surely
not its conclusion.ss

The Atheism controversy started over two essays - one authored by Fichte himself and the

other by F.K. Forberg - that appeared in 1798 in the Philosophical Journal, a periodical that Fichte

s2 Friedrich Schlegel, "Athenacum Fragments," The early political writings of the German romantics, ed. Frederick Beiser
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 118. On the debt that Friihromantik may have incurred to Fichte's
philosophy, see the following groundbreaking texts: Rudolf Haym, Die romantische Schule (Berlin: Gaertner, 1882),
Nicolai Hartmann, Die Philosophie des deutschen Idealismus (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1923), and Hermann August Korff,
Geist der Goethezeit (Leipzig: Koehler und Amelang, 1964).

53 See Daniel Breazeale, "Introduction," in J.G. Fichte, Early Writings, ed. Daniel Breazeale (New York: Cornell
University Press 1988), 24.

s4 Johann Gottlieb Fichte, "On the Basis of Our Belief in a Divine Governance of the World," in Introductions to the
Wissenschafislehre and Other Writings (1797—1800), ed. Daniel Breazeale (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1994), 147.

55 On origin and consequences of the Athesimusstreit, please see Fichtes Entlassung: der Atheismusstreit vor 200
Jahren, ed. Klaus-M. Kodalle and Martin Ohst (Wiirzburg: Kénigshausen & Neumann, 1999). Many are the authors
that in the last decades have published valuable works on this topic, but for a first orientation to the complex history of
early reception of Fichte's philosophy, please see Fichte und seine Zeit, ed. Matteo Vincenzo d'Alfonso, Carla de
Pascale, Erich Fuchs, and Marco Ivaldo (Fichte-Studien 43 and 44), (Leiden: Brill, 2016 and 2017); George di
Giovanni, “The First Twenty Years of Critique: The Spinoza Connection,” in The Cambridge Companion to Kant, ed.
Paul Guyer (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 417-448; Elizabeth Millan-Zaibert, Friedrich Schlegel
and the Emergence of Earl German Romanticism (New York: State University of New York Press, 2007), especially
53-94; Bernward Loheide, Fichte und Novalis: Transzendentalphilosophisches Denken im romantisierenden Diskurs
(Amsterdam: Rodopoi, 2000).
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co-edited with F.P.I. Niethammer. Fichte's On the basis of our belief in a divine governance of the
world serves as a reply and an introduction to Forberg's, Development of the idea of religion and
provides an explanation of both points of agreement and disagreement with the latter. But, more
importantly, Fichte also had the opportunity to explain his "thoughts on this topic" that indeed “follow
from his own philosophical views."

The somehow simplistic contribution of Forberg has the merit of stating in clear terms a
critical idea that was growing in popularity: "religion is neither a product of experience nor a
discovery of speculation, but rather merely and only the fruit of a morally good heart" which wishes
to "maintain the upper hand over the evil in the world."ss Consequently, the only concept of deity
admissible is "the sublime spirit who governs the world in accordance with moral laws."s7 In this
thesis one may recognize a rather unscrupulous rendering of Kant’s moral doctrine; and, despite its
laxity, it surely raises issues with which Fichte himself was familiar. Only a few years before, in the
most popular of his writings, the Foundation of the Entire Wissenschaftslehre (1794-1795), Fichte
clearly maintains that the idea of a deity is unthinkable.ss Moreover, in the acclaimed Attempt at a
Critique of all revelation (1792), he states—following the precepts of Kant's philosophy—that the
idea of God is "based on an alienation (Entdusserung) of what is ours"so and that religion develops
from this alienation. What Fichte writes in his On the basis of our belief in a divine governance of
the world is, therefore, perfectly congruent with this very general framework: "the living and

efficaciously acting moral order is itself God. We require no other God, nor can we grasp any other." 0

s6 Friedrich Karl Forberg, "Development of the Concept of Religion," in J.G. Fichte and the Atheism Dispute (1798-
1800), ed. Yolanda Estes and Curtis Bowman (Burlington: Ashgate Farnham, 2010), 39.

57 Friedrich Karl Forberg, "Development," 37.

ss See Johann Gottlieb Fichte, Foundations of the Entire Science of Knowledge, in Johann Gottlieb Fichte, Science of
Knowledge (Wissenschafislehre), ed. Peter Heath and John Lachs (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), 225,
See also Johann Gottlieb Fichte, "On the Basis of Our Belief in a Divine Governance of the World," in Introductions to
the Wissenschafislehre and Other Writings (1797—1800), ed. Daniel Breazeale (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1994), 149-151.
s9 Johann Gottlieb Fichte, Attempt at a Critique of All Revelation, ed. G. Green (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1978), 73.

60 Johann Gottlieb Fichte, "On the Basis of Our Belief in a Divine Governance of the World," in Introductions to the
Wissenschafislehre and Other Writings (1797—1800), ed. Daniel Breazeale (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1994), 151. In a
concise reconstruction of those events A.W. Wood hints at Fichte's social solitude: in his writings, his political and
philosophical radicalism was blended with religious symbols and terminology, so as to estrange both secular and
religious movements. See A.W. Wood, Fichte's Ethical Thought (New York: Oxford University press, 2016) 19. To be
sure, Fichte thinks that God can be attained through knowledge; God does not show itself via analogy or as an "als-ob",
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After the publication of the journal, political and academic agitation arose. This was witnessed
in the circulation of an anonymous pamphlet entitled, 4 Father's letter to his son, studying at the
University, concerning the Atheism of Fichte and Forberg, the arraignment by the theologian - and
Fichte’s friend - F.V. Reinhardt on behalf of the Grand Duke Charles August, and Reinhold's own
letter, to mention only but a few examples.c1 With very few exceptions—e.g. H. Paulus and F.
Bouterwek—Fichte appeared to be abandoned by his colleagues, old friends, and allies. Turmoil
around Fichte's public activities was not new: as early as his essay in defense of the French revolution
(1793), Fichte had already suffered a number of public and private attacks because of his alleged
political Jacobinism, religious impiety, and moral intransigence. But nothing was comparable to what
he suffered during the Atheism Controversy.s2

As could be expected of Fichte, he wrote a hasty, direct response to his critics. As a result, the
situation worsened. Fichte published the famous Doctors und Ordentlichen Professors zu Jena
Appellation an das Publikum iiber die durch ein Kurf. Sdchs. Confiscationsresccript ihm
Beigemessenen Atheistischen Aeusserungen (1799)e3 soliciting Jacobi's intervention in the name of
the shared view according to which "belief or faith is the element of all certainty."s4 At that time he
was not aware that he was marching up to the cannon's mouth. Following Lavater's advice, Jacobi
replied with the famous open letter, which was published with both Fichte and Reinhold's

agreement.es

rather it refers to the "starting point (das absolut erste) of all objective cognition." Johann Gottlieb Fichte, "On the Basis
of Our Belief in a Divine Governance of the World," in Introductions to the Wissenschafislehre and Other Writings
(1797—-1800), ed. Daniel Breazeale (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1994), 151.

61 Karl Leonhard Reinhold, "Letter to Fichte," in J.G. Fichte and the Atheism Dispute (1798-1800), ed. Yolanda Estes
and Curtis Bowman (Burlington: Ashgate Farnham, 2010), 127-144.

62 As it is well known Fichte's Attempt at a Critique of All Revelation was rejected by the Theological Faculty of Halle.
63 Johann Gottlieb Fichte, "Appeal to the Public," in J. G. Fichte and the Atheism Dispute (1798—1800), ed. Yolanda
Estes and Curtis Bowman (Burlington: Ashgate Farnham, 2010) 85—125. See also the more cautious “From a Private
Letter,” in Introductions to the Wissenschafislehre and Other Writings (1797—1800), ed. Daniel Breazeale
(Indianapolis: Hackett, 1994), 155-176.

64 Johann Gottlieb Fichte, "On the Basis of Our Belief in a Divine Governance of the World," in Introductions to the
Wissenschafislehre and Other Writings (1797—1800), ed. Daniel Breazeale (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1994), 147. For
further considerations on Fichte's hope for Jacobi's help, one should take into consideration the notion of "gdttliches
Leben" mentioned by Fichte in his Appellation. Unfortunately, we cannot indulge in an analysis of this text.

65 For a general introduction to Jacobi's letter, please see Klaus Hammacher, "Jacobis Brief "An Fichte" (1799)," in
Transzendentalphilosophie und Spekulation. Der Streit um die Gestalt einer Ersten Philosophie (1799—1807), ed.
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Jacobi's Letter to Fichte: the rise of nihilism

The Letter to Fichte is a manifesto of dissatisfaction; it is both a critique of the ambitions of
systematic thinking and an exposition of the true destiny of speculation. The dissatisfaction with the
systematicity of Fichte's philosophy is expressed, however, in light of the indubitable obligation that
Jacobi—and all the early German Romantics—felt to Fichtean principles of science, to the
indomitable practical will that towers at the origin of his doctrine, and to his descent into the
conundrum of the dialectical principle of reality.e6

The Letter to Fichte represents the center of the tension between two conceptions of thought
whose conflicting paradigms grew stronger to each other's benefit: the more the Fichtean system of
reason appeared as the ultimate, the stronger the Jacobian retaliation of individuality grew.

Jacobi’s analysis of the concept of system appears right at the beginning of the Preface of the
letter: "I am bound to be pleased with Kant that he preferred to sin against the system rather than
against the majesty of the place."s7 In this context the term system refers to the notion of system of
reason. This implies that the founding principle of science is formally homogeneous with the objects
of that same science. As a consequence, the form of the objects of science is exactly the expression
of the principle of science. A further explanation of the kind of systematic unity that Fichte's doctrine
offers, according to Jacobi, can be obtained from the last edition of Concerning the Doctrine of
Spinoza in Letters to Herr Moses Mendelssohn, with particular reference to the section dedicated to

the reply to M. Mendelssohn's Memoranda. In proposition XXXIX, Jacobi states: "All individual

Walter Jaeschke (Hamburg: Meiner Verlag, 1993), 72-84. See also Klaus Hammacher, ed. "Fichte und Jacobi, Tagung
der Internationalen J.G. Fichte-Gesellshcaft." Special Issue, Fichte Studien, no. 14 (1998).

66 On the consonance of Fichte and Jacobi in their contrast against the Berliner Aufkldrer in general, and Nicolai in
particular see Stefan Schick, "Das Interesse der Aufklarung - Fichte, Jacobi und Nicolai im Disput {iber Bedingtheit und
Unbebingtheit der Vernunft," Fichte Studien, no. 43 (2016), 106-127. On a more general overview on Fichte and early
German Romanticism, see Fichte, German Idealism, and Early Romanticism, ed. Daniel Breazeale and Tom Rockmore
(Leiden: Brill, 2010).

67 Letter to Fichte, 499.
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things mutually presuppose one another and refer to one another so that none of them can either be
or be thought of without the rest, or the rest without it." The necessary conclusion arrives in
proposition XLI: "The absolutely indivisible essence, in which all concepts exist together, is the
infinite and absolute thought."

At first, this last reference to Spinoza can be seen as an unorthodox form of Fichte's doctrine
of knowledge, which clearly promotes subjectivity as the origin and justification of every "individual
thing." Yet in light of Fichte's success in deriving the whole reality from the activity of the I, Jacobi
regards the comparison between Fichte's I and the Spinozist natura as thoroughly justified: "Little
was lacking for this transfiguration of materialism into idealism to have already been realized through
Spinoza. His substance, which underlies extended and thinking being, equally and inseparably binds
them together; it is nothing but the invisible identity of object and subject (demonstrable only through
inferences) upon which the system of the new philosophy is grounded, i.e. the system of the
autonomous philosophy of intelligence."ss This new philosophy of intelligence shows a coherent
development of Spinoza's materialism because what is conceivable appears according to the form of
the self-generation of a principle. Both Spinoza's substance and Fichte's I imply that what really is is
that which is conceived per se; everything else arises within this unity.eo Yet the exposition of this
thesis—that was to be discussed for years to come—is preparatory to the very heart of Jacobi's
criticism.7o In fact, the philosophical core of the Letter comes to light when Jacobi starts to assess the

completeness of the science of knowledge.

68 Letter to Fichte, 502.

69 On this see, George di Giovanni, "Introduction: The Unfinished Philosophy of Friedrich Henrich Jacobi," in Friedrich
Henrich Jacobi, The Main Philosophical Writings and the Novel Allwill, ed. George di Giovanni (Montréal: McGill-
Queen University Press, 2009), 70 and ff., as well as Walter Jaeschke, "Der Messias der spekulativen Vernuntt," in
Fichtes Entlassung: der Atheismusstreit vor 200 Jahren, ed. Klaus-M. Kodalle, Martin Ohst (Wiirzburg: Kénigshausen
& Neumann, 1999), 143-157 (pp. 149-150).

70 We need to stress that Jacobi's first reaction to Fichte's Uber den Begriff der Wissenscahftslehre is not negative under
many respects, as showed in Jacobi's letter to Goethe dated June 7m, 1794, see Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi, Briefwechsel,
vol. 10 (Stuttgart-Bad Cannstatt: frommann-holzboog, 2015), 361-363. Jacobi's criticism grows as soon as he realizes
that according to Fichte's doctrine we understand only that which we do. See his letter to Dohm of December 12w, 1797,
in Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi, Briefwechsel, vol. 11 (Stuttgart-Bad Cannstatt: frommann-holzboog, 2017), 265-267. Cf.
Klaus Hammacher, Die Philosophie F.H. Jacobis (Miinchen: Fink, 1969), 180 and ff.
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In accordance with its purity, science—namely, Fichte's philosophy—is "this very production

nmn

in thoughts," "an inner activity" that "consists in the autonomous production of its object."71 Science
is complete because it translates what is other-than-itself into itself and makes the very possibility of
otherness disappear. In other words, science concerns itself only with objects that its principle defines
so that the products of science represent the only objects that should be regarded as knowable. As a
result, everything that is conceived is known precisely because it is the product of that principle which
makes everything conceivable.

The majesty of science is thus grounded on the production of both ethical and epistemological
values, whose justification rejects any form of correspondence theory: there is not a world of facts or
values to correspond to because everything is a product of the "intelligence" of the I. Consequently,
Fichte's doctrine presents a magnificent achievement of abstract thinking: the principle of the
Doctrine of Science - the I - defines lawfulness for ethics and truthfulness for epistemology. Fichte
makes explicit the conversion from "form alone into the substance":72 all that is, is posited by the I
and what is not posited by the I, is not. The crucial opus of idealism consists in this transition, which
replaces substance with form. Better than geometry and arithmetic, Fichte's Wissenschaftslehre shows
the principle that stands for the "element of unity in all sciences," and that divests reality of its
independence.

But, Jacobi maintains that a single crucial problem arises: the principle of science fashions
concepts which lack the "true".73 The purity of science depends on the fact that the truth lies in the
science itself, whereas Jacobi is committed to showing that the foundation of all knowledge lies

outside of both science and thinking in general. Put simply: Jacobi is committed to showing that an

independent world of substances exists outside the perimeter of science. The real problem for Jacobi

71 Letter to Fichte, 505. See Klaus Hammacher, "Jacobis Brief "An Fichte" (1799)," in Transzendentalphilosophie und
Spekulation. Der Streit um die Gestalt einer Ersten Philosophie (1799—1807), ed. Walter Jaeschke (Hamburg: Meiner
Verlag, 1993), 77.

72 Letter to Fichte, 504.

73 On Jacobi's critique to Fichte in the Kladden, see Klaus Hammacher, Die Philosophie F.H. Jacobis (Miinchen: Fink,
1969), especially the third chapter.
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will be defining a way of knowing this world without turning it into a mere product of science, as
idealism does.

Despite his criticism, Jacobi assumes the definition of science that Fichte introduces: Jacobi
admits that there cannot be scientific knowledge of substance because every element of science is a
product of thought. Therefore, substance must be the object of a non-scientific knowledge; but this
does not imply that the apprehension of substance falls into irrationalism. On the contrary, Jacobi
aims to propose a theory of substance that should enrich our notion of rationality. The issues at stake
are twofold: (A) the demonstration of the incompleteness of the abovementioned philosophy of
intelligence and (B) the possibility that reason becomes the faculty to apprehend what is outside mere
production of the I. Once we achieve these two goals, a new form of rationality would finally be
within reach.

Jacobi’s critique starts by affirming that the "being given" of an object represents the only
access to science; if' a "being" is not "given" to our understanding, then what we call "thing" is a mere
product of the I, it is mere form (Gestalt). And Gestalt is nothing at all.74

In Jacobi's eyes, what makes Kant's philosophy as problematic as it is revelatory is the
assumption that knowledge involves abstraction from a being that is not a product of our thought, but
a "given." On the contrary, Fichte's Doctrine of Science annihilates that external-to-thought source of
knowledge to the advantage of an abstract architecture of forms, which are intertwined, self-contained,
and self-directed.7s If Kant assumes that our knowledge refers to objects that lie outside of our thought,
Fichte provides arguments to reject this thesis and build a system of mere Gestalten. The Fichtean
science becomes the display of the power of the I to produce the truth and obliterates the "realm of
Being."76 This represents a momentous turn in the history of Western thought: the science of #ruth

comes to oppose the knowledge of Being. Jacobi tries to debunk the "naked logical enthusiasm" that

74 Letter to Fichte, 508.
75 Letter to Fichte, 509-510.
76 Letter to Fichte, 508.
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turns perception of Being into "necessary imaging,"77 but he can only witness this crucial turn of
philosophy into sheer contemplation of the Self: once we accept that only logical explanations can
contribute to the definition of objects, we have fallen victim to the logical enthusiasm that blinds our
senses.

In the wake of the success of Fichte's system of knowledge, drama ensued: "I invoke
Annihilation, like a divinity, against such a Danaidic, such an Ixionic bliss."78 As mentioned above,
despite the dramatic utterance Jacobi does not locate the knowledge of Being in an irrational realm,
nor does he aim to give rise to a counter-Enlightenment movement of fideistic flavor. On the contrary,
Jacobi appears committed to a critique of thinking in the same way as Kant devoted his efforts to a
critique of reason.79

After his concise analysis of the consequences of Fichte's endeavor, Jacobi denounces the
ultimate result of the Doctrine of Science, yet he emphasizes that Fichte's philosophy does not amount
to atheism. Like arithmetic or geometry, Fichte's philosophy forgets Being and plays with images; in
that realm of images, true God never disappears because he never came into being.so

What Fichte calls God in his essay On the grounds of our belief in a divine government of the
universe 1s only a product of thinking. He posits that God is caused: it is a creation of the I - the
Gestalt of the moral world - and therefore it is a non-entity. In the end, God becomes an icon of our
actions. But still, states Jacobi, this is not atheism. Rather, it is the emergence of a phenomenon that

will become crucial to the history of philosophy: nihilism. Contrary to what might be perceived, true

77 Letter to Fichte, 510-511.

78 Letter to Fichte, 511.

79 Jacobi admired those Aufkldrer such as Voltaire or Rousseau - see Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi, Werke, vol. 1,1, Ueber
die Lehre des Spinoza in Briefen an den Herrn Moses Mendelssohn (Hamburg and Stuttgart-Bad Cannstatt: Meiner and
frommann-holzboog, 1998), 20 and 47. On the contrary, Woldemar sees in the Auklirung des Verstandes the stumbling
block for a development of the healthy heart, healthy man, and healthy understanding. See Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi,
Werke, vol. 7,1, Woldemar (Hamburg and Stuttgart: Meiner and Frommann-Holzboog, 2007), 197. On this see Stefan
Schick, "Die Vollendung des Deutschen Idealismus in Friedrich Heinrich Jacobis Sendschreiben an Fichte?," Deutsche
Zeitschrift fiir Philosophie, no. 61 (2013), 21-41. Furhter reference may be found in Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi, Werke,
vol. 5, Fliegende Blitter (Hamburg and Stuttgart: Meiner and frommann-holzboog, 2007), 403.

8o Letter to Fichte, 512. The comparison of this quasi-arithmetical order with Fichte's doctrine closes the distance
between Fichte and the Berliner Aufkliirer, whose methodology - in the words of Mendelssohn's "Uber die Frage: was
heiB3st aufklaren?" - reproduces the rules of arithmetic. In the same vein, the critique against the metaphysics that lies in
natural theology is what connects Jacobi with Kant. On this theme is interesting the epistolary between Jacobi and
Reinhold in 1799.
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nihilism is a human project that creates a new God. This human creation implies the annihilation of
true Being while it poses a major threat to the romantic age: the creation of a God that has no being.

The last few pages of the Letter are dedicated to defining this opposite to science, the realm
of Being. Confronting the light of the science, Jacobi's exploration seeks Being where that light
reduces its power and is shrouded by darkness. As Kant had summarized in his essay What does it
mean to orient oneself in thinking: "through the mere concept, nothing is settled in respect of the
existence of this object and its actual connection with the world (the sum total of all objects of possible
existence). But now there enters the right of reason's need, as a subjective ground for presupposing
and assuming something which reason may not presume to know through objective grounds; and
consequently to orient itself in thinking, solely through reason's own need, in the immensurable space
of the supersensible, which for us is filled with dark night."s1

Advancing from where he left fifteen years before in the Spinozabriefe and hinting at Kant's
systematic analysis of reason, Jacobi appeals to reason to assume and develop its proper function,
which makes it the "faculty of presupposing the true."s2

To be sure, Jacobi's motives and concern are consonant with a debate that involved other
authors during the nineties of the 18th century like, for instance, the young Schelling and Fr.
Schlegel, and that coagulated around the possibility to escape a nihilistic objectification of reality.
While Schelling pursued this idea by following Fichte's project of countering the anti-
foundationalist interpretation of Kant's transcendental philosophy and developed a systemic
comprehension of the principle of reality (as it is evident ever since his On the Possibility of a Form
of Philosophy in General, 1794), Fr. Schlegel felt the urgency of a revolution - a term that often
appears in his writings of this period - based on untouched spiritual sources of human nature.

Schlegel's as well as Novalis' philosophical studies might even be associated with Jacobi's inquiry

81 Immanuel Kant, "What does it mean to orient oneself in thinking?," in Religion and Rational Theology, ed. Allen
Wood and George di Giovanni (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 10. See also Immanuel Kant, Critique
of Pure Reason, ed. Paul Guyer and Allen Wood (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 354 and ss.

82 See Birgit Sandkaulen, “Fiirwahrhalten ohne Griinde. Eine Provokation philosophischen Denkens,” Deutsche
Zeitschrift fiir Philosophie 57, no. 2 (2009): 259-272.
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into the danger of an all-positing I. In this regard it suffices to recall how Schlegel in his famous On
the study of Greek Poetry (finished 1795, published 1797) theorizes the necessity to go past science
and retrieve a "perfect intuition" that gives infinite content to an otherwise empty scientific law.s3
Nevertheless, contrary to Schlegel's confident cultural enterprise, Jacobi's metaphysical problem
seems to capture the leaden atmosphere that subsequent history of philosophy will eventually
betray. Jacobi's idea of reason - whose evolution cannot be treated here - unveils a noetic activity
that, while being rational, is not discursive. As a consequence, Jacobi's notion of presupposing the

true seems to stress a real problem of transcendental idealism.

