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Transcendental Idealism and the German Counter Enlightenment: The Historical and 

Philosophical Significance of Hamann’s and Jacobi’s Criticisms of Kant 

By Samuel Loncar 

 Kant’s critical philosophy towers over eighteenth century German thought, casting a long 

and impenetrable shadow in which many lesser philosophical figures reside unknown save to 

scholars of classical German philosophy, their influence and thought ignored in most discussions 

of Kant’s system. Kant, however, is not an exception to the rule that a thinker and his thought 

must be placed in their historical and cultural context in order to be appreciated. Such placement 

would leave Kant comfortably in the German Enlightenment, an exponent and defender of its 

ideals, especially the supremacy of reason. Frederick Beiser, a scholar of classical German 

philosophy, acknowledges that while Kant severely criticized the Enlightenment, he came to 

rescue it and give a firm foundation to its primary tenet: “the authority of reason.”1 It was 

precisely this tenet, however, which was being seriously questioned by the time Kant began 

publishing his main works of critical philosophy.2 While some of the questioning of the 

Enlightenment project arose from within the movement itself (e.g. the skepticism of Hume), 

there was also another force, the Counter-Enlightenment, which sought to subvert many of the 

Enlightenment’s ideals, particularly the supremacy and authority of reason. Two of the most 

influential thinkers associated with this movement are Johann Georg Hamann (1730-88) and 

Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi (1743-1819).3 Both of these men severely criticized Kant’s critical 

                                                 
1 Frederick Beiser, “The Enlightenment and idealism,” in The Cambridge Companion to German Idealism, ed. Karl 

Ameriks (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 22. 
2 Ibid., 18-22.  
3 There is scholarly debate regarding what constitutes the “Enlightenment” or “Counter-Enlightenment” in 

Germany. This author is not denying the complexity of that issue but is following a conventional understanding of 

the Enlightenment due to the focus and limits of this paper. For different understandings of the German  

Enlightenment and Counter-Enlightenment, see James Schmidt, ed. , What is Enlightenment? Eighteenth Century 
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philosophy, Hamann in a short review entitled Metacritique of the Purism of Reason  and Jacobi 

most influentially in a supplement to a fictive dialogue, David Hume on Faith, or Idealism and 

Realism, a Dialogue. This paper will explore both Hamann’s and Jacobi’s criticisms of Kant’s 

philosophy in relationship to the battle between the Enlightenment and the Counter 

Enlightenment; it will also demonstrate the influence of these Kantian criticism and give insight 

into the historical and philosophical reception of Kant’s critical philosophy.   

 Hamann’s criticism of Kant represents a total collision of philosophical ideals. As we will 

see, Jacobi’s criticism of Kant is textual in orientation, focusing on what Jacobi correctly or 

incorrectly saw as serious internal and textual problems in Kant’s philosophy. Hamann takes a 

different tack. Rather than attempt a systematic or exegetically based refutation of the Critique of 

Pure Reason, Hamann instead identifies what he sees as a fundamental error in Kant’s 

philosophy. This is characteristic of Hamann, whose strength as a critic “did not reside in his 

ability to judge the details of a system, but, to use Kant’s phrase . . . ‘to think things in the 

large.’”4 Understanding the significance of Hamann’s criticism of Kant requires an inquiry into 

Hamann’s philosophy and his relationship to the German Enlightenment. 

 A profoundly influential figure, largely unknown among Anglophone philosophers but 

with a well established reputation in Germany, Hamann directly or indirectly influenced such 

thinkers as Herder, Goethe, Jacobi, Friedrich Schegel, F.W.J. Schelling, G.W.F Hegel and Søren 

                                                                                                                                                             
Answers to Twentieth Century Questions (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1996); on Hamann’s and 

Jacobi’s relationship to the Enlightenment, see, for Hamann, James O’Flaherty, The Quarrel of Reason with Itself: 

Essays on Hamann, Michaelis, Lessing and Nietzsche (Columbia, SC: Camden House, 1998), xiv-xvii; Gwen 

Griffith Dickson, Johann Georg Hamann’s Relational Metacriticism (Berlin: Walter de Guyter, 1995), 1-15; for 

Jacobi, see the introduction in George di Giovanni, ed. and trans., The Main Philosophical Writings and the Novel 

Allwill: Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1994), esp. pgs. 39-40; Paul 

Franks, “All or nothing: systematicity and nihilism in Jacobi, Reinhold, and Maimon,” in The Cambridge 

Companion to German Idealism, ed. Karl Ameriks (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 95-116, 

esp. 95-100; for perspectives on both Hamann and Jacobi, see chapters 1 and 2 of Frederick Beiser, The Fate of 

Reason: Germany Philosophy from Kant to Fichte (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1987).   
4 James O’Flaherty, Unity and Language: A Study in the Philosophy of