The faculty of reason

In search of a more precise grasp of Jacobi's insight, we need to delve into his notion of reason
as it appears in the Letfer, and see in what sense he proclaimed that Kant committed a sin against
system. In Jacobi's eyes 'sin' was committed not against but in compliance with the reason's own
power, his account of reason - as it appears in the Letter - must be carefully reconstructed with some
help from Kant's account. Surely, we cannot detail Kant’s articulate notion of reason, but we can
collect some introductory elements that will guide our understanding of Jacobi's trajectory.

On the one hand, Jacobi regards reason as the faculty of Being inasmuch as it perceives what
is 'prior to' and 'outside' knowledge; therefore, reason is crucial to knowledge because it is concerned
with what knowledge necessarily refers to. On the other hand, reason is also the faculty of systematic
truth "endowed with reflection and purpose" that follows "regulative perception."s4 Jacobi seems to
give two distinct assessments of reason: one concerns its capacity of perceiving what is outside
knowledge, the other concerns its capacity of giving shape to knowledge. Nevertheless, these two

aspects are discrete formulations of a dual function that reason singularly performs. This dual function,

83 Cf. Friedrich Schlegel, On the study of Greek poetry, ed. Stuart Barnett (New York: SUNY Press, 2001), 47.
s4 Letter to Fichte, 514.
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in fact, shows the real faculty of Being insofar as reason refers both to the supersensible and sensible
levels. We believe that Jacobi alludes to the complex significance that the term "reason" assumes in
Kant's lexicon and that Jacobi seems to inherit in light of his need to explain the connection between
objective knowledge and true Being. We can lay out this legacy in a very general summary that points
directly to the core of the theme, leaving aside an otherwise necessary exegesis of Kant's vocabulary.

To shed light on Jacobi's text, we need to remember that the aforementioned distinction
between different formulations of the notion of reason relates it to some introductory notes of Kant's
transcendental distinction between logical and pure use of reason. In its logical use, reason refers to
the faculty of inference that abstracts from any content of knowledge, while in its pure use, it refers
to itself as the origin of some transcendent principles, which at first Kant does not specify.

The logical use of reason gives a syllogistic order to knowledge without any addition in
content. In fact, the logical use of reason pertains only to the form of knowledge: it gives systematicity
to the whole body of propositions that knowledge collects. Through reason we produce the highest
unity of knowledge from the manifold of cognition giving systematic unity to our apprehension of
reality. The logical use of reason makes explicit the condition of the cognition and guides our thinking
to define where the unconditioned - of the conditioned cognition - is to be sought.ss By contrast, the
pure use of reason provides the foundation for transcendent principles.ss The pure use of reason
entails a specific synthetic tendency to the unconditioned, where thought is independent of the
empirical world. Assuming Jacobi's terminology: if the logical use of reason identifies how
unconditioned being relates to scientific knowledge, the purity of reason identifies how Being should
be defined according to this non-scientific knowledge. In fact, the pure use of reason refers to the

ability to apprehend purely.

8s Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, ed. Paul Guyer and Allen Wood (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2009), 391-392.

86 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, ed. Paul Guyer and Allen Wood (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2009), 392.
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On this account we maintain that reason is purely 'passive' only because it perceives the pure
character of Being beyond reason's 'active' constitution of knowledge. From the point of view of the
development of the critique of pure reason, this reflection on the system prepares the stage for the
dialectic of reason, where Jacobi finds proof for the dependence of knowledge on what is extra-
objective. Eventually, in this double function (logical and pure) of reason, Jacobi finds the very origin
of the Grenze of the system of knowledge. Reason becomes the faculty that can disclose Gestalt's
dependence on Being.

The first disclosure of this dependence is showed in the paradigm of Jacobi's ontology: "my
reason instinctively teaches me: God."s7 Against Fichte’s legalistic morality, Jacobi opposes the
intimation of the person of God. But nothing is settled: for only reason's need for God has raised its
voice over thunderous nihilism. Now that the rationality of the need for Being has been intimated,
Jacobi approaches the real problem for his epistemology: how to define Being? To this purpose,
Jacobi adds further elements to his ontological inquiry, but this time he proceeds via negativa.

In the process of defining Being, he takes a polemical step that should clear away any doubts
concerning a possible convergence between his idea of Being and Kant's postulates of practical
reason. 88 In fact, he maintains that Kant’s notion of moral law does not unfold one of the
manifestations of true Being: a free man. Moral law is "barren, desolate and empty" and cannot fulfil
the function of manifesting the essence of a free agent. In Jacobi's terminology, moral law cannot
become the heart of a man.so In the end, Kant's and Fichte's moral agent does not belong to what
Jacobi calls ‘Being;’ the moral agent is, in fact, contrary to Being. In the more emphatic terms that
Jacobi employs, transcendental moral law generates the "utterly void," an infinite, lawful universe

which promotes the "nothing, the absolutely indeterminate."90 Using Jacobi's words: that moral God

87 Letter to Fichte, 515.

88 This polemical step is indeed relevant for the development of Jacobi's non-philosophy, which will later feed off an
exploration of Kant's theory of postulates. For the sake of brevity, we need to follow the restrictions set by the text and
assess only this negative reference to that theory. Nevertheless, it cannot be stressed enough that Jacobi has the merit of
pinpointing both positive and negative consequences of the ethic-ontological identity of God that emerges out of the
post-Kantian era.

89 Letter to Fichte, 517.

90 Letter to Fichte, 519.
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is a non-entity that produces non-entities. But such is the God of the worshipers of science, a God

that rules over a world of "chemical, organic, and psychological, modes of production."o1

Understanding a modal category

If we consider the inception of Romanticism to be shaped around the theoretical efforts of
post-Kantian philosophies such as Reinhold's and Fichte's, one may consider 1799 as the year in
which this philosophical initial phase of Romanticism begins to show its epilogue; but Jacobi's
prophetic emphasis about the danger of a world of "production" conveys, even today, a concern that
we should not comfortably dispel or store in the dusty shelves of the history of philosophy. Against
this world of production Jacobi does not oppose pure contemplation to earn authentic access to Being;
rather, he opposes a different ethics which unveils the true essence of it. In fact, in the Letter, Being
is portrayed by means of a special kind of ethics: Jacobi portrays Being that is active, namely Being
that is insofar as it acts. This trait is not uncommon among the romantics: the propulsion towards
ethical or aesthetic activity in the pursuit of concrete, true life can easily be recognized in Hegel's
early writings, in Goethe's Wilhelm Meister, or in Novalis' poetry. And both Schlegel and Novalis,
in their philosophical work, emphasize the centrality of moral and aesthetic agency. Jacobi, for his
part, affirms that the homology between action and Being discloses the truth about the "heart of the
man."

In order to have a better grasp of what this means, we need to look into how the difference
between the activity of Being and the activity of the modes of production is articulated. The answer

lies in methodology. Jacobi needs to build a theory of Being that should have a rational language

beyond systematicity: the language of the theory of Being must not stem from a founding principle

91 Letter to Fichte, 528.
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like the Ficthean "L." To solve the Rdtsel des Seins (the puzzle of Being), Jacobi promotes an ontology
that moves polemically from the annihilation of Being operative in Fichte's Wissenschaftslehre, and
focuses on the notion of action. But what kind of action?

We must concede that if Jacobi’s Letter seems successful in presenting why reason is in need
of Being, it remains quite vague when it comes to the understanding of Being. How can we look into
Being? How does Being manifest itself? What is Being, if it is not a represented object, viz. an object
of science? How does it act? These are the questions that Jacobi only partially answers in his text.
Maybe, we can ask Kant for help in the same way Jacobi did when he turned to Kant's The Only
Possible Argument in Support of a Demonstration of the Existence of God to start his philosophical
endeavor.

First, for Jacobi, Being entails existence: Being is not abstract or ideal; it is not subjective.
Instead, Being is that which exists. Following Kant's teaching, Jacobi maintains that existence is not
a predicate or a determination, it is rather an "absolute position," wholly simple.92 In other words,
existence cannot be produced but is given to experience before any determination or representation. 93
This makes existence congruent with the preeminent non-representational quality of Jacobi's notion
of Being. But it is still not entirely clear how the relation between activity and existence should be
defined.

A further determination of existence arises when we think that Being is not merely the
possibility of a concept, but rather refers to substantive existence. In other terms - less abstract than
the former - Being is not just what is or exists, for Being is the actual (Wirklich). This helps us
formulate the next, more precise question: what is the special activity of the actual (Wirklich) that
makes it be a non-object of our experience? What is the absolutely simple activity that, not listed

among the modes of production, is the fundament of concrete existence?

92 Immanuel Kant, "The Only Possible Argument in Support of a Demonstration of the Existence of God," in Immanuel
Kant, Theoretical Philosophy 1755-1770 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 119-122.

93 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, ed. Paul Guyer and Allen Wood (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2009), 297 and 324-325
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If we were to unravel the special activity of the actual (Wirklich) in Kantian terms, we should
move into the realm of assertoric judgments that, according to the Critique of Pure Reason, are those
by means of which the actual is defined. In the form of the assertoric judgment, thought must be seen
neither as a function of understanding nor as a function of reason, but rather properly as a function of
the "faculty of judgment."94 According to the faculty of judgment, the truthfulness of a judgment is
given - at origin - by sensibility. Hence, the activity of Being is not the activity of an abstract principle
or a rule, but is closer to the activity of a perceivable element. Yet, this perceivable element is not an
object of synthesis, otherwise - according to Jacobi's criticism - it would become a product of the I.
A striking paradox arises: Being is unity without synthesis or, more precisely, Being is the absolute
position of the actual (Wirklich) whose identity is maintained but not represented.

But how is this active unity possible without synthesis? No definitive answer comes from the
Letter. Or, better said, the answer is not as clear as one would expect. If one considers Jacobi's text,
the exertion in defining Being is unexpected, since the identity of Being looks very close to us, as it
lies in the "heart of the man." Maybe Jacobi would endorse the first of Novalis' Hymns: "More
heavenly than these flashing stars seem to us the infinite eyes which the Night has opened within us."
The darkness of the night welcomes - as it happens in Kant's What does it mean to orient oneself in
thinking - our attempts to grasp true existence, but those same eyes that Novalis sees in his heart,
Jacobi has opened in his reason. As the poet continues: "They see further than the palest of those
countless hosts; without need of the Light they penetrate the depths of a loving heart, a feat which
fills a higher realm with unutterable delight."9s

This exertion with the notion of actuality is not a surprise. Actuality is a category that belongs
to modality and does not add anything to knowledge of the object. Kant says: "when I think a thing,

through whichever and however many predicates I like (even in its thoroughgoing determination),

o4 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, ed. Paul Guyer and Allen Wood (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2009), 209-210.

95 Novalis, Hymns to the Night, in Hymns to the Night and Other Selected Writings (New York, The liberal Art Press,
1960), 4.
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not the least bit gets added to the thing when I posit in addition that this thing is. For otherwise what
would exist would not be the same as what I had thought in my concept, but more than that, and 1
could not say that the very object of my concept exists.”9s With regard to the category of actuality,
we find Jacobi in profound agreement with Kant: the actual is epistemologically 'transparent' to
synthesis. Unity without synthesis implies that being refers to an aesthetic dimension that is not
contained in the predicates of the objects; and yet Being pertains to the "given". Being must be thought
of as existence; therefore, existence must be perceivable, active, absolutely simple, and non-synthetic.

Although it may look like a game of taxonomy, this brief examination of the outcome of
Jacobi's Letter to Fichte through Kant's glossary is not peripheral to the question at hand. On the
contrary, it helps us understand the care with which Jacobi chooses the characteristics of existence.
He seems to draw those characteristics from the tradition of transcendental philosophy that he signally
accepts. Certainly, this knowledge of existence is introduced only via "intimation." Jacobi himself
admits that he provides a full elaboration of this "intimation" only in his essay On Divine Things and
their Revelation (1811),97 but the direction of Jacobi's trajectory has now become clear: existence is
unity without synthesis, identity without discursive content. These are the traits that represent the
basis of the Wirklich (active and true). Eventually, this peculiar definition of existence shows the
traits of a Person, of the "I" before the "Thou."98 A person cannot be known via synthesis because it
is not a product of a scientific knowledge, nor can its identity be expressed via discursive explanation
because it cannot be analyzed. And yet it is absolutely simple and given, and in need of a different

lexicon to be discussed and determined.99

96 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, ed. Paul Guyer and Allen Wood (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2009), 567-568 and 325-326.

97 Letter to Fichte, 512 (footnote 6).

98 Letter to Fichte, 524. In the work published in 1811 "On Divine Things and their Revelation" Jacobi defines a Person
(Mensch) as an "incomparable" (Unvergleichbares), "one for itself." F.H. Jacobi, "Von den géttlichen Dinge und IThrer
Offenbarung," in F.H. Jacobi, Werke, Bd. 3, ed. Klaus Hammacher and Walter Jaeschke (Hamburg: Meiner, 2000), 26
(I thank Majk Feldmeier for pointing that out). This essay does only point to some transcendental elements being the
source for the definition of concrete existence; it does not have the ambition to exhaust the topic, which would need to
be analyzed according to the difference between human being and God with regard to freedom and time.

99 Birgit Sandkaulen, "Dal}, was oder wer? Jacobi im Diskurs iiber Personen," in Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi. Ein
Wendepunkt der geistigen Bildung der Zeit, ed. Walter Jaeschke and Birgit Sandkaulen (Hamburg: Meiner, 2004), 231.
And Birgit Sandkaulen, "Ichheit und Person. Zur Aporie der Wissenschaftslehre in der Debatte zwischen Fichte und
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The traits of a person appear surrounded by the Kantian "night," so it is fairly easy to imagine
that Jacobi would be pleased by Novalis' verse: "I wake now, for I am thine and mine: thou hast

proclaimed to me the Night as life and made me human." 100

On death and dying

A different text may help us assess the mark impressed on our personal life by the progressive
inability of science to speak the truth about Being. If Being reveals its true nature in the moment in
which we assume that existence discriminates between a person and a represented object, then
considering the limit of existence - its finitude - may help us progress in revealing the unchanging
truth about Being. So far, we have seen that to think properly involves thinking about true Being, as
if to say that a different object of thinking implies a different form of thinking. A specific dialogue
by Plato connects the problem of finding the proper form of thinking with the definition of the proper
object of thinking. Moreover, the same dialogue asserts that the true form of thinking emerges only
when we interrogate ourselves about human existence. We could go even further and argue that
Jacobi's critique of reason echoes Socrates' dissatisfaction with Anaxagoras' teaching, as it is
portraited in Plato's Phaedo.101 To be sure, it is not a surprise that we find aspects of Jacobi's concern

in one of the most eminent discourses on transcendent forms of truth.

Jacobi, in System und Systemkritik um 1800, ed. Christian Danz and Jiirgen Stolzenberg (Hamburg: Meiner, 2011), 50
and ss.

100 Novalis, Hymns to the Night, in Hymns to the Night and Other Selected Writings, New York, The liberal Art Press,
1960, 4.

101 Notably, in the second half of 18 century a point of reference for the interpretation of Plato's Pheado was M.
Mendelssohn's Phddon, or on the Immortality of the Soul. Yet, the aim of this conclusive paragraph is quite different
from a metaphysical inquiry into rational psychology. Although Jacobi's Letter to Fichte might partially be read as a
discourse about the soul, our final digression on the similarity between the Letfer and Plato's dialogue wishes to stress
Jacobi's effort to explain the function that the faculty of reason fulfils in our perception of the true. On a general
understanding of a Platonic subtext of Jacobi's works, see the recent P.J. Brunel, De Protée a Poliphéme. Les Lumiéres
platoniciennes de Friedrich Heinrvich Jacobi (Paris: PUPS, 2014).
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Both Plato's and Jacobi's critiques of systematic thinking aim to acquire an access to truth that
does not rely on discursive description of the composition of truth, rather they both provide access to
truth by means of unveiling its principle. Notwithstanding the many differences, they both intend to
save human personality from its dissolution at the hands of a lawful oppression. They both give to
life - the special activity that we are - the quality of stolid defiance against the petitions of lawful
thinking. But how does this activity manifest itself when systematic thinking seems to reduce the true
to silence? The solution emerges when ruin hits. The personal tragedy Socrates is suffering in the
dialogue mirrors the struggle that thinking endures when it is asked to define its own nature: in that
moment, thinking is deprived of any firm supports and holds itself only on its motility. As in the case
of Jacobi's Letter, the meaning of existence manifests itself only when the thinking confronts its
hesitation to define the distinct motility (Wirklichkeit) that existence is.

In the case of the Phaedo, the idea of dying invades the dominion of our identity with
imperative potency. Death inspires decisions, motivates attitudes, and influences both the evolution
and manifestation of our character. On the contrary, birth does not exercise the same leverage on our
moral life; it merely shows a commencement without conscious content, it is a bare yet-to-be. But,
notwithstanding death's potency upon our moral identity, one aspect of our identity may partially
divest death of its authority. In opposition to the mortality of our body, it seems that our theoretical
achievements are not destined to die with us. The finitude of our existence seems to contrast with our
connection to true knowledge, which aims to be universal not only because it evades solipsistic
fixation to become the universal language, but also because it claims to be untouched by the burden
of dissolution. In other words: what is true, is true forever. This continuity appears to be fundamental
to rational beings because it defines their rational nature; nevertheless, the very act of bearing forms
of true knowledge seems to disregard the end of their bearer's existence. It appears that only in the
name of this rational faculty, can humans be likened to a bridge between two worlds, the mortal and

the immortal.
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Contrary to the common view, existence does not deny the human connection to the eternal.
Plato suggests that the foundation of our connection to true forms explicitly refers to and emerges out
of the question about existence. The famous outset of the theory of the ideas in Plato's Phaedo springs
from his efforts to explain the essence of existence. While describing his first wandering in search of
the truth, Socrates' admits a bitter discontent with Anaxagoras' philosophy: his early esteem of
Anaxagoras' systematic approach to the question about "why one or anything else is generated or
destroyed or is at all" turns into suspect and criticism against the method that Anaxagoras adopts to
investigate existence.102 Before introducing the need for a theory of forms, Socrates appears satisfied
with Anaxagoras teaching that the mind is the true cause of existence, only to discover afterward that
Anaxagoras explains actions and events without any mention of their cause but only by reference to
the corporeal elements of those same items. To explain existence, maintains Socrates, we must
differentiate between cause of a thing and its composition: only the former, the cause, expresses the
reason of the motility in which existence consists.103 Instead of turning towards the conditions of
material existence, Socrates looks at the ideas as a way to understand the "workings" in which
existence consists.104 Ideas are principles of explanation that appears to be the strongest as they refer
not to the condition or composition of a certain thing, but to the proper essence of the thing, which
defines the cause of its existence.105 Contrary to the composition of the thing, its essence is grasped
'aute kath auten,'ios by means of itself: the coming to be, ceasing to be, and existing in general are
known directly through the simple apprehension of the special activity, the motility, that existence
1s.107 Thus, Socrates suggests, if we want to know existence in general, we have to be careful not to
mix the principle of a thing with its composition, which is the usual mistake that the antilogikoi make

when they confuse the knowledge of a principle with the knowledge of its consequences. 108

102 Plato, "Phaedo," in Plato, Complete Works, ed. John J. Cooper (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1997), 85.
103 Plato, "Phaedo," in Plato, Complete Works, ed. John J. Cooper (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1997), 85.
104 Plato, "Phaedo," in Plato, Complete Works, ed. John J. Cooper (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1997), 86.
105 Plato, "Phaedo," in Plato, Complete Works, ed. John J. Cooper (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1997), 87-88.
106 Plato, "Phaedo," in Plato, Complete Works, ed. John J. Cooper (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1997), 57.
107 Plato, "Phaedo," in Plato, Complete Works, ed. John J. Cooper (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1997), 86.
108 Plato, "Phaedo," in Plato, Complete Works, ed. John J. Cooper (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1997), 87.
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In the end, the logos does not spell out reality piece by piece in search of the complete chain
of conditions that bring about objects, but makes explicit the form of existence, which lies in the
special activity that those objects are. This explanation does not fall prey to dissolution; rather, it
remains unaltered in the dimension of thought in virtue of its unconditional nature. In that very
dimension of pure thinking, the special activity that we are is the only thing that withstands a
vanishing world trapped in a restless dialectic of negating-and-determining.

As in the case of Jacobi's criticism of Fichte's Wissenschaftslehre, the direct vision of the thing
in itself entails directing our attention toward true knowledge. But since knowledge can take many
forms, we need to pay attention to the principle of it: if the principle does not yield 'aute kath auten,’'
it means that we compute composition, condition, or material content of things - but not their essence.
Only when we look at what defines the existence of things do we evade the grasp of what is
corruptible and conditional to see the unconditional nature. The preeminence of the principle of
existence over other principles of knowing turns Jacobi's theory of personhood into a general
methodology of knowledge, which oversees different kinds of knowledge, none of which pertains to

Being, except his special ethics.

Conceptual Analysis of the Divine Things. A View from Within.

Lexical and Theoretical Structure of the Text.

Prophecy
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From its outset, the Divine Things proves to be inspired by Jacobi's conscious siding with a
party involved in a dispute that plagued the closing of the 18 century. A political and philosophical
movement that was growing in popularity was aiming to cleanse the philosophical, political, and
cultural spheres of religious delusions. From the beginning of the text Jacobi employs his usual
strategy of targeting a polemical thesis in order to define his own position. He opens the Divine Things
with a prophecy made by Lichtenberg about a future embodying the opposite of what he hopes and
presenting the fulfilment of what he fears. Lichtenberg's prognostication reads as follows: "Our
world will become so refined (feir) that it will be as ridiculous to believe in God, as it is today to
believe in ghosts."109

Georg Christoph Lichtenberg (1742-1799), mathematician and physicist, while teaching at
the University of Gottingen became quite known for his contributions to the debate on religious
thought.110 Jacobi locates this prophecy in clear contrast to the motto by J. von Miiller with which he
defines the general stance of his text: "there are unreceptive times, but what is eternal always finds
its time."111 This contraposition is further enriched by one more quotation which conclude our first
inspection of the general trajectory of Divine Things. Miiller's pronouncement somehow echoes the
deeply felt urgency that the excerpt taken from Pascal's Pensées and placed as an epigraph to the
Foreword. Pascal's words shed light on one - not the most relevant - textual source of the expression
"divine things," and suggests the priority of their acquisition over the knowledge that we may have

of them. The excerpt is a paragraph form Pascal's Art of Persuasion that has been quoted by Jacobi

100 F.H. Jacobi, On Divine Things and their Revelation, translation by P. Livieri, current part 1 of this Dissertation
(henceforth, F.H. Jacobi, On Divine Things, followed by page number), 1.

110 Lichtenberg was renowned as religious thinker and critic mainly for his contributions to both the Géttinger Taschen
Calender, of which he was editor since 1778, and the Géttingeschen Magazin der Wissenschaften und Litterature, that
he founded in 1779 together with G. Foster (the first issue was published in 1780). At his death he left a great number
of aphorisms, excerpts, notes published between 1800 and 1806 in nine volumes under the title Vermischte Schriften.
Jacobi refers to the abovementioned aphorism that was included in the first volume (166). For a comprehensive portray
of both Lichtenberg and his position within the religious turmoil of the end of 18th-century please see G. Sautermeister,
Georg Christoph Lichtenberg (Miinchen: C.H. Beck, 1993) and A. Beutel, Lichtenberg und die Religion (Tlibingen:
Mohr, 1995), and also R.W. Buechler, Science, Satire, and Wit. The Essays of Georg Christoph Lichtenberg (New
York: Lang, 1990).

111 F.H. Jacobi, On Divine Things, 1.
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as follows: "Divine things (vérités divines) are infinitely superior to nature; only God can put them
into the soul (/‘ame). He wanted them to enter from the heart into the mind (/'esprit), and not from
the mind into the heart. Hence, if human matters (choses humaines) have to be known before they
can be loved, you have to love divine matters (choses divines) in order to know them."

Therefore, as it is made clear from the beginning, the immediate cognition (love) of divine
things is the first knowledge we have. Both Jacobi's paraphrase of Pascal and von Miiller's motto
constitute the true point of departure of Jacobi's treatise inasmuch as they dispute Lichtenberg's
prophecy, which is instead taken as an illustration of the intellectual atrophy of Jacobi's times.

And yet, this admired aphorist, while foreseeing the disappearance of religious ghosts, also
predicts a final spiritual revolution. The prophecy continues by saying that at "the highest summit
of refinement[,] [...] [o]nce the peak is reached, the judgement of the wise men will overturn
once again".112 Jacobi would unquestionably support this overturning: it represents a sudden cultural
subversion in the direction of a religious renaissance in the moment refined thinking seems to
obliterate even the absence of God.113 Jacobi is convinced that the discovery of a personal God awaits
at the final stage of the refinement of humankind, and that theism reveals its true nature only in the
moment humankind accomplishes a definition of reality that disposes of God. For this reason, he
embarks on the investigation of this eradication, whose structure and design would reveal the
alternative: either God or nothingness. Jacobi concludes later in the text: "Man has only one
alternative: either he derives from one, or he derives from nothing. We put the one before the nothing,
and we name it God because this one (£in) must necessarily be a personal one (Einer), otherwise it
would be the same universal nothing but differently named".114

Jacobi does not approach theism via a positive understanding of it; rather, he approximates

the intrinsic value and consequences of theism via a thorough analysis of what the denial of theism

112 F.H. Jacobi, On Divine Things, 5.

113 G. Wenz, Von den gottlichen Dingen und ihrer Offenbarung. Zum Streit Jacobis mit Schelling 1811/12 (Miinchen:
Bayerische Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2001), 21.

114 F.H. Jacobi, On Divine Things, 23.
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entails. Though Lichtenberg's concern mainly alludes to political and institutional disputes, the
magnitude of the final revolution that Jacobi hopes for is not historical in a strict sense. Instead, the
revolution is spiritual, as it is foretold by Pascal's lines quoted at the beginning of the book. By virtue
of a reference to the postulation of the immediate certainty of those divine truths, that concise excerpt
from Pascal's Pensées discloses the internal source that the knowledge of divine truths implies. In
that realm of postulation, reason does not produce ladders of reasoning that pave our progressive and
argumentative access to knowledge, because reason merely perceives what arguments presuppose.
Jacobi understands this realm to be the central idea of his philosophy, whose engine works on the
basis of a dichotomy.

To be sure, at the beginning of the Divine Things Jacobi does not resolve his conflict with
"refined men" by introducing the whole case in support of his thesis. Instead, his addressing the
personal God appears frozen in an alternative: either theism or naturalism. For the time being, this
dilemma gives Jacobi the opportunity to express the nature of his siding with theism: it gains strength
and definition only insofar as its immediate evidence matures by means of an unbroken confrontation
with naturalism. As we will see more adequately in the next pages, Jacobi seems to state that if theism
is the only way to give concrete existence to reality, naturalism yields a system of knowledge that
appeals to our thirst for a justified grasp of reality. Jacobi does not treat naturalism as if it were an
alien curse against religious feeling, for in his opinion naturalism brings to expression our rational
need to have justifications in support of our knowledge. No doubt that his theism intends to meet the
same rational request of a justified cognition but - as we will see - theism springs from a different
foundation.

The first step that Jacobi takes aims to illustrate the evidence of theism by showing how theism
is consubstantial with human essence. The second step gives Jacobi room to lay out the contours of
theism; for this last purpose, Jacobi does not try to justify theism with a full account of its logical
principles, for such an account would prove that even the existence of a personal God rests on

principles that are not as such God. On the contrary, after having showed the human innate access to
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theism, Jacobi displays the nebulous and even contradictory character of naturalism, which makes
theism the only consistent epistemology. As a consequence, theism stands as the only way to save
the being of both humans and the world.

Therefore, the entire first part of the Divine Things provides the anatomy of the "heart"
mentioned by Pascal, and unravels the dichotomy between the knowledge of the eternal truths that
theism secures and the knowledge of naturalism, so as finally to bring the reader to the point of contact
between these two alternatives that do not consent to dialectic.

From the line that bridges the two above mentioned passages - Lichtenberg's prophecy and
Jacobi's aut-aut - we can certainly assume that Jacobi's argument orbits around this alternative; but
we also must bear in mind that on the basis of the problem about the form of our knowledge (either
theism or naturalism) lies the metaphysical problem of the justification of existence.

The Divine Things makes of existence its real subject and gives meaning to Jacobi's dissection
of the problem of the two kinds of deduction of existence that theism and naturalism respectively
display: from one or from nothing.115 In order to understand properly the reach of his aut-aut, we
need to look at another opening quotation, which inaugurates his most famous book, published in
1785: Concerning the Doctrine of Spinoza in Letters to Herr Moses Mendelssohn. After the Prefatory
Note, Jacobi quotes Plato, Letter II, "[...] It is in relation to the king of all and on his account that
everything exists, and that fact is the cause of all that is beautiful." 116 The Spinoza Letters are in

perfect consonance with the opening scene of the Divine Things: they both set the stage for the

115 From these first introductory notes of the Divine Things, Jacobi does not seem in favor of a distinction between
knowledge of the absolute and knowledge of the world, like D. Henrich implies in his "Der Ursprung der
Doppelphilosophie. Friedrich Heinrich Jacobis Bedeutung fiir das nachkantische Denken," Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi,
Président der Akademie, Philosoph, Theoretiker der Sprache. Vortrdge auf einer Gedenkveranstaltung der Bayerischen
Akademie der Wissenschaften 250 Jahre nach seiner Geburt, (Munich: Verlag der Bayerischen Akademie der
Wissenschaften, 1993), 13-27, especially 17. Jacobi is instead involved in the scrutiny of thinking in general, both of
the world and of God, and his thesis tries to make explicit the ties that connect knowledge of God and proper
knowledge of worldly reality, while discarding any theory of systematic thinking that abstains from the idea of an
absolute beginning of things. See on this theme in B. Sandkaulen, "'Ich bin und es sind Dinge auer mir'. Jacobis
Realismus und die Uberwindung des Bewusstseinsparadigmas,” Internationales Jahrbuch des Deutschen Idealismus
11, (2016): 169-196.

116 F.H. Jacobi, "Concerning the Doctrine of Spinoza in Letters to Herr Moses Mendelssohn," F.H Jacobi: The Main
Philosophical Writings and the Novel Allwill, ed. G. di Giovanni (Montréal&Kingston: McGill-Queen, 2009), 179
(henceforth, F.H. Jacobi, Spinoza Letters, followed by page number).
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upcoming considerations by alluding to the justification of existence: "God," "the king of all," the
"one." At first glance it all appears to concern theology only, but Jacobi uses this religious
configuration as the frame for the formulate the general understanding of his theory of existence.
Both Lichtenberg's prophecy (along with Jacobi's resulting aut-aut) and Plato's quotation point to
making explicit what existence is and how the identity of existing things is defined. Existence seems
to be the main subject matter of Jacobi's investigations, but this subject matter opens a panorama of
questions that impact the religious field while defining by the same token the empirical world.117

After the Spinoza Letters attempted to reveal the true atheistic nature of systematic philosophy,
and after Lichtenberg's prophecy presented atheistic naturalism as the form of the mature age of
humanity, one may understand how in the Divine Things Jacobi reckons that Lichtenberg was just
describing a reality that he himself saw emerging in front of his eyes at the time of the
Pantheismusstreit. The action of banning the external being that acts as intelligent creator of all is not
different from what transcendental idealism (in all its fashions) has done. According to idealism,
explanations, reasons, and justifications are to be found only within represented reality because
rationality consists in a coherent, closed system of phenomena whose principle is the system itself.
At the moment subjectivity has completely expounded the system of representations, it has also
manifested its laws making of the world its (subjectivity’s) own image. Nothing seems to exceed the
boundaries of this whole because idealism makes external interferences on the system inconceivable
or, according to Lichtenberg's terminology, mere ghosts.

A last passage from the Spinoza Letters can conclude this preliminary immersion into the
more mature text here in question. An evident allusion to the immediate certainty that, according to
Pascal, is implanted in our "heart" and shapes the knowledge of the vérités divines catches our

attention. Jacobi writes in the Spinoza Letters that "[...] man can only come to the knowledge that is

above this world through a disposition that is above this world, that God announces himself to our

117 On the function of the notion of existence in Jacobi's intellectual evolution see E. Pistilli, 77a dogmatismo e
scetticismo. Fonti e genesi della filosofia di F. H. Jacobi (Pisa-Roma: Serra editore, 2008).
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hearts but hides himself from those who seek him by the understanding alone [...]."118 Undeniably, as
far back as 1785, Jacobi located the vérités divines in the heart of man and resolved to unearth the
inconsistency of systematic knowledge represented by Spinozism. In the Divine Things, 25 years after
assuming this resolution, Jacobi eventually embarked on the project to expose that same heart, but
this time he is no longer interested in battling against one of the many forms that naturalism takes.
Rather, in the Divine Things Jacobi wants to reveal the source of theism and make explicit that, once
the nature of man has been defined, theism will reveal itself as a surprisingly justified system.

Contrary to the common, politically correct opinion that establishes a strict distinction
between religion and science, Jacobi observes that the rejection of a personal, living God inevitably
impacts the sciences. In fact, a coherent understanding of the scientific attitude that rejects a personal,
living God provokes a drift of the whole scientific knowledge, because the personal, living God -
following Jacobi's preliminary notes — constitutes the conceptual key for a different kind of
conceivability. 119 As said above, if existence is the primary subject matter of this text, its
conceivability and the nature of thinking in general is the main problem that Jacobi tackles right from
the beginning.

Contrary to what might appear after reading the first lines of Jacobi's Divine Things, we will
see that Jacobi is not trying to restore a reactionary control of religion over scientific thinking. His
move is subtler. AlJesuitical control of religious concern over free science is not Jacobi's
preoccupation, for the very notion of control is the brainchild of those refined minds that aim to
expand their monopoly over every aspect of reality, religion included.

It is not a coincidence that no other concept suffers the consequences of a refined clean
censorship like the notion of spirit (Geist), because Jacobi assumes that it is through a non-discursive
power of thinking that spiritual reality is known.120 In the same fashion, in the Spinoza Letters Jacobi

draws attention to the same topic by quoting Herder and making Herder's words about the clear sight

118 F.H. Jacobi, Spinoza Letters, 242.
119 F.H. Jacobi, On Divine Things, 6.
120 F.H. Jacobi, On Divine Things, 6.
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of the true his own. The expression "clear sight" retains a certain halo of immediacy for it does away
with reasoning. Jacobi equates the Greek daimon with the Christian "clear eye" that dwells in our
heart: "We have a friend in us - a delicate sanctuary in our soul, where God's voice and intention has
long since resounded, sharp and clear. The ancients called it the daimon, the good genius of man,
whom they revered with so much youthful love, and obeyed with so much respect. This is what Christ
meant by the clear eye that is the light of life and enlightens the entire body. David asks for it in
prayer, as the Spirit of Life that leads him on the straight and level path, etc. Let's call it conscience,
inner sense, reason, the logos in us, or what you will."121 Jacobi used and uses other terms in different
works, but all converge to mean the same thing: the "reason [Vernunft] of man’s spirit," the place
where God reveals himself.122

Needless to say, this is just a very general picture: Jacobi's own idea of immediacy confronts
the opposite refined paradigm of scientific knowledge in a way that is so sketchy as to be even
pedestrian. But this commonplace hides a question that haunted even Kant, who in his What does it
mean to orient oneself in thinking? refers to that "immeasurable space," "the dark night," that
embodies the projection of reason's own need. The "immeasurable space" might be dark in Kant's
view, but definitely not empty, as Kant himself famously stresses while pointing at what comes into
view in that dark. Kant calls it the transcendental illusion of reason that “take[s] a subjective necessity
of a connection of our concepts...for an objective necessity in the determination of things in
themselves”.123

Jacobi does not fear to bring his reader with him to that place. As early as the introductory
pages of the Divine Things, he risks encountering ghosts and the danger of illusions. In fact, he brings
to conclusion the introduction of the several issues treated in the Divine Things by formulating a

doubt, which represents the same philosophical peak that inspired modern thinking from the very

121 F.H. Jacobi, Spinoza Letters, 247-248.

122 F.H. Jacobi, On Divine Things, 6.

123 I. Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, ed. Paul Guyer and Allen W. Wood (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1998), 386.
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beginning of its history, and that now captures the theoretical dimension of Jacobi's final efforts.
Jacobi writes: "If this living God becomes in man’s view a mere rainbow, so that among the clouds
of the human soul it manifests itself through refraction and collection; if man learns to consider him
a psychological deception, akin to that optical deceit, then his entire knowledge has actually taken
the same course and will always have to be further transfigured [...]."124

Jacobi faces a problem that modern thinking has turned into a faithful companion. Likely, this
problem, in the form of a skeptical stance, is what made him write so extensively on the nature and
power of revelation. Thus, before introducing the power of revelation, Jacobi alludes to the question:
is this good genius, this spiritual essence of human reason a mere delusion? Is it, instead of providing
guidance and salvation, a mere sophistical voice that drives us away from the truth towards products
of our desires and delusions? Undoubtedly, this skeptical voice is present in Jacobi, but, is this
skepticism just a sediment of centuries of false reasoning?12s

One could almost say that Jacobi's metaphysical interest in the definition of existence brings
the narrative of the Divine Things back to the foundation of modernity. Indeed, Jacobi asks the same
fundamental questions that his predecessor, Descartes, confronted in the second of his Meditations:
"But there is a deceiver of supreme power and cunning who is deliberately and constantly deceiving
me. In that case I too undoubtedly exist, if he is deceiving me; and let him deceive me as much as he
can, he will never bring it about that I am nothing so long as I think that I am something. So after
considering everything very thoroughly, I must finally conclude that this proposition, / am, I exist, is
necessarily true whenever it is put forward by me or conceived in my mind." 126 In fact, the history of
modern thinking reaches an unexpected turn in the first pages of the Divine Things, where Jacobi
proves to be a categorically modern thinker with a definite idea about the foundation of knowledge.

Jacobi's own version of methodic doubt serves his purpose of displaying his own interpretation of

124 F.H. Jacobi, On Divine Things, 6.

125 F.H. Jacobi, On Divine Things, 6.

126 R. Descartes, Meditations 2, in Oeuvres de Descartes, ed. Charles Adam and Paul Tannery (Paris: Vrin, 1904), vol.
7, 25.
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modern self-criticism, because methodic doubt brings the dispute between naturalism and Jacobi's
theory of thought to their common ground, the foundation of knowledge, which casts on the divinity
of things the proper transcendental light. Jacobi discusses the conceivability of divine things not
independently of humans’ rational faculties but on the ground of rational nature. The modernity of
Jacobi's attitude is evident in the fact that his strategy is not that which purports to be an immediate
ascent to God's point of view or a personal revelation restricted to a specific doctrine. Jacobi's
philosophy does not forfeit the human to vaunt immediate divine cognition, for it conforms with an
inquiry into the human possibilities of apprehending. As Jacobi already expounded in the dialogue
David Hume, his realism is based on an inquiry about the foundation of knowledge whose reach is
not simply that of an empirical realism. Rational capacity to apprehend is not limited to the capacity
to know physical reality: "the perfection of sensation determines the perfection of consciousness with
all its modifications. As is receptivity, so is spontaneity; as the sensibility, so the understanding. The
degree of our faculty for distinguishing ourselves from external things, extensively and intensively,
is the degree of our personality, that is, the degree of elevation of our spirit. Along with this exquisite
property of reason, we receive the intimation of God, the intimation of HE WHO IS, of a being who
has its life in itself." 127

As is now clear, man apprehends reality around himself with the same degree of certainty as
he apprehends the reality of God. Therefore, it seems that Jacobi's realism is based on a threefold
connection that relates the existence of a physical reality with the existence of the supreme agent and
the existence of the I. Unlike Descartes', Jacobi's foundationalism is based not on the certainty of the
existence of the I, but on a different evidence, that affirms the existence of the I in the same moment

as it affirms the existence of "Thou," be it physical reality or God. As he maintains: "[t]hat is the

127 F.H. Jacobi, "David Hume on Faith, or Idealism and Realism," The Main Philosophical Writings and the Novel
Allwill, ed. G. di Giovanni (Montréal&Kingston: McGill-Queen, 2009), 329 (henceforth, David Hume followed by page
number).
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reason of man’s spirit: reason makes manifest to him that the existence (Daseyn) of a God is more
evident and certain than its own. Reason is not, where this revelation is not." 128

In light of Jacobi's ideas about the immediate certainty of this threefold reality, the
implications of his specific version of methodical doubt are pivotal in building the notion of reason
and the ensuing necessity of revelation. We can further explore the problem of certainty as it appears
in the first pages of the Divine Things with the help of Agrippa's trilemma. 129

Traditionally, Agrippa's trilemma states that the foundation of knowledge is impossible. If we
search for the reason of something, what we assume as reason will eventually present the same
problem, to be given a reason. This way, we fall in an infinite regress. To tackle this regress, we have
only three strategies (hence the trilemma): 1. we either keep going back finding reasons forever, 2.
or we locate a proposition that does not require reasons, 3. or we assume that the last reason represents
its own foundation. Jacobi's project is to escape the dilemmaiso by abandoning altogether the idea
that both Agrippa's trilemma and its responses assume: the idea that the principle of reason provides
explanatory conditions of existence.

Indeed, what the Divine Things presents is a more sophisticated analysis of the potential of
this simple idea, which the David Hume did not elaborate thoroughly. In fact, on one side the David
Hume provides the correct framework for understanding the notion of "revelation," but on the other
side it does not present the full potential of the faculty of perception that human reason is. While the
David Hume unravels the problems arising in the epistemology of finite things and discusses the
foundation of knowledge from the point of view of consciousness, the Divine Things provides a
proper understanding of Jacobi's general epistemology because it places epistemology within a

broader metaphysical project. As a consequence, the Divine Things eventually elaborates both the

128 F.H. Jacobi, On Divine Things, 6.

129 In his book, 4!l or Nothing. Systematicity, Transcendental Arguments, and Skepticism in German Idealism
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2005), Paul Franks has framed convincingly the problem of the foundation of
knowledge according to a critical view of the relation between systematicity and skepticism, and has placed Jacobi's
efforts within this problem.

130 On the horror of infinite regress, see F.H. Jacobi, Spinoza Letters, 373.
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metaphysical significance of the notion of revelation that the David Hume merely introduced, while
remaining committed to the epistemological coordinates set in the dialogue.

In any event, the relevance of the dialogue for the interpretation of the Divine Things cannot
be overestimated. In fact, as the dialogue reports, revelation is a common German word: "[w]e
ordinarily say in German that objects reveal themselves to us through the senses [...]".131 In the same
way, we can say that my own existence revels itself to me because "I experience that I am, and that
there is something outside me, in one and the same indivisible moment; and at that moment my soul
is no more passive with respect to the object than it is towards itself. There is no representation, no
inference, that mediates this twofold revelation".132

Revelation is a word that brings our inquiry into the realm of a notion of thinking that
supersedes the difficult and uncertain dialectic of consciousness. In the Divine Things Jacobi seems
to say that thinking is different than consciousness, and that thinking is the new object that we need

to explore to bring to completion the oeuvre that Kant started 30 years before.

Measure

As we will see more clearly in the final chapter, the notion of revelation corresponds to the
human aspiration to know what is higher than man himself.133 Yet this higher matter is not subject to
a transcendent horizon. We might say that what is higher than man is the true nature of reality that
man's thinking is part of. With a reference to Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics, Jacobi starts this inquiry
into the limits and potential of rationality with an anthropological note. This seems to draw on the
conclusion of the David Hume by addressing the ontological scope of Jacobi's investigation of man's

heart. As the David Hume closes, so the Divine Things opens: "Man finds himself as a being

131 F.H. Jacobi, David Hume, 272.
132 F.H. Jacobi, David Hume, 277.
133 F.H. Jacobi, Devine Things, 6.
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completely dependent, derived, concealed to himself: yet, he is enlivened by an impulse to inquire
into his origin, to recognize himself in it, to experience the true through it, from it, and of it. He
calls reason this impulse that sets apart his genus."134

To be human is to be rational, affirms Jacobi, echoing a long-standing equation. However,
reason is neither a faculty of thinking nor merely an activity that deals with a specific object; it is
rather an impulse (77ieb), and this impulse allows us to supersede - and therefore solve - methodical
doubt. The notion of 77ieb has a long history in Jacobi's writings, and shows that Jacobi's
epistemology is actually grounded on his ideas on the ethical nature of man. In fact, Jacobi draws on
Aristotle already in the Woldemar to make explicit the essence of the notion of 7rieb, which is the
underlying concept of his ethics of virtue.

In the Nicomachean Ethics, the ethical impulse is a disposition (héxis, habitus) to defining the
righteous mean, and it is with the notion of disposition in mind that Jacobi starts assembling the notion
of the immediate apprehension of the true.13s In the Woldemar, Jacobi refers to Aristotle to define
what he also calls the "Instinkt des Menschen": 77ieb is an impulse that constitutes the rational nature
of man. This impulse is not part of consciousness, for it is blind to experience; rather, it precedes all
experience and it makes man comprehend the definition of being.136

In clearer terms, we need to remember that according to Aristotle a good action is not defined
per se but it is labeled in compliance with the moral nature of the man that performs it; in the same
vein, Jacobi's conception of rationality is not a faculty among others, instead it is the very activity of
the "fundamental impulse" (Grundtrieb), which defines the rational animal only when man knows
his dependency on his origin. The impulse is not a faculty to see distinct objects, it is rather a way of

seeing. Therefore, the rational identity of man is not granted by default, for man's ontological status

134 F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 6-7.

135 On this see J. Stolzenberg, "Was ist Freiheit? Jacobis Kritik der Moralphilosophie Kants," in Wendepunkt der
geistigen Bildung der Zeit, ed. Walter Jaeschke and B. Sandkaulen (Hamburg: Meiner, 2004) 19-36; and M. Ivaldo,
"Jacobi, Kant (e Aristotele) sulla virtt," in Jacobi in Discussione, ed. Tristana Dini and Salvatore Principe (Milano:
FrancoAngeli, 2012) 47-64.

136 Cf. F.H. Jacobi, "Woldemar (1796)," in F.H. Jacobi, Werke - Gesamtausgabe, ed. Klaus Hammacher and Walter
Jaeschke (henceforth, JWA), vol. 7, 249-250.
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is acquired only through a proper rational activity that is activated through conscious exercise. The
objects that this impulse deals with might appear to be the same as those involved in apprehension
through phenomenal consciousness, but the attitude of the subject is different.

A different but consonant reference to Aristotle in the Divine Things provides a further
qualification of this impulse. The impulse defines man's "being" as it shows "the privilege of man"
which "consists—says the wise man from Stagira—in being able to know something higher and better
than him."137 This rational impulse makes man discover his epistemological dependency (he must
acquire from an existing world outside himself what can be known), his ontological dependency (he
has been created like all other existent things), as well as his moral dependency (while being
responsible for his actions, he is not the author of the definition of good or bad). If on one hand the
notion of dependency is deeply-rooted in man's being, on the other hand this human impulse toward
'the higher and better' does not take the shape of a mere subjective need. As is well represented in the
destiny of the eponymous character of Jacobi's first novel, Allwill, Jacobi shows how the notion of
this immediate moral impulse - that we can also call Gewissheit - could dangerously turn the
Aristotelian immediacy of the virtuous act into the constructive self-sufficiency of the moral genius.
But the moral genius is the figure that errs precisely in considering himself the author and lone bearer
of virtue, inasmuch as his impulse is only defined according to his need. By considering himself the
Alpha and the Omega of virtue, Allwill commits a moral suicide in light of his forfeiting the
epistemological dependency on the real source of the true, the good, and the beautiful: God. In the
end, if rational impulse is turned into mere rational need, nihilism appears on the stage of human self-
knowledge.

As soon as Allwill renounces the epistemological dependency and makes of himself the author
of any definition, he turns into a moral nihilist, as R. Lauth has sufficiently proven.i3s Therefore, the

Grundtrieb - while being rooted in the very identity of man - should be assumed in its moral as well

137 F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 6.
138 R. Lauth, "Friedrich Heinrich Jacobis Allwill und Fedor Michajlovi¢ Dostoevskijs Damonen." Russian Literature 2,
no. 2 (1973), 51-64.

- 68 -



as it its epistemological value: the impulse of having an innate moral virtue articulates the
epistemological dependency on the higher source of the true. As Jacobi maintains: "the impulse of
every living being is the light of this being, it is its right and strength. Only in this light can it walk,
and it can be active only out of this strength. Every finite being owns within itself neither its life nor
the source of the force of its heart, it is not the flame of its light. All beings are brought to life and
revived by something other than themselves".139

The existential dependency should not lead us astray, for the existential dependency provides
only the foundation of our epistemological nature that looks for the higher truth that is concealed in
our own nature. In fact, Jacobi continues: "As the concealed and invisible soul is made visible through
the face of man, so the speech and its understanding manifest and communicate themselves un-
conceptually: they spring up initially through this secret telling. In this way God immediately
expresses himself through the face of nature; he communicates himself un-conceptually to man
through feeling (Empfindung) turned into prayer; and teaches the spirit, also awoken to the
suprasensible and uncreated, to stammer the joyfulness of beauty and good, and to eventually
express that word of life: his name."140

In the end, man's virtue is defined by the activity of relating to the origin of his being and
knowledge. Thus, man's identity is not shaped according to the paradigm of self-sufficiency.
Humanity defines defines its identity in being the rational animal that recognizes the origin of any
identity.

This line of reasoning will assume progressively a more defined fashion as the text proceeds.

And yet, in these few introductory paragraphs Jacobi suggests the general outline of his
overall effort to defend the crucial thesis: the necessity of our ontological dependency on the living
God. The Aristotelian moral dimension in which the term Trieb has grown, therefore, should not

overshadow the Christian interpretation of the origin of the true, good, and beautiful. To be sure, the

139 F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 7.
140 F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 7-8.
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moral definition of the rational impulse fulfils the twofold function of connecting humans to the
ultimate reality both epistemologically and ontologically. On the one hand, Jacobi's notion of reason
raises human cognition beyond the bare causal description of natural phenomena; on the other hand,
the same notion provides a description of the human (and every being’s) condition, which consists in
being finite, dependent, and derived.141

Despite Jacobi’s attempt to affirm the necessity of this rational revelation, he ends up being
not quite clear about its structure. Regardless of Jacobi’s too often convoluted train of thought, we
clearly learn that the existence of God is perceived despite feelings, images, and words.142 The mature
Jacobi seems to contradict the young Jacobi by disposing of feelings and words in his investigation
of the true; but from its beginning, the Divine Things proves to be a book about the ultimate truth
about feeling, faith, or intuition. The Divine Things aims to unearth what all these notions entail but
never define properly. For this reason, the narrative of this treatise turns toward an investigation of
the nature of God and the divinity within humans: only the definition of the divine may shed light on
the notion of revelation, which is the common feature of feeling, faith, and intuition.

First, God must not be conceived as equal to infinite being, because infinite being does not
have any existence or form. Thus, God must be finite, yet the finitude of God must be of a special
kind.

Jacobi's critique of the notion of God is indebted to ancient philosophy and goes as far back
as to Plato, who in the Philebus shows how infinite being does not have any being because that which
is not limited has no shape. This teaching is reminiscent of Parmenides' enmity against the apeiron,
the infinite shapeless being which is contrary to truth for the same reason that it is contrary to being:
lack of identity. The unlimited does not escape limitedness; it just loses being. Hence, under the
tutelage of Plato and Parmenides, Jacobi maintains that since the infinite being, the apeiron, cannot

have being, the conception of God as infinite being should be rejected, for apeiron clearly implies

141 Cf. F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 6-7.
142 F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 7-8.
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the equation of God with the so-called ‘All’ - the opposite of the ‘One’.143 The "All" - as in All-will -
is a concept that carries in itself the necessary annihilation of being because the negation of peras,
limit, implies the cancellation of identity. The annihilation of identity that the apeiron so clearly
presents corresponds to the annihilation of the determination of any reality grounded upon that All:
"the delusion of the shapeless, of a pre-scribed absurdity (Unding) taken as first, which would be All
but not One—it is the No-thing itself."144 Since the limitless is No-thing, Jacobi concludes that the
general rule to define being is peras (limit).

This last point must be clearly restated so as to avoid a misunderstanding. Being is not
conceived as a principle for the emanation of the actual, or a ground upon which the possible is
sustained. Rather it shows itself through peras. As a consequence, different relations to peras define
different ways in which being reveals itself: if on one side animals are those beings that know the
measured through the sense perception of limits, on the other side humans are those beings that know
the measure that defines limits through reason. Animals and humans share the sense perception of
the measured, but humans possess something that animals are not endowed with: the capacity to see
the measure that defines beings. Eventually, God is the one that creates measure by creating peras.
Since everything that exists must have measure, then measure is the fundamental feature of
everything that exists, therefore also God has an essential relation to measure or, as Jacobi says, “he

himself is measure.” 145

Reason

143 F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 12.

144 F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 11.

145 Cf. Plato, Laws, IV, 716¢, and Plato, Theaetetus, 151d and ff. See Kenneth Sayre, Plato's Late Ontology (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1983) and Nicholas P. White, Plato on Knowledge and Reality (Indianapolis: Hackett,
1976). This is another topic that would much enrich the analysis of the issues at stake in the Divine Things, above all for
the connection of politics and epistemology that Jacobi—along with his peers—implies. Cf. George di Giovanni,
Introduction: The Unfinished Philosophy of Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi (Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen’s
University Press, 2009). Cf. F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 12.
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According to this general framework, the relation between measure and God seems quite
intelligible from an ontological point of view. Yet its epistemological consequence for human
understanding forces Jacobi to analyse reason in compliance with this platonic conception of divinity.

Reason performs a quasi-divine action by measuring human epistemological conditions, by
limiting the discursive understanding (Verstand), and by identifying its boundaries and nature.

Nevertheless, human rational activity is not the mere analogus of the divine action of creation.
The limitation of the understanding presents only an example of the power of this rational impulse.
In other words, Jacobi uses the notion of measuring and limiting in order to highlight the feature of
reason's proper activity. In fact, by having access to the measure and not only to the measured, reason
shows its receptivity to the origin of beings. The individuality of beings is not the source of their
infirmity; on the contrary, the individuality of beings is what keeps them from nothingness and shows
their original relation to their creator.

Reason accomplishes the level of objectivity that true science involves, but at the same time
it manifests a decisive opposition to the knowledge provided by the discursive understanding. In fact,
reason fulfils the epistemological function of knowing the identities of beings, but this knowledge -
the knowledge of their peras - does not imply that those limits originate their being. The action of
creating their being is different than the measure through which they are defined.

This aspect can be seen also on the side of human knowledge: the fact that humans know the
measure of the measured does not imply that they create either the measure or the measured. As
opposed to reason, the discursive understanding does not possess any real knowledge precisely
because it does not see the measure, it just makes use of measure by means of separating, mixing,
and connecting individuals. Moreover, to this epistemological difference the understanding adds also
a different "impulse": the understanding assumes that it creates the measured, beings, through its
actions of separating, mixing, and connecting individuals. Reason, on the contrary, accesses the

unique reality of beings because it possesses the capacity to identify the singular individual per se by
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means of an impulse that connects reason to the original creator. 146 In short, reason acquires what on
one side is not ‘manufactured’ by the categorical play of the understanding, because it acts prior to
any action carried out by the understanding.

At this point, Jacobi wants to stress the principal outcome of his theory of peras, and in doing
so he wants to prevent the reader from the grave mistake of not recognizing the true impulse of reason:
we must not assign the source of measure to ourselves, though we recognize both the measured and
the measure. If the subject referred the constitution of the ‘measure’ of objects to himself—by
assigning to himself the action of determining individualities—then the whole being would fade into
a system of subjective relations established by the understanding: we would not have singular beings,
we would rather have a whole in which any element is just mixed and connected.

This mistake arises only because we apply the usual functional pattern of understanding—
which consists in categories that determine things only by means of the relation between the things—
to the things themselves. Conversely, Jacobi states that the pure rational faculty identifies what is
presupposed by those relations, hence reason acknowledges that the individuality of objects is
produced by something different from the subject.

If the general development of Jacobi’s thought is now clear, it becomes more urgent to address
the question of the essential fragility of his late work, which lacks the telluric power and sharp insight
of his early writings.147 One can downgrade the philosophical meaning of this discrepancy by
assuming that Jacobi had always been more properly a talented reader of philosophy than a
philosopher per se. According to this perspective, the project of the Divine Things appears to grow

out of a keen knowledge of the major texts of modern philosophy alongside a remarkably pronounced

146 F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 18.

147 There would be much more to say about this. We might spend more time focusing on the new topics and themes
Jacobi developed after the 1799, for instance, and we might deal with the cultural movements of the late XVIII-early
XIX century that influenced Jacobi’s production. I will here for the sake of brevity leave this as an intimation and refer
the reader to George di Giovanni, Introduction: The Unfinished Philosophy of Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi (Montreal &
Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2009), 153-167.
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awareness of what he called “the spirit” hidden in them.148 In other words, Jacobi seems to be able to
shed light on concealed systematic connections and to compose a weaving of surprising metaphysical
as well as social implications of apparently accepted theoretical agendas.i149 In the end, thought, he
would seem unable to develop an original and sound philosophical viewpoint. One might say that his
analysis is rooted in a profound understanding of the most relevant philosophical issues, yet is
incapable of yielding new conceptual frames. Schelling’s polemical reaction to the Divine Things is
vividly summed up in his depiction of Jacobi’s trembling spirit which, according to Schelling’s
poisoned ink, would be ready to fly off into the arms of the divine reality. This irony is telling: it
portrays the dire absence of clear statements in Jacobi’s attempt to oppose the reasons of what he
calls “materialistic philosophy”.150

Although one can understand Schelling's position, I have a different opinion about Jacobi’s
general intention and the peculiar outcomes of his program. I do not want to dismiss the former
hypothesis about the absence of a theoretically compelling proposal. But the Divine Things delivers
an altogether different approach to the problem of knowledge while defining a distinction between
thought that is grounded on the structure of consciousness, and thought that is considered per se.
Therefore, I will not credit to Jacobi’s late philosophy a kind of negative theology or, even worse, a
kind of sentimental attitude toward the transcendental divine reality. Nevertheless, that is not say that
Jacobi arrived at a fully defined position, or that his notion of reason anticipates Hegel's speculative
logic. Jacobi's conception of both reason as impulse and God as creator of measure gives conceptual
unity to the text, which escapes the dilemma of a system of the I inasmuch as it provides a different

conception of thought.

148 Cf. K. Hammacher, Kritik und Leben II. Die Philosophie Friedrich Heinrich Jacobis (Miinchen: Wilhelm Fink,
1969), and Lévy-Bruhl, La Philosophie de Jacobi (Paris: Alcan, 1894). See also Birgit Sankkaulen, “Oder hat Vernunft
den Mensch? Zur Vernunft des Gefiihls bei Jacobi,” Zetischrift fiir philosophische Forschung 49 (1995): 416-429.

149 Cf. G. di Giovanni, Introduction, 3-66.

150 Cf. F. W. J. Schelling, “Denkmal der Schrift von den géttlichen Dingen und ihre Offenbarung. (1812),” in Friedrich
Wilhelm Joseph Schelling's Sammtliche Werke, ed. K.F.A. Schelling, I Abtheilung Vols. 1-10, II Abtheilung Vols. 1-4
(Stuttgart: Cotta, 1856—61), Bd. VIII, 19. Please see also C. Ciancio, I dialogo polemico tra Schelling e Jacobi
(Edizioni di Filosofia: Torino, 1975).
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As already stated, the Divine Things moves towards the analysis of those internal
contradictions that constitute the opposite theory, which validates the determination of anything only
according to the relation of a thing with its other. As a consequence, this system of relations gives
body to the framework that inspires different forms of materialism.151 Jacobi - as he often does
according to his typical polemical dialectics - assumes that if God is not defined as creator of reality,
then physical nature as such would lose its identity. Beings - any being - would be defined only
according to the relations that the understanding would project on them. According to this
materialistic view, the perception of the peras of beings would be discharged in favor of their network
of interlinked determinations. Therefore, if reason is reduced to silence, knowledge of the objects
would destroy their individuality only to promote a systematic All in which everything vanishes into
indistinction. As Jacobi puts it: "It can be rigorously and clearly demonstrated to one who attentively
looks into the truth that if man can have only an imaginary God, then he can also only have an
imaginary nature."152

We can make sense of the question about the individuality of objects only if we presuppose
that those objects actually exist, and they exist only if they have limits. If we remove the very notion
of limit and define those objects only according to the categories of the understanding (which mix
and compose), we would eventually contemplate the bare consistency of this system of relations
where no individual thing subsists, without even realizing the absence of reality. In fact, "[g]ladly,
the understanding destroyed this question," the question of being.153

At this stage the assumption of the One-Creator arises on the horizon of our interpretation of

the text: why should we assume a One-Creator? Why are our senses not enough to testify the

151 We cannot explore this subject here, or we would have to go back to Uber die Lehre des Spinoza in Briefen an den
Herrn Moses Mendelssohn, and especially to the David Hume tiber den Glauben, oder Idealismus und Realismus. Ein
Gesprdch, since many of the themes are framed more clearly in those two treatises. Cf. Valerio Verra, F.H. Jacobi.
Dall’llluminismo all’ldealismo (Torino: Edizioni di “Filosofia”, 1963), 195-260. Peter-Paul Schneider, Die
“Denkbiicher” Friedrich Heinrich Jacobis (Stuttgart-Bad Cannstatt: Frommann Holzboog, 1986), Klaus Hammacher,
“Jacobi’s Schrift Von den gottlichen Dingen,” in Religionsphilosophie und spekulative Theologie. Der Streit um die
gottlichen Dingen (1799-1812), Philosophisch-literarische Streitsachen 3, ed. W. Jaeschke (Hamburg: Felix Meiner,
1994), 129-141.

152 F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 18.

153 F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 19-20
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individualities of the objects that we know? Why do we need to assume a beginning in history? Why,
if we assumed a beginning in history, do we need this beginning to be a personal God? In the end,
since all the above questions are outcomes of the activity of reason, we need to face the fundamental
question: what is reason? Only once we make explicit the nature of reason can we eventually ask for
the definition of God and of his revelation. 154

This is the problematic framework out of which the second part of the text, with the title "On
Divine Things and their Revelation," takes shape. The second part of the Divine Things grows out of
a long review of Matthias Claudius’s complete works. We could split this long review into a first
section including the actual analysis of Claudius’s positive approach to the revelation of God, and a
second section presenting a more general analysis of post-Kantian philosophy. While the former
makes explicit the position of the so-called “integral externalists” and discusses the positivity of
revelation, the latter considers the notion of God and unveils the complex argument against the
“integral internalists” which pertains to the position that transcendental philosophy in general and
idealism in particular hold. As we shall see, the latter is not wholly clear without the former, whereas
the former positions to the key issues that Jacobi uses to define his own ideas of reason and immediate
access to the absolute truth. For now, it is useful to keep in mind that if on one side M. Claudius
represents the “integral externalist” who assumes that the external-historical revelation of God is the
only valid source of truth, on the other side Jacobi affirms the necessity of a different kind of
revelation that in his opinion matches the rational impulse that the human spirit embodies.

Matthias Claudius was a thinker and a poet with a religious leaning towards pietism; his
pietistic ideas resonate especially in his treatise On immortality, where he claims that the highest
truths neither come from outside us nor are our artefacts, for they proceed from within us. Indeed,
they emanate from inside us although they are free from our subjective projections and desires. These

supersensible ideas and concepts raise the human being over nature and necessity, to eventually raise

154 F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 26-27.
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him towards the most elevated substances in him and outside him. They lead him to his immortal
spirit and to the Oneness that is God and His will. 155

Jacobi himself would share this thesis with his friend Asmus (M. Claudius' pen-name), yet
Jacobi's understanding of the innate connection of the human spirit with the divine does not comply
with the idolatrous reliance on Christ that M. Claudius professes.

The common trait that Jacobi shares with M. Claudius and all internalists is the understanding
that the human spirit is superior to nature: "The outer world, or nature, does not produce those high
opinions, concepts, ideas (which in the end will flow together into one according to our author’s
words), and they cannot be deducted from it either. Yet they are, ineradicably, borne in the innermost
part of man, and they prove “that in man there is not only something Other than what is in nature, but
even that this Other is more than nature and beyond it”."156

More precisely, human superiority is based on his technical and ethical essence: "Unbeatable
like the ideas, inside man rules the consciousness of a faculty and an impulse to rise with spirit,
intention, resolution, and thought over everything that is barely nature."15s7 The human being can
exercise a "dominion" over nature thanks to his capacity to have intentions and resolutions that result
from an innate apprehension of what is good; the human spirit shows itself in the faculty to design
reality, plan its environment, rule over nature. Thus, the human being’s apprehension of empirical
reality is not distinguished from his capacity to prevail over and control it. If in the David Hume
Jacobi put effort in displaying the mere epistemology of natural phenomena by stressing how a
specific kind of sensitivity is required to make room for reality of things, in the Divine Things the
same sensitivity displays the full scope of this idea about sensitivity and presents the complete theory
about humanity: sensitivity serves the human being’s active ethical orientation.

As a result, the spiritual essence of the human being is not based on sheer contemplation;

instead, only the technological-ethical essence of human beings constitutes the ontological difference

155 Cf. F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 33-35.
156 F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 32.
157 F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 33.
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between natural objects and humans. Jacobi's famous religious liberalism, that provoked such a great
uproar at the turn of the century, announces that the human spirit is constituted according to a
paradigm that parallels that of the creator: the freedom to act. A person is above nature inasmuch as
he can act independently of nature while remaining within nature. Without delay, Jacobi draws the
conclusion: the human spirit belongs to a different plane of reality than a natural Thou. On this
different plane of reality humans acquire an ethical I by means of a confrontation with a spiritual
Thou: "Within man, the sight of the essence above him is inseparable from this consciousness: that
essence is not only the highest being (Allerhéchsten), it is God, the All-one (Alleinige). This sight
points to an Almighty (4//macht) which is not only the indomitability (4/lgewalt) of a blind soul of
the world or nature—which itself obeys the necessity (in reality, only the fantastic ghost of
necessity)—but it is the will of a willing being (Wollende), who consciously and freely allows
everything that enjoys existence to exist for love’s sake".1s8

The consciousness of human diversity and emancipation from nature is the trait that humans
accord to their spiritual aspect, and the one that humans assign to the being that is above them. To be
sure, humans are conditioned: they are conditioned by nature on the side of their body, and by God
on the side of their spiritual individuality. But while the determination that affects them in the
empirical plane of reality does not condition them, the determination that affects them in the spiritual
plane of reality conditions their essence, actions, and prayer.

Both Nature and God are essential parties involved in determining them as an I, but only the
latter provides the condition for their humanity. Moreover, Jacobi does not limit himself to suggest a
vague idea of their spiritual origin, for the being that stands at the beginning of creation shows will
and personality. Jacobi's notion of creator is not a natura naturans because it remains different from

its creation and because it creates from nothing. It is called an "organizing reason" ever since Plato

158 F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 33.
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in light of the fact that its creating power shows itself in the capacity to define the measurement of
being.159

Yet, the pivotal point of Jacobi’s argument on the personality of God does not lie in the fact
that the origin of all beings must be the creator of both measure and measured; the argument
supporting the thesis of the personality of God rests on the fact that we humans have personality. For
Jacobi, only our ability to identify ourselves as free agents and to immediately recognize the necessity
of a beginning in time gives rise to our certainty in a personal God. In the end, our self-consciousness
requires a "Thou" from which this self-conscious I arises. And this confrontation cannot unfold in
our daily confrontations with other finite self-consciousnesses because our self-consciousness must
be ontologically conditioned as self-consciousness at the beginning of our history, and not only
determined within a world of finite I’s. The being that sets the conditions of our being must have
created our self-consciousness from the very beginning. Hence, the spiritual Thou that conditions our
spiritual I must be endowed with "self-consciousness, substantiality, and personality" as well.160 Put
simply, God is "model and portrayal" of ourselves,i61 only he is mightier. Jacobi is convinced that
this is the reason why the definition of a personal God has changed over the centuries: people have
portrayed God drawing on their "virtue, their moral attitude (Zustand);"162 but God's function has
never been revised. One might even interpret the history of the development of our moral attitude as
a history of a religion which is the same true religion that shows how the proper image of God matures
as people develop their own proper virtue.

Jacobi's idea of religious evolution does not attest to some kind of religious relativity, rather
it vouches for a history of revelation that mirrors the maturation of humankind. In the end, Jacobi's
interpretation of the history of revelation overlaps the progressive refinement of humankind in

Lichtenberg's prophecy. The only - but major - difference is that Jacobi's idea of evolution assumes

159 F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 24-25.
160 F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 26.
161 F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 35.
162 F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 35.
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human dependency as a key factor. The key factor that evolves throughout history is self-conscious
humanity, and it is the same factor that makes us intimately relate to and sympathize with foreign
cultures and people. Jacobi accepts the thesis according to which humans can evolve spiritually only
under the condition that we also assume that for an evolution to occur we need to accept that spiritual
continuity be confirmed.163 This evolution does not oppose the innate and immediate apprehension
of the true God, rather it stands in opposition to the idolatrous cult of Christ. Jacobi maintains that
this worship is contrary to the real religious message of Christ in view of the fact that true religion
only applies to the cult of God, the creator. Everything else is just either a messenger, a mediator, or
an image of the true, but it must not be confused with the true itself. 164

While expressing the most affected considerations around friendship and love, Jacobi
concludes that his conception of religious spirit rejects M. Claudius' anthropomorphism along with
any finite image of the absolute person. And once again, Jacobi affirms that the difference between
his position and that of the "integral externalists" (like M. Claudius) stems from the principle of his
anthropology: man has spiritual being, and spirit is the internal impulse to acknowledge the existence
of the Creator, by which human spirit is conditioned. Yet again, this position does not relinquish the
necessity of a historical manifestation of religion. On the contrary, it places the historical
manifestations of God such as images and writings at the center of human spiritual cultivation; but
those same images only fulfil one function: they are only messengers of the holy Architect. They
serve the purpose of nourishing the human heart and leading it towards the true creator of measure.
Only a false virtue - a false heart - would turn them into means of idolatry.

Notwithstanding his clear stance, Jacobi does not hold the opposite thesis, for he does not
embrace the approach of the enlightened philosopher who treats God as a mere subjective idea.
According to Jacobi's terminology, the enlightened philosopher provides the portrayal of the "integral

internalist," who is unmoved and unperturbed before the concept of God precisely because God has

163 F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 36.
164 F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 40-41.
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grown inside his intelligence as nothing more than a content of his thought: since in the idea of God
philosophers only see the image of themselves, they do not bow to this idea. The God of philosophers
is not a Thou who conditions humans, but it is rather just a concept with distinct predicates.165 This
different approach to the internalist’s conception of God brings to an end Jacobi’s dispute with
Matthias Claudius. It leads him to alter the targets and contents of the text. Indeed, Jacobi shares the
internalist’s approach as long as it does not turn God into an intellectual abstraction. This is not to
say that intellectual abstraction is always reprehensible.

It is unquestionable that knowledge in its systematic form is acceptable as long as we assume
yet another kind of knowledge along with that. This different kind of knowledge is, according to the
Kantian remark, “merely foreseen and fervently desired by reason”. The Divine Things is devoted to
making room for the proper identification of this specific kind of knowledge, which on one side is
unconditioned by facts and events external to the subject (thus 'internal’), but on the other side is not
internal as is the knowledge generated by the understanding, and thus applied in the sciences either. 166

While referring to Fries' Neue Kritik der Vernunft Jacobi re-states the immediate certainty that
labels the special kind of knowledge of reason. Yet again, Jacobi's notion of rational immediacy is
not to be taken as a distinct epistemological faculty that yields peculiar designs or structures in the
process of apprehension; Jacobi goes as far as to say that reason can appropriately be called "moral
feeling, other times feeling of truth".167 And it is that feeling of truth that constitutes our being and
makes of us the judges of what we see and think. That feeling provides the paradigm of the true, good,
and beautiful so that "[w]ithin it [that feeling] the true itself, as much as the good itself and the
beautiful itself, reveal themselves without intuition (Anschauung) or concept (Begriff)." 168

To be sure, Jacobi maintains that reason is the "faculty (Vermogen) of presupposing the true,"

but this faculty does not define an activity of the transcendental subject; instead, this faculty defines

16s F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 50.
166 F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 56-57.
167 F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 55.
168 F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 55.
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the way in which a person acts. The ontological commitment of Jacobi differentiates his inquiry from
the transcendental discourse in the very moment that it grounds his theory of the true on his
anthropology. Jacobi would reject the idea of "faculty" as long as "faculty" is conceived as an activity
performed by a subject whose existence is not conditioned by that activity. Instead, Jacobi grounds
the existence of the subject on this very activity. The term "faculty" does not involve a transcendental
mediation between a subject and an object, but 'merely’ states the being of the subject. This different
interpretation of the concept of "faculty" impacts the other notion of "presupposing." This latter does
not simply refer to a hypothesis or a transcendental "fiir-wahr-halten", but rather refers to the
ontological affinity of the subject to what is presupposed. The same affinity was previously implied
in the "impulse" to know what is higher than the human but which, at the same time, is also a condition
for the personality of human beings.

Again, Jacobi uses the term "virtue" to assemble a theory of knowledge that makes explicit
the onto-ethical value of his idea of presupposing the true: the presupposition does not weigh on the
subject's shoulders like a rational need or duty, nor does it have the form of a necessary hypothesis
that would give consistency to subjective knowledge. The whole collection of activities that originate
from this presupposition provides the profile of a "virtuous nature." for they "are worthy for their
own sake and not because they are means for other aims from which one has to infer their needs and
accept their prescriptions".169 The virtuous activities are cleared from references to duty or happiness
because they simply display the sublimity of personality that acts according to its innate impulse to
see the world from the point of view of its origin. If a reward is not achieved and our virtue is
frustrated, the definition of virtue remains unaffected; unhappiness simply manifests the "mystery"

of creation and the distance between our infinite condition and our finite complexion. 170

169 F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 56.
170 See F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 57.
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Jacobi's Realism

Philosophers, idealists, interiorists live the illusion of an abstract and completely subjective
truth as much as the exteriorists who bestow the criterion of the true upon an objective and external
source. Jacobi's realism assumes traits from both interiorists and exteriorists. His notion of reason as
virtue or impulse provides an ontology according to which the subject is constituted as a being that
perceives the source of truth. The exteriority of the source of truth is authoritative only inasmuch it
complements the ontological constitution of the subject. But if this dialectic is the same that Jacobi
also debated at the beginning of his philosophical efforts in the Spinoza Letters and in the dialogue
David Hume, something makes the Divine Things different than past achievements. Jacobi's intention
is to find a point of balance between interiorists and exteriorists, and to oppose his realism to a new
trend in philosophy. Jacobi's notion of the rational impulse that recognizes the "divine things" grounds
his realism and expands the seminal paradigm of transcendental philosophy: the investigation of what
makes humans different than any other natural objects.

In fact, according to Jacobi, an unparalleled paradigm shift has happened in the history of
modern philosophy when Kant clearly affirmed in the opening of the Critigue of Pure Reason that
the sole objects of philosophy are the transcendent ideas of freedom, immortality, and God. The
problem concerning the impossibility of objective knowledge of those ideas gave rise to a
methodological preoccupation which aroused 25 years of philosophical disputes. But the young
Jacobi remained loyal to Kant's definition of the object of philosophy and praised the theistic thesis
that both pre-critical and critical philosophy maintained. The very same theism that Jacobi finds in
the second Critique grounds on the subject's practical reason the entire architecture of thought. The
authority of practical reason over pure reason made the mature Jacobi even more convinced that
Kant's philosophy develops to their fullest extent - although problematically - his own ideas. In the

end, the value of Kant's transcendental philosophy is placed entirely in his theory of the postulates,
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whose value Fichte failed to recognize.171 Those postulates of practical reason epitomize the capacity
of the subject to connect to the reality of a personal God. Therefore, philosophy would become the
field of a pure human intelligence without God only at cost of the rejection of the only true
philosophical object — an event that occurred with Fichte's doctrine of knowledge.

The second daughter of transcendental philosophy, Schelling's philosophy, while trying to fix
the problems of the transcendental by defining the logical principle of knowledge - like the doctrine
of knowledge has done before - brings to completion this progressive annihilation of the presence of
a personal God within the system of human knowledge, and turns the subjective system into the only
reality where the theory of postulates is expelled.

The fact that the theory of postulates represents such a great source of inspiration for Jacobi
appears clearly once we look at the keystone of Jacobi's realism, as it is developed in this polemical
context. Jacobi was convinced that the notion of two realities - the transcendental subject on one side
and nature on the other side - was destined to develop into the dialectic of the Fichtean I in light of
the equation between consciousness and thought. Jacobi, instead, lays the foundation of his realism
on the basis of his distinct interpretation of the nature of thought, which yields an ethical meaning of
reason. Interpreting reason as impulse entails the rejection of the structure of consciousness as a
paradigm for our thinking. It implies the exclusion from the debate about the true, beautiful, and good
of the issues connected to sensation, perception, and consciousness in general. The notion of impulse
stresses how rational thinking exceeds consciousness while showing that reason has an ethical
essence.

In general, we may maintain that the Divine Things presents a new notion of thinking that
comprehends those presuppositions of consciousness inasmuch as reason is free from any content of
consciousness and, as a consequence, assimilates a reality that is not "for the subject." Interpreting

reason as a virtue unearths the priority and superiority of the will over the dialectic of consciousness,

171 E.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 69.
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and substantiates the most advanced report about an ethical doctrine according to which being is not
an object of consciousness, and is not a mere "non-I." In fact, this rational will - this impulse that
human beings feel in themselves - is not a mere will that defines and organizes the world of objects.
The rational impulse is not the act of creation of non-I’s, because this will is deprived of the qualities
of a consciousness. Thus, the will does not oppose itself to an object either positing it or perceiving
it. This new definition of subject - that we might call person - is defined by the rational impulse to
act in compliance with the metaphysical presuppositions that are prior to any perceived or posited
object. These presuppositions are the Kantian practical postulates that Jacobi welcomes in his re-
configuration of reality: free acting, immortality of the soul, and the Creator of the world. Jacobi
defines reality according to these postulates that cannot be known for they are immediately
apprehended by rational impulse. The existence of a world created by God and the existence of an
immortal soul able to act freely are those divine things that ground a concrete and true knowledge of
both finite and infinite individualities, of both objects and subjects.

The Divine Things is definitely a mature work. It distances itself from Jacobi's more famous
texts for it also testifies to its independence from those past debates about the systematic development
of transcendental philosophy. To be sure, with this work Jacobi liberates himself from those disputes
and takes a step in the direction of a more personal and innovative understanding of existence, while
re-affirming his polemical attitude against those philosophies that seem to obliterate it. In the Divine
Things Jacobi inaugurates a comprehension of existence that leads him far apart from epistemological
debate towards a more precise ethical definition of being. We could say that for Jacobi our being rests
on a rational virtue, an impulse, that is the expression of a will. Yet Jacobi does not read this will as
the expression of a consciousness that exercises its drive upon a world of objects, nor as the
expression of a consciousness that creates its world. Rather, reason is will, which acts in conformity
with a divine measure that sets the limits of being. Therefore, according to Jacobi's thought,

apprehension primarily means innate dedication to singularity.
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Within this new framework of reason's practical primacy, Jacobi values how Kant saves the
possibility of thinking about beings by means of limiting the reach of the sciences of phenomena and
by affirming the practical perception of true being. This paradigms define Jacobi's non-scientific

philosophy which, he says, is “the oldest and will always survive.”172

The Last Threat

If being is defined only according to these limits, Jacobi sees in Schelling's philosophy the
last threat to real being. Schelling's philosophy of identity changed the paradigm of thinking by
removing the dialectic of singular beings from the unity of being, and by bringing Spinoza's project
to its full completion. This way, Schelling's thought provides no ground for existence inasmuch as
existence is annihilated once being is considered just the form of a universal totality.173 The notion
of unitotality characterizes Schelling's successful effort to present the result of a systematic character
of Kant's mistakes. In fact, Jacobi claims that Kant was right two times; thus, he was wrong. In fact:
1) Kant was right in admitting that reason has access to unconditioned truths, but he admitted also
that there is knowledge of finite beings through the understanding because philosophy admits truths
only by means of justification. In this sense, Kant had to downgrade what he has just affirmed about
the potential knowledge of reason and introduce the unconditioned ideas only at the service of
transcendental structure. 2) Kant admits that practical reason has primacy over theoretical reason.

However, he also stated that reason merely fantasizes when asked for an epistemological account.

172 F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, footnote p. 80.
173 See E. Herms, “Selbsterkenntnis und Metaphysik in den philosophischen Hauptschriften Jacobis,” Archiv fiir
Geschichte der Philosophie, 58 (1976), 121-163. Cf. F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 80.

- 86 -



For this ambivalent attitude towards reason, he was eventually wrong. Jacobi criticizes Kant for not
having recognized that his transcendental inquiry hints at a broader conception of knowledge that
involves cognition without phenomenal content.174 Accordingly, Kant would disagree with himself
because the understanding finally admits that if we have to leave room for the objectivity and
truthfulness of the rational ideas, then we have to affirm that the understanding is not the proper
apparatus to know the “true”.17s

In this way, Schelling turns what in Jacobi's eyes are weaknesses into strength, because the
system of unitotality is grounded on an infinite chain of justification that interconnects the totality of
being and makes of this totality the principle of their existence.

Instead, notwithstanding the rationality and truthfulness of rational ideas, Jacobi's realism is
theism inasmuch as "[e]ven the theist, as a naturalist, presupposes the autonomy of nature inasmuch
as and to such an extent that he severely prevents himself from understanding and explaining in nature
anything different from it. At the same time, he acknowledges as a law of science that it does not
want to know about God and, on the whole, the supernatural because—as nature is a reflection
[Reflex] of the first—it necessarily ceases where the other begins. Nevertheless, he demands that the
naturalist do the same, who in turn dogmatically claims: everything is nature; nothing is outside
or above nature".176 Therefore Jacobi's theism is as moderate as the naturalists’ (and the idealists’)
is fanatic. Theism does not side with the internalists nor with the externalists, but it assumes that the
whole of nature is not closed and justified in itself. The principle of reason that rules over science and
systematic philosophy cannot accept this assumption, for it would require the idea of having at least
another being different from the unitotality of nature. Yet only by assuming that nature is not the

unitotality can we actually have license to speak of existing things. 177

174 Cf. F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 82-83.
175 Cf. F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 83-84.
176 Cf. F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 89.
177 Cf. F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 90.
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The pure naturalist (which is the personification of the pure internalist as well as the pure
externalist, for both assume the conception of the unitotality that rejects even the possibility of more
than one being) falls into nothingness because he contradicts the principle of any definition, the
assumption of a genus proximum and of a differentia specifica.178

Aristotle helps Jacobi make his main criticism against the naturalists explicit and - to tell the
truth - more concrete. The lack of definition of reality when the latter is conceived as an unitotality
internal and external, and works on the level of the universal (genus proximum) as well as on the level
of the singular (differentia specifica). In fact, both a being that results from an immanent Ensoph and
the notion of 'whole of nature' (unitotality) remain undetermined, a no-thing. The last fight against
Schelling's unitotality is waged on the basis of Kant's theory of postulates and notion of reason, but
on the other side Jacobi's argument rests on Aristotle's logical instruments for the definition of a being.
Jacobi develops his metaphysics on the basis of what the postulates of the pure practical reason
profess, and states the principal characteristic of the intelligent God, but the intelligent God cannot
provide a counterargument to use against Schelling's philosophy of identity. An intelligent God is the
sufficient condition for a creation to be, but only Aristotle's Metaphysics makes the function of the
intelligent God explicit by explaining the necessity of this assumption. Nevertheless, since the very
notion of justification is banned from the realm of the rational apprehension of divine things, the
reference to Aristotle's Metaphysics serves the purpose of criticizing the opposite party. In other
words, the necessity of the intelligent God is based on the inconceivability of the opposite thesis.

By opposing Schelling to Aristotle, Jacobi is using Aristotle to escape the nihilism of
systematic philosophy as such. In fact, Aristotle has successfully proven that genus proximum and
differentia specifica are the only means to define anything, be it the unity of reality or the elements
within that unity.179 Reality, in other terms, cannot be defined in its unity if not confronted by a

different and equally independent being (a Creator). Similarly, nothing "wholly passive" within that

178 Cf. F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 91.
179 Cf. F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 91.
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reality can be determined as no object is defined through the determinate negation that Spinoza's
system provides. As a result, the system that is reduced to a continuous production of its objects is
just continuity of production without beginning, end, or content. The only feature that transpires
within this absolute motility where nothing is stable, is an empty time.180

Time rules over an apeiron that does not show limits within itself or outside itself. As is
immediately clear, this nothingness contradicts our sensible perception, our deeds, our feelings, and
self-consciousness. Thus, this thesis that has turned anything conceivable into nothing is clearly an
absurdity: "This changeability is itself, so we were told, in its root something unchangeable, i.e. the
holy and eternally productive elemental power of the world. On the other hand, in its outcome, in the
explicit effective world, it is an absolute changeability, so that in every determined moment the
whole of the essence is nothing. According to this, it is indisputable that, for the naturalists, God’s
creative Word (Schopferwort) proclaims from eternity to eternity: let there be nothing! He evokes
nothing out of being, like the God of the theists who gives birth to the being out of nothing."1s1

Eventually, Jacobi must assume his theism also for the sake of an explanation of physis per
se. The higher principle of definition that Aristotle provides and that Jacobi's theism brings to its
comprehensive interpretation represents the paradigm of Jacobi's criticism against the contradiction
of naturalism, but still, it does not provide a justification in support of Jacobi's theism which rests on
immediate apprehension only. Jacobi's thesis about the existence of an external cause of nature, a
Creator-God, is only "an inexplicable presupposition because it firmly claims a connection of all
conditioned to a single unconditioned, and does not reveal the real association (Zusammenhang)
between the two."1s2

This is the way that Jacobi finds to speak of the necessity of God-cause without falling into
the trap of justifying its existence. The problem of understanding the connection between cause and

effect reflects the problem of justifing the existence of a cause and its features. Jacobi assumes that

180 Cf. F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 92.
181 Cf. F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 92-93.
182 Cf. F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 99.
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human intellect cannot look into the principle of the unconditioned once the unconditioned is
conceived as a cause. Without mentioning it, Jacobi understands the difficulty of explaining the
motility of a cause-effect chain; so much so that he concludes this should be the reason behind the
Eleatic rejection of any change whatsoever. Nevertheless, he is also convinced that the problem of
understanding and defining the notion of beginning, that the notion of cause so clearly embodies, is
not avoided by rejecting change. The rejection of a beginning of change dismantles reality as such
together with the possibility of defining its parts. Escaping from all this abstract nothingness is the
only purpose of our rational essence: if there is no creator, unitotality arises as the only alternative.

Thus, Jacobi needs to assume a contradictory thesis, that the Creator and reality are co-eternal:
God creates from eternity to eternity. Yet this contradiction is merely apparent for it rather affirms
the impossibility of discerning and judging what is instead the principle of judging and discerning:
the notion of an origin of reality.

Both the naturalist and the theist cannot explain coming into being from one principle:
naturalism rejects the notion of cause and thus removes the problem, but it falls into contradictions
(for no singularity implies no being) and eventually into nothingness. On the other hand, theism
assumes an unconditioned principle that gives rise to reality without explaining it because theism
rejects explanation in light of the impossibility to bring about a justification for an absolute cause.
Therefore, the idea of an unconditioned cause must only be apprehended immediately.1s3 While the
way that this cause of reality works is not explained, theism does not fall into contradictions. Reason
can therefore collaborate with the understanding so that the understanding can perform a scientific

description of reality without assuming the role of defining reality.

183 Cf. F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 103.
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The Problem of Existence

The distinctiveness of metaphysics: methodology

Though often used to label Jacobi’s philosophical contribution, the mutual defining
immediacy of “I” in front of “Thou” is not the first step that Jacobi takes in displaying his account
of existence. It is likely the last. The dialogue David Hume (1787) offers a clear passage on this:

I experience that I am, and that there is something outside me, in one and the

same indivisible moment; and at that moment my soul is no more passive with

respect to the object than it is towards itself. There is no representation, no inference,

that mediates this twofold revelation (Offenbarung). There is nothing in the soul that

enters between the perception of the actuality (Wiirklichen) outside it and the

actuality (Wiirklichen) in it. There are no representations yet.184

To be sure, Jacobi maintains that mutual immediate contraposition between two existent
parties is the only source of certainty, as he declares at the end of 1789: “the source of all certainty

(Gewissheit): you are, and I am”.185 The revelation of the mutual defining existence of two distinct

184 F.H. Jacobi, "David Hume," in The Main Philosophical Writings and the Novel 'Allwill', p. 277.

185 Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi’s Werke, eds Koppen, J.F. and Roth, C.J.F., vols. I-VI. Leipzig: Gerhard Fleischer.
Reprinted, Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1968, p. 224. This excerpt comes from the fourth part of the
so-called Fliegende Bliitter, whose first part only was published in Minerva by Jacobi himselfin 1817. Cf. Jacobi, 2007.
The remaining three parts were first published by Friedrich Roth and Friedrich K&ppen in the sixth volume of the
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identities is the definition of certainty. But such simple—perhaps even simplistic—cornerstone lies
at the center of a complex theoretical inquiry that extends over decades of private disputes and open
controversies. 186

We need to remember that the problem of determining the existence of singular things
draws on a much wider debate that engaged intellectuals in 17t and 18 century, actively involving
the young Jacobi. This debate was about methodology in metaphysics and ethics. We cannot detail
two hundred years of treatises and pamphlets, but we need to bear in mind that the possibility of
certainty in metaphysics and ethics was the core issue that prompted the inception and development
of a wide range of philosophical disputes.187 With thousands of pages penned over the different
ways in which certainty in metaphysics and ethics may or may not be obtained, the Leibniz-
Wolffian school appeared to gain the upper hand in the first half of the 18 century. Broadly
speaking, this school maintained the necessity of applying the mathematical method to all sciences,
metaphysics included. 188

As early as in his Kurtzer Unterricht von den vornehmsten mathematischen Schriften (1710-
11) Christian Wolff identifies the philosophical-scientific method with the mathematical method.1s9
According to Wolff, knowledge is grounded on definitions, from which both axioms and postulates
are immediately derived; these three groups of propositions do not need any proof, for they are

“propositiones indemonstrabiles.” Thus, according to Wolff, these first three groups of propositions

edition of Jacobi’s complete works (1812-1825) and will be included in the forthcoming Denkbiicher Friedrich
Heinrich Jacobis edited by Sophia Victoria Krebs in the series of Jacobi’s critical edition.

186 The paragraph containing the abovementioned excerpt refers to a letter that Jacobi wrote at the end of 1789 to Kant,
in which he briefly mentions the root of his theism. He maintains that his theism comes from the “Daseyn” of reason
and freedom, which provides the “as evident as inexplicable (unbegreiflich) connection between the sensory and a
suprasensory.” Jacobi, 2015, p. 324.

187 For an overview see Wundt 1993 and Friangsmyr, 1975. The most relevant objection to the Leibniz-Wolffian method
in metaphysics focuses on the distinction between the object of logic (the possible) and the object of philosophy (the
actual), as it is presented as early as 1737 by Hoffmann 2010, § 21. On Leibniz, Wolff, and method in philosophy, see
Arndt 1971, especially pp. 128 and ss.

188 As one might expect, the bibliography on this topic is extensive, but for a first orientation see Wolff 1983 (2),
especially § 115, § 139, and § 167; Wolff 1983 (1), §§ 7-11; Wolff 1978 and Wolff 1981, especially §§ 671-716. On
methodology in Wolff and the German Enlightenment in the 18w century see Fiilleborn 1968; Tonelli 1959; Engfer
1983. More recently Dunlop 2013; Jesseph 1989; Sutherland 2010.

189 This method will later be thoroughly developed in both his German Logic and the Discursus praeliminaris of his
Latin Logic. Cf. Engfer 1983, p. 55.
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(definitions, axioms, and postulates) are the basis of a correct claim. After these propositions are
assumed, by inferring from them one finally deduces theorems and problems. It is important to note
that in the German Logic and in the Metaphysics Wolff states that the syllogism is introduced as the
prime tool to infer theorems and problems from propositions that are self-evident. This is
particularly significant for our purpose. In fact, the “cogitationes se mutuo ponentes vel tollentes”
constitute a systematic connection between propositions (Kette) that draws conclusions from self-
evident principles.190 Hence, premises should be self-evident definitions and reasoning should be
syllogistic; these are the keys for metaphysics and ethics to be scientific.

In light of the debate over Wolff’s achievements, Jacobi’s famous admission of his
struggling with mathematics could either be taken as a point of trivia about his juvenile study, or it
might be read as a hint to a sort of spontaneous siding with a group of philosophers reacting against
the morbus mathematicus.191 To tell the truth, if it is clear that Jacobi himself lamented the seizure
of the Berlin and Paris Academies by intellectuals who resisted criticism of the Leibniz-Wolffian
tradition of thought, it is also true that the debate was much more complex and multifaceted.192
However, if we had to name the one event or text that—among a few others—had a decisive impact
on Jacobi’s growing interest in the methodology of metaphysics, we should name the essay that
Kant submitted on the occasion of the famous Preisfrage that the Belin Academy of Sciences
announced in 1761: Untersuchung tiber die Deutlichkeit der Grundsdtze der natiirlichen Theologie
und der Moral (1764).193

As clearly appears from the title of the Preisfrage, the Academy tried to address the

international concern about methodology in metaphysics:

190 On the difference between “analysis” and “synthesis” in Wolff’s method see Tonelli 1976.

191 H. More, “Epistola H. Mori ad V.C.” 105-129. In Opera Omnia II. (Hildesheim: Olms, 1966), p. 108.

192 Cf. E. Pistilli,. Tra Dogmatismo e Scetticismo. Fonti e Genesi della Filosofia di F.H. Jacobi. (Pisa-Roma: Fabrizio
Serra, 2008), pp. 87-88.

193 Cf. F.H. Jacobi, The Main Philosophical Writings and the Novel Allwill, ed. George di Giovanni (Montréal: McGill-
Queen University Press), pp. 281-285.
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On demande, si les vérités métaphysiques en général et en particulier les
premiers principes de la Théologie naturelle et de la Morale sont susceptibles de la
méme evidence que les vérités mathématiques, et au cas qu’elles n’en soient pas
susceptibles, quelle est la nature de leur certitude, a quel degré elle peut parvenir, et

si ce degré suffit pour la conviction.194

Kant’s essay replied to the Academy’s question by showing the peculiar method of
metaphysics and by emphasizing its independence from mathematics. Among the issues that Kant
tackles in his essay, two in particular are of interest to understand the fundamental character of
metaphysics and to clarify Jacobi’s point of departure in conceiving a theory of existence. 195

First, Kant observes that mathematical sciences proceed via synthesis starting from a clear
and simple definition that is fabricated by the human mind (the aforementioned self-evident
premises). On the contrary, metaphysics proceeds via analysis through the progressive scrutiny of
what is immediately given as a premise. As a consequence, if mathematics puts at the beginning of
demonstrations a simple conceptual keystone that is constructed, metaphysics works its way
backwards through the analysis of unclear assumptions eventually to define the simple principle
that sustains the entire design. While in mathematics arguments do not raise any question about the
definitions out of which they develop, metaphysics is called to look for those very definitions that
are not known, though immediately assumed “in a confused fashion.”196 Thus, while mathematics
starts with the definition of its object and proceeds by combining and comparing concepts related to
that definition, metaphysics starts with what is unknown to find only at the end of its analysis the

definition of what grounds its entire orbit. Mathematics puts at the beginning of its chain of

194 The German version was published in June 1761 in Berlinische Nachrichten von Staats- und Gelehrten Sachen. The
French word “évidence” is translated with “Deutlichkeit,” which is the term Kant uses in his essay in contrast to
Mendelssohn who opts for “Evidenz.” Cf. Campo 1953.

195 Cf. Sandkaulen 2015.

196 I. Kant, “The Only Possible Argument in Support of a Demonstration of the Existence of God” 107-201. In
Theoretical Philosophy 1755-1770, ed. David Walford in collaboration with Ralf Meerbote (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1992), p. 250.
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reasoning an indemonstrable yet solid key; metaphysics does not lay its foundations on sound and
clear grounds but relies on the power of analysis only. As a consequence, metaphysics aims at
unearthing the determination of what appears to be immediate and basic for our understanding, but
which is utterly unclear—e.g. it is led by questions such as “what is existence?”” or “what is time?”.
The progress of metaphysics is thus slow, and the distance covered is short. It seems as if
metaphysics, for its lack of definite foundations, adheres to the utterly active and ambulatory nature
of pure thinking, which appears to be deprived of a beginning because it only dwells in the
beginning. Like pure thinking, metaphysics is deprived of the kind of perspective that arises after
the principle of a doctrine has been defined and its consequences constructed. Metaphysics does not
look back to the principle from where metaphysics moves, nor does it list a connection (Kette), nor
does it look forward to possible combinations and permutations; metaphysics only questions the
beginning of thinking itself.

Second, the way we err in metaphysics is different from the way we err in mathematics: a
mistake in metaphysics does not entail a vice in argumentation—like mathematics—but the
judgement that one gives on an unknown matter; applying the synthetic method to metaphysics is
what makes philosophers err: “we venture to make judgments, even though we do not know
everything which is necessary for doing so.”197 In metaphysics we make mistakes when we insist on
extracting definitions out of the unknown subject matter.

Notwithstanding, it is not true that metaphysics does not have certainty. Metaphysics holds
as certain those primary data from which it moves. Metaphysical certainty, in fact, relies on the
immediacy of those primary data. For instance, natural theology (or, as Kant calls it in this text,

“natural religion”) having its object in the “first cause”19s starts with the notion of existence, for it

197 I. Kant, “The Only Possible Argument in Support of a Demonstration of the Existence of God” 107-201. In
Theoretical Philosophy 1755-1770, ed. David Walford in collaboration with Ralf Meerbote (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1992), p. 266.

198 [. Kant, “The Only Possible Argument in Support of a Demonstration of the Existence of God” 107-201. In
Theoretical Philosophy 1755-1770, ed. David Walford in collaboration with Ralf Meerbote (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1992), p. 270.
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seems to be the necessary presupposition for any possibility to be given. But if, on the one hand,
existence is the immediate principle for anything to be determined, on the other hand, existence is
initially not properly defined: it is just the given and confused concept that sustains the entire
architecture of reality.

This thesis is acquired and further expanded in a different text by Kant, who elaborates a
more thorough account of the notion of existence in the contemporary essay Der einzig mégliche
Beweisgrund zu einer Demonstration des Daseins Gottes (1763). This work, more than the
abovementioned Untersuchung iiber die Deutlichkeit der Grundsdtze der natiirlichen Theologie und
der Moral, stimulated Jacobi’s intellectual fertility. This text enquires about the notion of existence
as it represents the only possible ground for the demonstration of the existence of God. Strictly
speaking, the text is not about the proof of God’s existence per se; rather it sheds light on the
metaphysical problems that the notion of existence gives rise to. And this is precisely the point that
Jacobi seems to inherit.

A closer look at Kant’s essay reveals that the concept of existence is inquired via elenchos,
or, as it were, it is showed by negating what existence is not. Among the rich panorama of topics
that this essay addresses, most of Jacobi’s attention focuses on what Kant says about existence in
general. Kant maintains: “if all existence is cancelled, then nothing is posited absolutely, nothing at
all is given, there is no material element for anything which can be thought; all possibility
completely disappears.”199

It seems that existence is not something which we can represent to ourselves or something
of which we can have experience; existence is rather a concept that gives form to the possibility of
objects. Thus, existence lies at the beginning of the conceivability of experience or, in other words,
it manifests itself neither in experience nor in our knowledge of experience, but rather only in pure

thinking only. As Jacobi clearly mentions in his last book, On Divine Things and their Revelation,

199 . Kant, “The Only Possible Argument in Support of a Demonstration of the Existence of God” 107-201. In
Theoretical Philosophy 1755-1770, ed. David Walford in collaboration with Ralf Meerbote (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1992), p. 123.
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one may have an intuition and a representation of an object of experience, but existence is rather the
unconditional through which everything is thought.200

Therefore, if philosophy’s business is “to analyze concepts which are given in a confused
fashion, and to render them complete and determinate (ausfiihrlich und bestimmt)”,201 and if
metaphysics 1s the part of philosophy that tries to make complete and determine “the fundamental
principle of our cognition”,202 and if existence is the presupposition of any given object, it follows
that a theory of existence—which represents that unconditional “through which” anything is
thought—must adopt the metaphysical method to enquire what is presupposed in the very act of
cognition.

As is now somewhat clearer, Jacobi’s first steps into philosophy are thus connected to what
Kant calls natural religion, even though they do not ultimately emerge from a religious urge. They
rather display a precise metaphysical agenda since they are defined according to a methodological
concern that the concept of existence as such generates. Yet Jacobi’s interest in philosophy is not
confined to the boundaries of epistemology. Doing justice to the essence of metaphysics—that
extends well beyond the foundation of epistemology—Jacobi does not treat the theory of cognition
as a theory about the ways in which we represent reality. His personal quest towards the particular
status of existence leads him beyond those boundaries and their related disputes. Ever since his
initial enthusiasm for philosophy, Jacobi did not aim only to arbitrate between the different
epistemologies of Scottish common sense, Humean skepticism, or transcendental idealism as his
dialogue David Hume might suggest. In fact, as he further validates in the 1815 Preface to his

collected works, the unconditional object that existence represents is not attained by abstracting

200 Cf. “Von den gottlichen Dingen und ihrer Offenbarung”. In Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi, Werke, vol. 3, ed. Walter
Jaeschke (Hamburg/Stuttgart: Meiner/Frommann Holzboog), pp. 82 and ff.

201 I. Kant, “The Only Possible Argument in Support of a Demonstration of the Existence of God” 107-201. In
Theoretical Philosophy 1755-1770, ed. David Walford in collaboration with Ralf Meerbote (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1992), p. 250.

202 I. Kant, “The Only Possible Argument in Support of a Demonstration of the Existence of God” 107-201. In
Theoretical Philosophy 1755-1770, ed. David Walford in collaboration with Ralf Meerbote (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1992), p. 256.
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from representations or senses, but by removing a deceptive aspiration: to determine what is

unconditional by abstracting data from our cognition of experience. He states:

The illusions are twofold by which sensualism or materialism, by changing its name
and form in a variety of ways while in truth always remaining the same..., has tried to
cover up for its one-sideness and weakness, thus giving the impression that the
concept of freedom and the conviction about the supersensible are also not strangers
to it. The first of these illusions rests on the belief that the concept of the

unconditional is obtained through protracted abstractions of the understanding.203

As regards the notion of the unconditional, what Jacobi writes in 1815 looks like the pre-

critical Kant, both in fashion and purpose. Existence is accepted as the ground of reality:

The “is” of the exclusive reflective understanding is equally an exclusive relative
“is”; it expresses no more than the being like something else in concept, not the
substantial “is” or “being.” The latter, the real being (Seyn), being pure and simple, is
given to know in feeling alone; in it the certain spirit manifests itself.

We confess to our incapacity to define in which form the spirit certain of itself
presents itself to man in feeling (objective and pure feeling), and makes him ready to
cognize what is only equal to itself, i.e. to cognize the True directly and exclusively in

the True, the Beautiful in the Beautiful, the Good in the Good, and thereby to acquire

consciousness of a knowledge which is not merely a dependent knowledge subject to

203 F.H. Jacobi, "Preface". In The Main Philosophical Writings and the Novel Allwill, ed. George di Giovanni
(Montréal: McGill-Queen University Press), p. 570.
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demonstrations but stands independent above all demonstration, a truly sovereign

knowledge.204

But the “is” also represents a challenge to our thinking for it is not an object of
representation. To define existence, in fact, we need to appeal to a specific methodology that does
not comply with the process through which we define objects of experience. It requires an analysis
of the fundament through which we know objects of experience. As much as Kant in the
Untersuchung tiber die Deutlichkeit der Grundsdtze der natiirlichen Theologie und der Moral and
Der einzig mogliche Beweisgrund zu einer Demonstration des Daseins Gottes, Jacobi embarked on
an investigation of what thought assumes without representing. Thus, it is not implausible to
suggest that Jacobi’s method does not diverge much from the methodology that Kant illustrated in
his 1763-1764 essays. Jacobi's method of inquiring into the assumption of our knowledge is, in fact,
quite similar to Kant's metaphysical investigation.

One might even go so far as to identify Jacobi as a reformed metaphysician insofar as he
assumes that it is impossible to apply a different method than that of analysis once the logos
approaches existence. If with metaphysics we understand neither the metaphysica specialis—that
analyzes the notion of soul, world, and God—nor the simple combination of natural theology and
ethics—which analyzes the nature of God, the immortality of the soul, and freedom—but the
Kantian reformation of the metaphysica generalis—which delves into the notion of Dasein per se—
we can maintain that Jacobi employs notions such as “revelation” (Offenbarung) as part of a
terminology that defines how we should think the foundation of our cognition.20s

The Spinozabriefe provide a great panorama of issues that cannot be taken into
consideration here, though some remarks might be useful for our inquiry. In this text Jacobi

assumes that the geometrical method produces proofs as long as it demonstrates similarities or

204 F.H. Jacobi, "Preface". In The Main Philosophical Writings and the Novel Allwill, ed. George di Giovanni
(Montréal: McGill-Queen University Press), p. 582.
205 Cf. Sandkaulen 1997.
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differences, but that “[e]very proof presupposes something already proven, the principle of which is
Revelation.”206

Like Kant before him, and as he himself seems to maintain in the long excerpt from the
1815 Preface cited above, in the Spinozabriefe Jacobi announces that geometry’s systematic method
might provide a sound representation of reality, but is of no use when it comes to the foundation of
that representation. On the contrary, revelation provides what metaphysics looks for: the
presupposition to representations, that is, the element that is necessary for predicates and their
combinations. In fact, the term Offenbarung implies that the content revealed is neither the result of
a Kette of composing and combining, nor a construction, as happens in the case of a definition.
Revelation, instead, seems to exclude the subjective contribution to the content and form of the
revealed. The content made available through revelation is, in fact, intended to be the objectively
true, which appears to the subject’s sight or “feeling,” as Jacobi often puts it. Revelation does not
hint just at the form—immediacy—of the manifestation of the “is,” but it says much about the kind
of object that is revealed. What is made available by revelation is not like any object. The
specificity of revelation consists in its making available the object of metaphysics, which is not
“what we know,” but the “through which” we know.

We do not have to be distracted by the most common usage of this term; Offenbarung
neither refers to a religious content nor expresses Jacobi’s ideas concerning the process through
which a subject knows a distinct religious entity. Primarily, it refers to the way in which a subject is
immediately connected with the foundation of cognition in general. As Jacobi says in his work

David Hume:

We ordinarily say in German that objects reveal themselves to us through the senses;

and the same form of expression is to be found in French, English, Latin, and several

206 F.H. Jacobi, "Spinozabriefe". In The Main Philosophical Writings and the Novel Allwill, ed. George di Giovanni
(Montréal: McGill-Queen University Press), p. 234.
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other languages as well. We cannot expect to find it in Hume with the special
emphasis that [ have put on it, among other reasons because he leaves it everywhere
undecided whether we actually perceive things outside us or merely perceive them as
outside us. Thus, he says in the passage that [ have just read to you: “...the real, or
what is taken for such.” And in keeping with his whole mode of thinking he must be
more inclined in speculative philosophy toward sceptical idealism than toward
realism. The committed realist, on the other hand, unquestionably accepts external
things...his only thought is that all concepts, even those that we call a priori, must

have derived from this fundamental experience.207

Thus, Offenbarung cooperates in defining how the object of metaphysics—existence—
comes to be the fundament of cognition. Offenbarung excludes all proofs. It seems that Jacobi
moves towards an investigation of Dasein, which remains “unquestionable” and independent of
proofs or external grounding.

In the Spinozabriefe Jacobi finds Plato’s words illuminating with respect to the issue under
consideration: “[f]or regarding divine things, there is no way of putting the subject into words like
other studies. Acquaintance with it must come rather after a long period of attendance to instruction
in the subject itself and of close companionship with it, when, suddenly, like a blaze kindled by a
leaping spark, it is generated in the soul and at once becomes self-sustaining.”’208

Since this immediate self-sustaining Dasein is the principle of our cognition, Jacobi entrusts
himself with the task of re-shaping metaphysics as a theory of existence, eventually to ascertain the
ethical profile thereof. According to Plato’s quotation, “divine things” wait at the end of this

investigation.

207 F.H. Jacobi, "Spinozabriefe". In The Main Philosophical Writings and the Novel Allwill, ed. George di Giovanni
(Montréal: McGill-Queen University Press), p. 272.

208 F.H. Jacobi, "Spinozabirefe". In The Main Philosophical Writings and the Novel Allwill, ed. George di Giovanni
(Montréal: McGill-Queen University Press), p. 214. Italics is mine. See Plato, 1961, especially 341 c-d.
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The certainty of existence

In this same work, the Spinozabriefe, Jacobi also tries to define his personal contribution to
surpassing the analytical method of metaphysics, so as to make explicit the identity of existence.
Right after mentioning Offenbarung he declares: “faith (Glauben) is the element of all human
cognition and activity.”209 Following Jacobi’s steps, we may try further to define existence by
means of a few explanatory passages from David Hume that better explain the profile of Glauben.
In fact, purposively set to explain the usage of the term Glauben, this dialogue is the text that,
among the early works, uses more effectively both the notion of Glauben and the notion of
Olffenbarung to define how existence manifests itself and what existence is. Obviously, as with the
Spinozabriefe, we do not have enough space to delineate the many issues that the dialogue offers.
We will just select a few passages that are beneficial for our purposes.

So far, we have seen that the notion of Offenbarung emerges from Jacobi’s analytical
method of inquiry into the concept of existence, an examination that leaves no room for a synthetic
construction of definitions. We will now look into the same notion to analyze some important
theses concerning the subject’s relation to existence. This trajectory will help us understand
Jacobi’s interpretation of Dasein. It will appear that Dasein, more than being a characteristic of any
given object—as the pre-critical Kant and Jacobi after him seemed to maintain—shows itself as the
subject’s proper activity. Our route will eventually lead us to the connection between Jacobi’s early
speculation about existence and his theory about the so-called divine things, as it is advanced in his
last published text, On Divine Things and their Revelation (1811).

As is now common knowledge, Jacobi’s notion of Glauben critically draws on Hume’s
notion of faith, eventually to oppose Hume’s skepticism. But beside Jacobi’s interaction with

Hume’s epistemology, the point that Jacobi holds onto pertains to a general definition of faith: faith,

209 F.H. Jacobi, "Spinozabriefe". In The Main Philosophical Writings and the Novel Allwill, ed. George di Giovanni
(Montréal: McGill-Queen University Press), p. 234.
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as Hume maintains, consists “not in the peculiar nature or order of ideas, but in the manner of their
conception.”210 To be sure, Glauben states that the external thing that the “I” perceives is “a being
external to us, one that is independent of our representation, and only perceived by us.”211 In short,
faith does not target the Gegenstand,; rather, it pertains to the Dasein of the Gegenstand. We do not
have “faith in” an object, yet we have “faith in” the existence of that object. The process of
cognition may well begin its constitutive and synthetic manufacturing afterwards, but the condition
of cognition does not fall prey to the same process. The conclusion might appear as a dubious
subtlety; instead, it pinpoints the special commitment that faith carries. In fact, Jacobi distinguishes
his philosophical investigation from other kinds of epistemological discourses precisely on the
ground of the metaphysical goal that his usage of the term “faith” unearths. Jacobi deals with the
existence that any Dasein possesses. But, at the same time, Glauben shows how Dasein is not
merely the “through which” (as in the pre-critical Kant) something is revealed; Glauben refers to
the “element” that constitutes the entirety of existence, objective and subjective.

Moreover, faith does not open our understanding towards as ultimate, sacred object. Nor
does it welcome any other kind of phenomenon. Glauben refers to something different than the
simple manner in which we apprehend an object because it does not simply take over the function
usually assigned to perception. In fact, faith points to something that evades the sheer boundaries of
perception and involves the whole spectrum of human activity, for faith is the “element of all
cognition and action.”212

More than the immediacy of manifestation, the subjective relation to Offenbarung is key to
understanding the principle of cognition. The notion of Glauben further expands our comprehension

of existence in light of its reference to the totality of the subjective involvement in revealed

210 F.H. Jacobi, The Main Philosophical Writings and the Novel Allwill, ed. George di Giovanni (Montréal: McGill-
Queen University Press), p. 271.

211 F.H. Jacobi, The Main Philosophical Writings and the Novel Allwill, ed. George di Giovanni (Montréal: McGill-
Queen University Press), p. 273.

212 F.H. Jacobi, The Main Philosophical Writings and the Novel Allwill, ed. George di Giovanni (Montréal: McGill-
Queen University Press), p. 272. Italics is mine.
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existence. In other terms, Glauben affects our discourse about existence because it affirms that
existence is not only immediately revealed as the fundament of any given object, but as it pertains
to our activity as subjects as well.

Since the notion of Dasein cannot be explained scientifically but can be only analyzed
metaphysically, Jacobi first uses the notion of Offenbarung to assert how analysis has brought the
epistemology of understanding to turn towards a new philosophical vocabulary. But—and this is
remarkable—Jacobi uses Glauben in order to show that Dasein is not merely an objective “through
which” we know, but also the subjective “through which” we act. We act, as well as know, through
existence. The apparent platitude of this conclusion stands in contrast with the seminal character of
its consequences.

The immediacy of existence states not only the priority of revelation in the process of
knowing the world around us, but also it affirms that existence is the core of our actuality (or
Wiirklich-keit, as he writes in David Hume) as subjects. Jacobi maintains: “It seems to me that
whoever has doubts about this only need to think of his dreams. Whenever we dream, we are in
some state of madness. The principle of all cognition, of all feeling of truth, of every correct
combination, the perception of the actual, abandons us, and the moment it forsakes us, or ceases to
dominate, we can make things (i.e. the representations that we take as things, as happens in dreams)

rhyme in the wildest fashion.”213

The problem of freedom

Dasein is the only thing that prevents us from making things and actions rhyme in the

wildest fashion. In different places of his works Jacobi clearly holds epistemological and moral

213 F.H. Jacobi, The Main Philosophical Writings and the Novel Allwill, ed. George di Giovanni (Montréal: McGill-
Queen University Press), p. 303.
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madness in contempt, so as to shrink back from such a boundless being that has no actual identity or
limits. The limitless apeiron, as he identifies it, in which every single identity is obliterated,
contradicts both common experience and pure conceivability. It posits a Kette of beings with neither
beginning nor end. The nihilistic essence of this scientific view—as Jacobi defines it—has
embodied the compulsion to continuity where interruption is banned and concrete existence is
annihilated. According to this limitless scientific apeiron, both end and beginning are the pointless
luxury of fanatic religious belief.

Conversely, Jacobi sees in the actual being an anchor to reality; the Wirklich carries the
burden of keeping both knowledge and actions within the real, and it prevents us from dissolving
them in the harmful illusion of science. Not that we cannot conceive a different panorama for
actions and knowledge than the one Jacobi defends. Up until the end of his life, his thought took
shape in a polemic against different forms of that apeiron, but he also recognizes the integrity of
such an illusion. Nevertheless, Jacobi's theory of Dasein points to what frees the human world from
its dependency on what does not comply with its highest (though not sole) form: the concrete true,
good, and beautiful. Unfortunately, no system can emerge from that. But this is no surprise for
metaphysics. Jacobi’s notion of existence is the element revealed to us by our special faculty of
perception, which guides our faith in acting and in acquiring knowledge of external reality. The
essential trait of both actions and objects is thus defined around Jacobi’s understanding of what a
true principle is: existence is absolute beginning.

This decisive characteristic of Dasein should not be confused with other kinds of principles,
like the first number of a series, or the first definition of a theorem. In contrast to the pre-critical
Kant, Jacobi’s understanding of existence stresses how existence cannot simply be the ultimate
condition of possibility. In order to be the real “through which” everything else happens and is
thought, existence should be more than a condition, it has to be an active principle, the absolute

beginning whose most irreducible trait is spontaneity.
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So, we can re-frame our interpretative progress as follows. The absolute beginning of my
cognition of reality lies in existence as long as the object before my senses is the absolute beginning
of my knowledge. To capture the real (and not illusory) identity of the object that stands in front of
me, the object must be conceived as independent from both its relations to other objects and to
myself as a knowing subject. By the same token, I need to be deemed responsible for the meaning
of my deeds; they should not represent the fulfillment of a universal law guiding my activity, but
they should manifest the virtue of a true creator. Both realities, objective reality and subjective
reality, are therefore freed from the Ketfe of being that systemic thinking purports. In more simple
terms, Dasein is pure spontaneity. This is perhaps the ultimate definition of Dasein. Our faculty to
perceive this spontaneity is the highest faculty of our intimate sense, threatened to be blinded by our
enthusiasm for explanations, but eventually unburdened by our impulse to give birth to an
exhaustive doctrine.

The character of Jacobi’s texts shows here the reason for their polemical nature: Jacobi’s
intellectual attitude seems always to react to systematic philosophy only because his ideas are
persuasive as long as they emerge out of unresolved issues of systematic thinking. The same idea of
the spontaneity of Dasein 1s expounded in the writing that better analyzes the perfect geometry
designed to annihilate existence. Jacobi dedicates himself to describe the unmatched freedom of
Dasein in a work devoted to the analysis of the true cradle of modern scientific thinking, Spinoza’s
Ethics. Spontaneity is one of the main topics of the second edition of the Spinozabriefe, where he
analyzes the problem of human identity by expounding the real character of freedom.

The problem of freedom thus provides a good example of Jacobi’s polemical stance, but it
says much—as we will see—about the nature of freedom itself. Jacobi delves into the conundrum
of this notion by opposing and developing two strains of propositions: twenty-three in support of
the thesis “Man does not have freedom,” and twenty-nine in defense of the antithesis “Man has

freedom.”
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Their correctness depends on the kind of existence we take to be true: the thesis (Man does
not have freedom) is based on the first proposition of its set: “The possibility of the existence of all
things known to us is supported by, and refers to, the coexistence of other individual things. We are
not in a position to form the representation of a being that subsists completely on its own.”214 The
antithesis (Man has freedom)—which shows Jacobi’s own position—Ilies on the opposite

assumption regarding existence:

It is undeniable that the existence of all finite things rests on coexistence, and that we
are not in a position to form the representation of a being that subsists completely on
its own. It is equally undeniable however, that we are even less in a position to form
the representation of an absolutely dependent being. Such a being would have to be
entirely passive. Yet it could not be passive, since anything that is not already
something cannot simply be determined to be something...indeed, not even a relation

is possible with respect to it.215

With respect to freedom, it might appear as if Jacobi presents an antinomy like Kant did in
his Critique of Practical Reason, which was published only one year earlier. But Jacobi’s argument
is not antinomic in nature, nor does it refer to the dialectic between freedom and happiness as the
Kantian practical antinomy does. Jacobi does not confront the problem of the connection between
the noumenal and historical side of the subject as in Kant’s Critique. Nevertheless, as in the case of
Kant’s analysis of the antinomies of pure reason—on whose structure the antinomy of practical
reason lies—Jacobi’s two sets of propositions allude to the general necessity of assuming an

unconditional principle for our knowledge to be consistent.

214 F.H. Jacobi, The Main Philosophical Writings and the Novel Allwill, ed. George di Giovanni (Montréal: McGill-
Queen University Press), p. 341.
215 F.H. Jacobi, The Main Philosophical Writings and the Novel Allwill, ed. George di Giovanni (Montréal: McGill-
Queen University Press), p. 344.
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Thus, instead of developing two conflicting lines of reasoning out of two antithetical
assumptions, Jacobi explains the antithesis (Man has freedom) in light of the problems that arise
from the notion of co-existence, as it is presented in the thesis (Man does not have freedom).
Therefore, Jacobi’s argumentative strategy shows the dependence of his ideas about freedom on
their opposite: they are, in fact, defined through contrast. But this strategy is not just Jacobi’s usual
need for constructive polemic mentioned above; it rather shows the proper definition of spontaneity.
In fact, in the end, Jacobi’s reasoning stretches over 52 propositions showing the advantage of
assuming independent existence as the basis of reality and promoting the rational superiority of
spontaneity in defining existence.

“Completely mediated existence is not conceivable,” reads proposition XXV;216 complete
mediation—i.e. absolute co-existence—would produce an “Unding,” (literally, a no-thing) because
the network of relations that would support the determination of a single thing would completely
annihilate the singularity of the thing in question. But, likewise, it is equally impossible to know an
absolutely independent thing, for the rejection of any relation would make the determination of a
thing impossible.217 Thus, my thinking needs both relation and independence to determine the
peculiar status of the spontaneous interaction between entities.

Since Jacobi’s apparent dialectic is not an antinomy, his solution is similar neither to Kant’s
solution to the antinomies of the pure reason nor to the solution of the antinomy of practical reason.
Nevertheless, it is important to keep in mind that while Kant applies different strategies to solve the
antinomies of the pure reason, a group of them, the dynamical antinomies, provides a significant
backdrop to decipher the connection between co-existence and independent existence that Jacobi’s

notion of spontaneity involves.

216 F.H. Jacobi, The Main Philosophical Writings and the Novel Allwill, ed. George di Giovanni (Montréal: McGill-
Queen University Press), p. 344.
217 F.H. Jacobi, The Main Philosophical Writings and the Novel Allwill, ed. George di Giovanni (Montréal: McGill-
Queen University Press), p. 345.
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If in the case of the mathematical antinomies of pure reason, Kant shows that both thesis and
antithesis are wrong because of the confusion between phenomenon and noumenon when the
unconditioned is assumed as an object of experience, in the case of the dynamical antinomies of
pure reason Kant positively certifies a distinct domain for each of the claims (the laws of
nature/freedom, and existence/non-existence of unconditioned being). In the case of the dynamical
antinomies of pure reason, our reason is rescued from the conflict in the moment Kant shows how
transcendental idealism provides reason with two distinct domains: the phenomenal in which the
mechanism of nature rules, and the noumenal that makes free actions possible.

Apparently, Jacobi opposes this strategy, although he accepts the double planes of reality in
which human beings exist. In fact, his analysis of the thesis Man has freedom leads him to conclude
that autonomous action seems to be as unacceptable as absolute dependence. In the end, since both
thesis and antithesis are not entirely wrong, this conflict—either nature or freedom, either co-
existence or absolute beginning—appears as if it called for the same solution as the one introduced
by Kant in the dynamical antinomies. But Jacobi immediately shows dissatisfaction with the
twofold reality that transcendental idealism eventually offers, although freedom and necessity need
to be taken together.

Jacobi finds a way out: the notion of freedom is defined by correlations that any Dasein
must sustain in the phenomenal world, but, at the same time, Dasein is not conditioned by its
relations: “this autonomous activity is called freedom inasmuch as it can be opposed to (entgegen
setzten), and can prevail over (iiberwiegen kann), the mechanism which constitutes the sensible
existence of an individual being (Dasein).”218 Jacobi cannot but recognize the absolute dependence
of existence on co-existence; but at the same time, he affirms the absolute independence of

existence when it comes to the proper understanding of what is certain about it, beyond doubts or

218 F.H. Jacobi, The Main Philosophical Writings and the Novel Allwill, ed. George di Giovanni (Montréal: McGill-
Queen University Press), p. 345.

- 109 -



progressive knowledge. This reign of certainty is secured only if the activity, the Wirklich of the
Dasein, is the absolute beginning.

In the end, the absolute beginning labors its way out of nothing and defeats the nihilism of a
purely materialistic order of reality. For Jacobi freedom is equal to spontaneity, which identifies the
character of an entity that gives birth to its own action. True freedom is mirrored by action that does
not provide legitimation via explanation, for action emerges from nothing while being ready to
plunge again into nothing. It echoes the pulse of a purely living being. Jacobi is thorough in
conceiving the spontaneity of freedom as it is showed by the lack of reasons that freedom displays:
free action is not prompted by law or desire.219 In contrast to Kant, Jacobi does not claim that moral
law is the ratio cognoscendi of freedom because true freedom rejects universal justification. Since
existence receives its fundamental trait from the spontaneity of its unbidden acting, this nothingness
surrounding absolute beginning is the only horizon for true existence to be. The independence of
the will is, in fact, not based on the practical law220 but is rather based on a “divine element” that
produces human “virtue” experienced with an ultimate “feeling of honour”.221

With his notion of existence Jacobi faces the problem raised by Kant’s discussion of the
“Third Conflict of the Transcendental Ideas,” the so-called third cosmological antinomy, related to
“unconditioned causality.”222 This conflict is the theoretical basis for the antinomy of practical
reason, and it represents the fundamental background to Jacobi’s notion of spontaneity. And now
that Jacobi’s peculiar way of proceeding is more explicit, one can understand why, for Jacobi,
freedom is not just a transcendental problem. The beginning conceived as absolute beginning is not
only what must be presupposed a priori for a certain chain of events to be identified; rather it is the

only thing that we experience when we are ‘given’ a phenomenon to know, and it is also what

219 Cf. F.H. Jacobi, The Main Philosophical Writings and the Novel Allwill, ed. George di Giovanni (Montréal: McGill-
Queen University Press), p. 345.

220 Cf. F.H. Jacobi, The Main Philosophical Writings and the Novel Allwill, ed. George di Giovanni (Montréal: McGill-
Queen University Press), p. 517.

21 F.H. Jacobi, The Main Philosophical Writings and the Novel Allwill, ed. George di Giovanni (Montréal: McGill-
Queen University Press), p. 348.

222 1. Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, ed. Paul Guyer and Allen W. Wood (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1998), p. 486.

-110-



happens when we ‘give’ shape to an action. Jacobi’s epistemological and ethical concerns concur in
aiming to save this true form of reality from dangerous illusions.

Jacobi would agree with Kant in considering absolute freedom as the “real stumbling block
for philosophy;”223 but if freedom represents the “stumbling block for philosophy,” Jacobi feels
confident in abandoning modern thinking to give voice to a Dasein for which freedom is not a
problem but its undisputable essence. He would therefore require his reader to stick to the reality of

freedom and reject the abstractions of philosophy.

Concluding remarks

Are Jacobi's discomfort and reaction simply a display of his craving for a retreat from teh
coming of modern thinking, or do they show evidence of what the history of modern thinking itself
was about to call upon in its ensuing developments? Is this attentive reader of classical German
philosophy just quitting his age, or is he foreshadowing the awakening of an ancient judgment that
was about to break the illusions of the system while taking the shape of a new question?

A few indications signal that Jacobi was coming closer to one of the contemporary ways that
define humans’ task of revealing the truth about existence. But beside this general understanding
that would associate Jacobi's philosophy with a tradition that goes from Kierkegaard to Heidegger,
what strikes the most is that the task of revealing the truth about existence sets the individual
permanently apart from any other kind of object, making his Dasein untold in a world conceived in
the form of relatedness and co-existence. This surely does not allow us to put Jacobi in dialogue
with Kierkegaard or Heidegger directly, but a few remarks on this matter will definitely help us

consider Jacobi’s efforts in a more fruitful light. In fact, the singularity of Jacobi’s philosophy

23 1. Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, ed. Paul Guyer and Allen W. Wood (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1998), p. 486.
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appears less equivocal once we peruse a few pages of Heidegger’s interpretation of certain ancient
Greek fragments; it is in fact with the help of Heidegger that Jacobi's exceptional character in the
panorama of German philosophy attains a more defined profile. In Heidegger’s analysis of
Heraclitus’ fragments, light is shed on the function that human being fulfills in saving reality from
shapeless relatedness, making of Jacobi’s theory of freedom an unexpected herald of this late
development.

In a famous course held in 1966-1967, Martin Heidegger and Eugen Fink led participants
through the difficult interpretation of Heraclitus' fragments. More than the two seminars on
Heraclitus given at the University of Freiburg over the summers of 1943 and 1944, this course
offered Heidegger several opportunities to reflect upon his own thought while moving his steps
both from and towards Heraclitus' fragment 64: “Lightning steers the universe” (za de Tavro
owaxilel Kepavvog).224 As the course develops, the core theme of fragment 64 appears in all clarity:
the ancient metaphysical problem of the relation between the one and the many. The lightning, the
one, is separated and detached from the rest of reality; its overwhelming power is alien to the
objects that it dazzles. Its sudden appearance illuminates the world; this world, the many, eludes the
bleak night of haziness to gain form and sharpness only under the sudden blaze of that superior
power.

The relation between the one and the many is a distinct topic that keeps animating
discussion throughout the course, even when seemingly absent. In general, we may maintain that
the one is not conceived as the sum total of the many taken together, nor is it conceived as a
singled-out part of the many. Instead, the one lies outside the “relatedness” that keeps the many
together; this is what makes the one, one. In the text of the course lectures, it looks as if Heraclitus
and Heidegger jointly addressed the climax of the tension that the one produces when it relates to

the many: not in relation, the one and the many vanish. If the one and the many do not oppose each

24 Cf. Heidegger 1994. For the English translation I remain faithful to the rendering offered by C.H Seibert in his
edition of M. Heidegger and E. Fink’s Heraclitus Seminar 1966/67.
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other, the one disappears and the many becomes the whole; and in the whole, any identity loses its
distinct contours. For this reason, the peculiar status of the one, which can be simply described as
the “bringing forth” of the many, is repeatedly indicated. Heraclitus and Heidegger seem to join
forces in giving “lightning” the function of being that one, which is nothing but the subject that,
while relating to the many, remains outside of it. Heraclitus and Heidegger suspend the process that
causes the relation between one and many to dissolve, hold the one and the many separated in order
to look into their identity and mutual alliance.

On the one hand, the universe that the many presents is “quintessential relatedness,” it is all
what it is; on the other hand, the lightning is what, by appearing, reveals the single identity of each
thing that the many includes.225 At the same time, the lightning actually reveals its diversity from
both the many and the single objects included in the many. The lightning is not part of the many.
The lightning fulfills the function of revealing identities226 and, by doing so, confirms its diversity
from them. This is why the relation that each item of the many has with its other is not the same
relation that the one, the lightning, establishes with the many. The relation that the one establishes
with the many is not included in the relatedness of the universe; it is rather the action of bringing to
light the parts of the many that would otherwise fall into indistinct wholeness.227

The action of the lightning is the destiny of the Dasein that human being is. This destiny
makes of human being the lone ruler over the existence of things. Human being is revealed in its
essence once it is caught while bringing forth existence, distinctness, identities.228 Dasein governs
over existence because it provides means to save the relatedness from disappearing in shapeless

darkness and gives the universe the form of a cosmic order.

225 Cf. M. Heidegger and E. Fink, Heraclitus Seminar 1966/67, (Alabama: The Alabama University Press, 1979), p. 10.
26 Cf. M. Heidegger and E. Fink, Heraclitus Seminar 1966/67, (Alabama: The Alabama University Press, 1979), p. 21.
27 Cf. M. Heidegger and E. Fink, Heraclitus Seminar 1966/67, (Alabama: The Alabama University Press, 1979), p.
134.

28 Cf. M. Heidegger and E. Fink, Heraclitus Seminar 1966/67, (Alabama: The Alabama University Press, 1979), pp.
127 and ff..
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But cosmic order does not affect the law of the lightning. With the same solitary status,
Jacobi's subject seems to perform the same function of lightning, that addresses relatedness but only
insofar as the it rules over reality without being essentially conditioned by it. In the end, Jacobi's
notion of freedom seems to introduce a constant reminder of the responsibility of the one. This
responsibility can only be lived with the tension of a self-conscious isolation, lest the dissolution of

the I occurs in the appearing of an apeiron.
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Conclusion

These concluding remarks are meant to provide a list of five key theses that show the
interpretative achievements of the preceding. These theses can be used as lenses to augment those
aspects of the Divine Things that, we believe, best characterize Jacobi's final efforts toward a new
understanding of human epistemological and moral domains. The concise form of what follows
tries not only to accommodate the reader's need for a brief summary of what has so far been
achieved, but it also meets the need of gauging the real height of Jacobi's philosophy, which shows
its prominence not in consistency of structure but in its power of revealing territories that modern
thinking left seemingly uncharted. Judging the value of those theoretical findings, if any, is not our
current purpose; nevertheless, we regard them from the point of view of what they might introduce,
and not on the basis of what they disregard. The following five theses suggest what we think should
be remembered of Jacobi's Divine Things; they will put us in a position to discuss the overall profile

of the text. Indubitably, the completeness of this list is itself a thesis of the present Dissertation.

L

Freedom is the power to change from rest to motion without being influenced by external
factors. Such a simple definition suits the weight borne by subjects. The decision to act lawfully or
unjustly, according to a "feeling of honor" or following universal paradigms, pledging oneself to the
acceptance of divine love or divesting of true value anything but earthly happiness, following natural
impulses or claiming to govern over them, surely determines the subject's ethics but will not affect
its essence. Not primarily. At first, the subject is defined by a state that denotes its singularity
inasmuch as it can oppose both rest and motion respectively: either by putting its motion to rest, or
by starting to move. The power to resist or oppose is the defining trait of subjectivity. This may look

like a simplistic definition, but it has far-reaching consequences.
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Freedom is the sole condition for a subject to be; neither rational needs nor material
circumstances affect this state of being; only freedom to decide does. Though determined by a natural
environment, while abiding by the laws of science or following a divine order, the subject's inner self
will always be defined as a free agent that can oppose everything; or, better, the subject has the faculty
to oppose everything but itself. The subject is, in fact, a rigid consciousness without internal fractions;
and this certainty never leaves the subject.

Notwithstanding its power, freedom does not locate the subject in a point of balance;
equidistant and impartial. Nor does it portray an unbiased entity ready to give birth to any kind of
action. The subject does not stretch its identity or deeds unlimitedly. Jacobi's notion of freedom is
not just a pure free-will that decides to take one form of existence among many others equally
available. The subject's freedom is not equal to an undetermined freedom of choice. It is true that the
subject's freedom is not determined by anything, but it is nevertheless conditioned by the subject's
distinct status. Freedom is tied to the nature of the subject: its creatural essence. This might seem as
to be a restriction that devalues the abovementioned subject's ability to self-directing in the process
of opposing anything, but it is quite the contrary.

The creatural nature is what makes the subject able to oppose or promote any action. This
status saves the subject from being part of a set of actions that preexists and supersedes itself. And
this freedom from what preexists and supersedes the singularity of the subject is what makes the
subject free to decide absolutely to move or to rest. This status of freedom from systematic reality is
obtained only through the relation to God, which makes the subject transcend what preexists and
supersedes its actions. Yet, the subject is not a creature of heaven; on the contrary, the subject lays
claim to citizenship of this middle kingdom, between the transcendence of God and the systematicity
of phenomenal reality.

To stress even more this essentially human character, we need to signal that even the subject's
relation to God consists in opposition. The subject is not obliged by any law to answer to God either.

In fact, the subject is liberated from being part of a natural system of objects in light of its capacity
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to establish an equally opposing relationship to God. Although God is a higher substance than the
human subject, the subject is still an "I" in front of this almighty "Thou." The subject does not
transcend its creatural status by merging with God; it remains an individual "I", as much as it remains
an individual "I" in the middle of the natural, systematic chain of phenomena.

When, in the end, the subject's actions will take shape among the objects of the world, they
will necessarily be biased, determined, and regulated. When the subject will organize reality
according to its will, reality will be defined and regulated according to the laws of "determining and
comparing" that bring about the design of a cosmic geometry. In the moment it performs its action,
the subject enters the modes of production, its laws, and its spatio-temporal dimensions. Freedom
will eventually disappear in the very moment actions will be performed; it will become the mere
backdrop of an undefined principle invisible to knowledge, definitions, and human record.

The subject's nature is, in the end, this self-limiting attitude that places itself at distance from
the natural world in light of its dependence on the transcendent world; but, at the same time, the
subject does not belong to the first, as much as it does not feel at home in the latter. Its essence is
built around a negation that says "I." As a consequence, freedom is just the manifestation of an utter
finitude that has the will to act according to the beauty of divine measure. As Jacobi writes: "Above
the animal kingdom, as above the entire kingdom of nature which embraces both the animate and
inanimate beings, rises the kingdom of spirits. The love of beauty and goodness reigns over intention
and knowledge. Wisdom and providence reign over it. This is the highest property of the spirit: that
destiny does not prevail over it, but rather, it prevails over destiny. The power of this feature
establishes the spirit as creator; its power to create matches its freedom. Within it, the degree of the

first is equal to the degree of the latter."229

229 F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 88.
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The kingdom of spirits is the sole ontological plane of reality that utters the nature of mankind
for "[w]e can ascribe freedom to ourselves, in so far as we are aware that there is strength in us

designed towards the good, able to engage any opposition (Widerstand). "230

1I.

"Usually, rational knowledge is deemed justified knowledge. But we know on the basis of
fundaments only when the axiom, the whole is necessarily equal to the sum of its parts, suits singular
cases".231 Justified knowledge is a product of a specific kind of worldview, which is assumed in reply
to our urge for explanations. One can provide an explanation only as long as the thing that is
demonstrated is part of a whole: "I demonstrate by indicating the place or location that a determinate
part necessarily occupies in a defined whole. What is not a part of a whole, is neither demonstrable
nor deducible. If something is included, we affirm it, if it is excluded, we negate it."232

On the one hand, the preeminent assumption of a scientific worldview reads as follows: "by
fundaments [or reasons] we mean nothing but the set, the totality of determinations of an object."233
On the other hand, defining one determination of an object implies the same principle: it involves the
totality of passages (negating, comparing, combining predicates) that brought about the single
determination of said object. In different terms, identity (of either one object or one of its
determinations) must always be conceived on the basis of its parts, and those parts are nothing but
the result of a process of abstraction from the singularity that we want to determine. Therefore, if the
parts of a single object are those universal predicates through which that very object is defined, and
if those predicates are products of a process of abstraction that produces segments of reality, we can
no longer distinguish a singular object from its universal predicates. Objects turn into a system made

of permutations, combinations, and oppositions which together portray reality essentially, but not

230 F H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 56.

1 F H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 114.
22 F H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 115.
233 F H. Jacobi, Divine Things, 115.
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truly. In fact, this system includes only a list of universals which is of no help in locating and
determining the very singular object. Hence, Kant's and Spinoza's accomplishments harmonize in one

sole project of modern subjection and obliteration of the true.

111

The cause of an event is mistakenly confused with the material fundament of it, as if the
material composition of that event brought about the identity of it. This mistake is at the origin of
fatalism: reality appears from merging cause and effect in one sole substance that moves from itself
and in itself. Separation of two moments (A and B) in temporal succession—cause (A) and effect (B)
—is deemed scientifically unconceivable because scientific explanations transform successions in
time into simultaneous sequences. Scientific explanations interpret succession in time as a frozen
connection, whereby A and B do not occur separately but relate uninterruptedly. The simultaneous
sum total of parts becomes the only reality that is scientifically determined, because the form of
scientific knowledge maintains that cause and effect are concurrently given. In truth, separation in
time is what scientific explanations abolish. Every gap is filled and the very notion of succession
turns to be the superficial deception of an immature understanding. "Totum parte prius esse necesse
est" is the principle that guides scientific explanations.234 After assuming that succession in time is
scientifically inconceivable, reason paralyzes movement, and provides a perfect, cosmic
synchronicity.

Nevertheless, succession in time is evident. How do we justify the utter evidence of becoming
in time? How to demonstrate the truthfulness of temporal succession and the reality of cause-effect

events if scientific demonstrations revoke the very possibility of succession? The cause-effect

234 Cf. F.H. Jacobi, The Main Philosophical Writings and the Novel Allwill, ed. George di Giovanni (Montréal: McGill-
Queen University Press), p. 288.
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principle rejects both demonstration and justification, concludes Jacobi: it is a divine thing. The

notion of succession in time cannot be demonstrated; it can only be showed.235

1.

In the Divine Things, Jacobi's remarks on the divinity of reality seem to invoke the
metaphysical undertakings of the pre-critical Kant, for whom metaphysics shows analytically—i.e.
negatively—what cannot be demonstrated. Metaphysics thus seems to carry on with showing what is
scientifically inconceivable by using elenctic method. By the same token, metaphysics seems to
profile the perimeter of reality using a language that will always make appeal to the limits of that very
same perimeter. We may sustain that metaphysics does not provide a description of the world; it
rather is the discipline that considers our relation to the principle of that world. It points at the absolute
principle that presents itself in the form of free actions, creation, singular identities; in one word: the
principle of existence. But metaphysics will never demonstrate or justify that principle. Jacobi's
reformation of some philosophical terms (faculty of perception, faculty of revelation, virtue, true vs
truth, non-philosophy, faith, etc.) tries to reach out to that principle of reality which, he admits, admits
of no doctrinal knowledge. In point of fact, there is not knowledge in metaphysics. Metaphysics
becomes a project that human beings cast upon reality following the impulse of human internal self-
perception. It is nothing more than a project crafted according to this inner feeling, which represents
the only metaphysical "evidence".

But human beings are not capable of sharing the experience of this intimate relation to the
principle, as they cannot justify metaphysical evidence. There cannot be explicit and universal
agreement upon the objects of metaphysics. Hence a religious worship is what expects subjects

claiming to sense the "true" behind the "truth."

235 See Appendix C of F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things.
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V.

Religious faith is thus a virtue or, better, it is the only virtue of human beings.236 This special
kind of virtue is exercised over time and never gets frustrated with repetition. It rather brings human
beings to the recognition of their finitude. Virtue does not improve like a craft; it does not
progressively emancipate humans from their battle against the dangerous illusion of systematic
thinking; it rather takes shape and meaning only as the fight against the system of reality flares up.
Virtue springs from the opposition that subjects feel in their own selves, though no satisfaction will
welcome at the end of this demanding task. No peaceful reward is disguised behind the onerous
journey that Jacobi requires humans to take, because happiness lies just in this feeling of ownership
that humans have of themselves.

The more human beings accept their creatural state that places them in a middle plane of
reality - never really immanent, but never really transcendent either - the stronger this special virtue
defines their identity as opposing, conflicting “I"s. Their freedom lives only in that opposition, which

rhymes with finitude.

236 See Appendix B of F.H. Jacobi, Divine Things.
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"There are unperceptive times, but what is eternal always finds its time."

Joh. von Miiller

"Divine things are infinitely superior to nature; only God can put them into the soul. He
wanted them to enter from the heart into the mind, and not from the mind into the heart. Hence, if
human matters have to be known before they can be loved, you have to love divine matters in order
to know them."

Pascal



Preface to the second edition

Universally known are both the great passion the publication of On Divine Things and their
Revelation generated at its first appearing, and the inveterate insults his author suffered. Now, as
then, I stand my ground to let the work defend itself and its author. On Divine Things and their
Revelation appears here, in the complete edition of my works, as in its first edition; not even a
syllable has been changed. I just want my work to be handed down to posterity, and I want to be
judged by it. I know no doubt what I am; nobody can take it away from me or give me what I am
not, like the old saying of the righteous connoisseur of the world and men Duclos goes: “only one's
reputation can be made or destroyed.”

As regards the specific reproof of the Divine Things, according to which the doctrines of the
philosophy of nature or philosophy of identity have maliciously been deformed, intentionally
altered, and apparently falsified, many experts have justified my writing so satisfactorily without
my intervention that I have no worries about it. I am referring to ‘Gottingische gelehrte Anzeigen’,
1812 n.72, to ‘Hallische allgemeine Literaturzeitung’, 1812 n.56, to ‘Heidelbergische Jahrbiicher’,
1812 n.22, and to ‘Leipziger Literaturzeitung’, 1812 nn.90, 91, 92.

It would be easy to add more evidence to support those positive assessments, €.g. no one
mentioned the review of Fichte's On the Essence of the Scholar signed F.W.J.S. published in
‘Jenaische Literaturzeitung’, 1806 nn.150-151 which, after all, is so pertinent as to be enough to

prove what had to be shown.

An excerpt of the present text has been misinterpreted and read in such an antithetical way

by a group of highly respected readers that I need to admit my responsibility.



It is a passage in which the Messenger, full of enthusiasm for Christ's personhood as this is
presented in the Gospels, is compared to the detached philosopher, who refuses to get excited about
any personhood whatsoever as he considers the concept, the idea, thoroughly enough and therefore
detrimental or, at best, idolatrous. Consulted about a self-contradiction statement, the Messenger
has to be solicited by the detached man's statement—who acts like a pure idealist rebuffing any
light that comes from outside—to respond in order to show if he contradicts himself or if the same
criticism pertains—maybe even more—to those detractors who facilitated the philosopher's attack.

This plan fails. Instead of putting effort into it, the Messenger responds to the detached
philosopher's bittersweet statement and to his haughty kindness silently smiling and bowing.

At this point the author of the Divine Things puts himself between the Messenger and the
detached philosopher, and firmly—I suppose—stresses the absurdity of the latter's allegation
against the former. He cannot demonstrate that the allegations against the Messenger stand for
nothing though he finds himself siding with him, more so than with the idealist, like the following
text—which here assumes a new shift—displays in a way that is: clearer, more distinct, and
comprehensive. In this text, the one who prays devoutly in front of an unrefined sacred image is
considered superior to the philosopher who wants to kneel down only in front of his own vague idea
of God, but cannot do it.

The author's attitude manifests itself clearly by way of the curt manner—Ilike Epictetus—in
which he brushes off the idealist, regardless of what will immediately follow and go until the end of
the first part of this work, which sharply puts the integral internalists (ganz Inwendigen) and the
integral externalists (ganz Auswendigen) in contrast, head to head.

Epictetus dealt with a category of philosophers of whom he says in discourse XXI that they
proceed solemnly as if they swallowed an obelisk, and that they would love that anybody crossing
path with them formed a high opinion of them and declared: “what a great philosopher!” The rude

words, quoted directly from discourse XXII, are: “What shall I say to this slave? If [ am silent, he



will burst. I must speak in this way: ‘Excuse me, as you would excuse lovers; I am not my own
master; I am mad’”237.

The author could not imagine that some reader was mistaken here and, instead of
recollecting Plato's mania, assumed the peculiar opinion that the author had made fun not of the
detached and self-sufficient philosopher, but of the Messenger who was really inspired by divine
feelings and ideas. The clear purpose of the author's work is to show, in the most evident way, that
the pure religious idealist and the pure religious materialist opposes themselves only like the two
valves of the oyster, which shelters the pearl of Christianity. Neither the Messenger nor his friend,
the author of the Divine Things, want such a division, they want the pearl. They are diverse only for
their opinions about the value of both the oyster and its valves, which means that the historical faith
of the one is not the historical faith of the other. The author of the Divine Things believes that the
history of Christianity involves the entire history of humankind, which includes the former; the
Messenger seems to have the opposite opinion. The author does not intend to start here a new
debate on this subject matter: in his work he has already expressed his opinion with accuracy,
frankness, and consideration for the numerous paths and means of divine revelation to human
beings, while expressing the best of his knowledge. He regards as happy those on whom a brighter
light and more stable and happier certitude are bestowed. Those who want to challenge him are
welcomed; he will not meet them head-on, for he is convinced that anybody who picks up this book
without prejudices and reads it entirely will do justice to the intention from which it springs. The
authors could just not tolerate, without responding out loud, the criticism that he had done injustice

to a man that he himself highly esteemed, to his old friend, the Messenger of Wandsbeck.

237 Discourses of Epictetus, tr. by G. Long (New York: Appleton, 1904).
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Necessary Foreword

The following text took shape as a report for the Unparteiischen Correspondenten that I
offered my friend Perthes to introduce the sixth (VI) volume of the complete works of the
Messenger of Wandsbeck.

I knew that I was not cut out for this kind of work. But I was accommodating enough to
promise to make at least an effort on condition that a space of all eight columns of the journal’s
supplement be devoted to my report. This was granted without any resistance. However, this was
not enough. I was granted two, then three, then fours times the initial space, and eventually as much
as I would need.

To settle the issue and gain the necessary room for the advancement of my work, which had
led me far beyond the limits of a review, I asked Herr Perthes to apologize once and for all on my
behalf to the Hamburgischen Correspondenten and then to publish my essay, which I wanted to
hasten bringing to completion, on its own under the title of:

An Unsuccessful Attempt for a Partial Review of the Complete Works of the Messenger of
Wandsbeck, for the Impartial Hamburgischen Correspondenten.

The suggestion was accepted and the printing of the Unsuccessful Attempt actually began.
The work had to be published by the fair of the third Sunday after Easter of 1798, and indeed it was
announced in the fair-catalogue among the books published that very year.

Fortuitously, the author, who was at the time wandering here and there, had to leave
Hamburg and only by the end of the year was he once again in a position that allowed him to devote
himself to intellectual work.

He had just picked up his interrupted work, to which little was missing for completion, when
he got involved in the famous event that led the philosopher Fichte to be expelled from Jena. To this
incident others would add; hence, the decision was eventually made to take the unsuccessful

attempt in the literal sense, and condemn it to extinction.

Vi



I had already made use of some excerpts from it for the Letter to Fichte23s. | used even more
excerpts from it at Reinhold’s pressing request for an article for his Contributions to an Easier
Overview of the State of Philosophy at the Beginning of the Nineteenth Century.239

The first theft was insignificant and the stolen material could be retrieved with no harm from
the Letter to Fichte on the occasion of a new edition. On the other hand, the other theft on behalf of
Reinhold’s Contribution was so considerable, and the material so re-worked by being moved from
one place to the other240, that nothing would have helped the writing that had suffered from it, suppose
the author had again decided to bring it to completion, than, as things stood, a full re-write of its
second part which had been the one stolen.

Repeated efforts to come to this decision had not been spared. As often as I had the occasion
to read the first part of the work to some friends, or some excerpts from it, [ was always exhorted
not to leave it in such an unfinished state. But I was actually moved to the decision only by myself.
Just how, let it for once be known in the future241.

What has for so long made this decision difficult was less the arisen necessity to compose
the second part anew than the impossibility to give to the first part a different form than the original.
The text had to start very improperly with the words: the reviewer, etc., otherwise the whole text
could not be published.

At first, the chosen title «<An Unsuccessful Attempt for a Partial Review etc.» settled

every issue; but it was of no use after so many years.

238 Jacobi to Fichte, Hamburg 1799.

239 See the third booklet: Uber das Unternehmen des Kriticismus, die Vernunft zu Verstande zu bringen, und der
Philosophie tiberhaupt eine neue Absicht zu geben.

240 See the Vorbericht of the aforementioned essay, pp. 1-5.

241 [Footnote not present in the first edition, added only in the second]. For the joy caused by the first part of Ideen zur
Geschichte der Entwickelung des religiose Glaubens, by Kajetan Weiller, published in May 1808, four years before
the second and six years before the third part, I resolved and, so to speak, took the vow to bring to conclusion the text
On Divine Things, and to get started at once and not to give up no matter what happens. A series of bitter setbacks that
started to develop in those very years made me defer the realization of the purpose; the will and hope to complete the
work had never abandoned me, not even for a moment. May this reference to Weiller’s text serve to draw more
attention to it. As for its value, I only refer to the report written on it in the Géttingische gelehrte Anzeigen (n. 26,
1815), which anyone impartial, unbiased and free from prejudice towards the person, will acknowledge. In serene
spirit I dedicated the first edition of On Divine Things to the author of the Ideen, just as now I publicly dedicate them
to him, since they belong, besides me, to nobody but him. I also know that he appreciates the text like I do. Thus, I raise
this monument to the most pure and disinterested friendship.»

Vil



Yet is then a temporary astonishment what actually cannot appear for the Foreword prevents
it?

The question is whether the author has luckily or unluckily strayed from a review of the
sixth volume of the complete works of the Messenger of Wandsbeck to get lost in general
considerations about religious realism and idealism, letter and spirit, revelation of the reason
(Vernunftoffenbarung) and positive doctrine, and whether one is allowed to give such a heading to a
whole line of reflections, now that they appear introduced by it.

The treatise about the Lichtenberg’s Prophecy, which was published already once in
paperback in 1802—mnot in its proper place—appears now as Introduction, which is I believe the

appropriate place. I hope none of my readers will spurn to begin with it.

October 5t,1811.

Munich.
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On Lichtenbergs' Prophecy

«Our world will become so refined (feirn) that it will be as ridiculous to believe in God,
as it is today to believe in ghosts».242

That was the prophecy of a departed. From the grave this voice sounds in all our hearts.

Oh, prophet! Did you only see this? Did you not also see what followed? Did you see
nothing more, or did you simply not want to announce what comes next, its fulfillment?

The prophecy continues:

«and then, once again after a while, the world will become even more refined (feiner).
And it will pursue, now hurriedly, the highest summit of refinement. Once the peak reached,
the judgement of the wise men will overturn once again; and knowledge will change for the
last time. Thus—and this will be the end—we will again believe only in ghosts. We ourselves
will be like God. We will know that being and essence are — and can only be — ghosts.

At this time, the bitter sweat of seriousness will dry up from every forehead; from
every eye the tears of longing will be wiped away, and laughing will sound out loud among
men. Thus, since reason will have completed its work, mankind will have reached its
destination: the same crown will adorn every transfigured head.»

If I am raving, then the prophet raved before me: if he announced the truth, then with his
words mine also will be fulfilled.

The highest truth cannot be more true than the fact that God lives, as true as the fact that a
God exists in heaven, i.e. independent, apart from and above nature, of which he is the free creator,
its wise and amorous ruler; father of all beings (Wesen), with fatherly sense and heart. If this living
God becomes in man’s view a mere rainbow, so that in the clouds of human soul it shows itself

through refraction and collection, then man will learn to deem God a psychological deception akin

242 C.G. Lichtenberg, Vermischte Schriften (Gottingen: J. C. Dieterich, 1804) Vol. I, p. 166.
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to that optical deceit: his entire knowledge has already taken this very route and will always have to
be further idealized, as happens to the theory of the rainbow, until the Epoptes243 will eventually
hold as a war booty a universal nothing of knowledge—but now manifest!

There is not difference: necessarily, for such a man the entire creation goes lost together
with the Creator. In his spirit these two destinies are inseparable. In his spirit, as soon as God
becomes a ghost, so nature does, as well as the spirit itself. Hence, the spirit of man is that which
recognizes God; he perceives it, he has the presentiment of it concealed in nature; he learns of
God in his chest, he worships it in his heart. This is his reason: to him the existence (Daseyn) of a
god is more manifest (offenbarer) and certain than his own. Reason is not where this revelation
(Offenbarung) is not. Or: can you call reason what brought to knowledge only absurdity and mere
delusion? Then reason would not be the faculty (Vermogen) of truth and wisdom, but of ignorance:
a discerning Not-kowing, a discerning not being; a faculty of desperation, the worst of enemy’s
gifts.

Man's privilege consists—says the wise man from Stagira—in being able to know
something higher and better than him.

Man finds himself as a being completely dependent, derived, concealed to himself: yet, he is
enlivened by a drive to inquire into his origin, to recognize himself in it, to experience by himself
the true (das Wahre) through this origin and from this origin. He calls reason this drive that
identifies his kind.

The drive of every living being is the light of this being, it is its right and strength. Only in
this light can it walk, and it can act (wirken) only out of this strength.

Every finite being owns within itself neither its life nor the flame of its light or the force of

its heart. All beings are brought to life and revived by something beyond themselves; they receive

243 Contemplator: so would be called who had gone through all the degrees of initiation in the Eleusinian Mysteries, and
would since be left to contemplation (4dnschauen). Those who would be in the process of initiation were called Mystai
(initiates). At our time the group of the Mystai degenerated and became ridiculous. In fact, that who is rational is no
more forced to see secretly; everything is dug up.

X



their existence (Daseyn); and not even for a moment they hold their living existence in their own
hands. As much as their existence was received, so it has to continue beyond them. They are
altogether, generally speaking, breathing creatures, i.e. in need for their preservation of a constant
flow from outside.

The gifts of life are as manifold as the ways to awaken it; manifold its conducts, and so its
uses. Like the animal, man first awakes just as a sensible creature in a purely sensible nature. Like
an animal, at first he just recognizes the mother. Yet, to the animal is the mother only the breast,
not the face. Therefore, when it forgets the breast, it also forgets the mother. The animal has no
heart and consequently he has no reason (Vernunftlos). Man turns away from the breast that
nourishes him, looks up face to face, he feels love, learns love and attains knowledge. He could
only cry, now he can laugh — look, the mother raises from her lap into the father’s arms the
laughing, babbling man, who can already move his hands and will soon be able to kiss!

The concealed and invisible soul turns visible on man's face, comes to light, communicates
itself un-conceptually, and by means of this secret communication gives birth to language and the
understanding of language; in the same fashion, God immediately expresses himself through the
face of nature; he communicates himself un-conceptually to man through sensation (Empfindung)
turned into devotion; and teaches the spirit, also reawaken to the supersensible and uncreated, to
stammer the delightful tones of the beautiful and good, and to eventually express that word of life:
his name.

Nature does not have face for those who do not see God; to them nature has no reason
(Vernunftloses), it is an absurdity (Unding) with no heart and will, an obscure shapeless being
creating shapes without essence, which from the absence of essence eternally builds images
(Gleichnis) without any model but purely out of other images; a horrible mother-night brooding
only appearance and life of shade from eternity to eternity. And when it dawns, only death and

destruction, murder and lie.
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Our prophet well knew all this. He said—and no doubt he was standing244 because he spoke
this way—«believing in a God is an instinct. It is so natural to man as it is to walk on two legs. It
can be altered in few, and wholly suppressed in others, but it is valid as a rule, and it is
indispensable to the innermost well-educated faculty of knowledge»24s.

Thus, faith in a God is instinct. It is so natural to man as to stand upright. It is unnatural to
him not to have such a faith, as it is unnatural to him the bent-over position of those fumbling
animals—with neither face nor view to the sky—that rummage the ground. He can choke this faith,
but generally it is there, and where it is not present, the faculty of knowledge gets deformed.

I repeat: the noble man who said so, stood upright and felt that this direction towards the
sky was not a human invention! A God got man to stand upright and put in his innermost
sight the stimulus (Reiz) to look up to himz46! In that moment he recognized his better origin, his
higher vocation (Bestimmung), more ardently and deeply than he recognizes his existence on earth.

Yet within this faith, which is indispensable for the internal structure of the faculty of
reason, what does man grasp, and how is it grounded for him what he grasps? How does the deep
thinker, the wise, explain and justify this faith? How does he represent the object attested by his

spirit?

244 «Certainly, says Lichtenberg, sometimes a thought can be pleasant when one lies in bed, yet the same thought is no
more pleasant when one stands». Nachlass, part I, 109. Moreover, part I, 33: «I noticed very clearly that I have often
different opinions as I lie or stand»—See especially part I, 185—186. It is curious Lichtenberg’s touching complaint
(part I, 41) about the variability of his mood, so in the note at page 33: «he was almost afraid of the fact that in him
everything would turn into thought, and sentiment would be lost». Then follows: «since the half of 1791 something
that I cannot yet describe has stirred in all of my economy of thought. I just want to sketch it out to get back to it more
carefully in the future: namely, an extraordinary mistrust in any human knowledge, except mathematics, that almost
completely spreads into the literary activity. What still ties me to study Physics is the hope to discover something useful
for humanity.»

245 Cf. G.C. Lichtenberg, Nachlass, part 11, 127 - «In general (see p. 88) our heart recognizes a God, but then it is
difficult (or even impossible) to make it comprehensible to reason (or understanding). It might be asked whether the
sole reason (or the sole understanding) without the heart would have reached God. Only after the heart had recognized
him, also the reason (or the understanding) searched for him.» At p. 101: «should it be so evident that our reason cannot
know anything of the suprasensible? Shouldn’t the man be able to spin his ideas of God as functionally as the spider its
web to catch the fly? Or in other words: shouldn’t exist beings (higher, no doubt about it) that admire us for our ideas
of God as much as we admire splders and sﬂkworm"»

dgmlmhlque_pnsnm_cgnspﬁﬂumJEXCJIAm» Clcero De Leglbusl c. 9.
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He explains and justifies it to himself in the same way as he explains and justifies to himself
faith in nature and existence, internal and external consciousness. He shows to his spirit the object
of this faith and tests it in front of the spirit, like he represents and tests the spirit itself, or the spirit
of a friend, or that sublime spirit of a Socrates or Pythagoras, of a Ptolemy or Cato. He does not
explain or test, rather, he feels, sees and knows247. In man the understanding that explains and
produces proof does have neither the final nor the first say. Even the sense that produces
representations does not have them, neither the former nor the latter. Nothing inside of man has it.
In general, there is not any first or last say in him; neither Alpha nor Omega. He is addressed; as
soon as he is addressed, he first replies with his feelings (Gefiihlen), with his foretelling longing for
reluctance mixed with desire, horror and joy; he expresses them with noisy gesture, and eventually
with sensations, thoughts and words. Only those who can interpret understand. There is always
something between us and true essence: feeling, image, or word. Everywhere we see only what is
hidden. Yet, we see and perceive it as something hidden. We label what is seen and perceived with
the word, which is living sign. This is the dignity of the word. It does not reveal itself by itself, but
it gives proof of the revelation, it reinforces it, and helps spread what has been reinforced.

In general, what is proper of a kind is not invention, fabrication, or what has been
fabricated by one or more of the members of that kind. Thereby, individual men have invented and
fabricated religion and language as little as they have invented and fabricated sight and hearing.
Man learned language and religion, as he learned to see and hear. He would have never learned to
see, if colors and contours of things had not come to his eyes independently of him; he would never

have learned to see in an un-articulate and un-rhythmic nature lacking of tones, accents and

247 «To those who inquire: “Where did you see the gods, from what do you deduce that they exist, that you worship
them thus?” First, our eyes can in fact see them. Then, I have cert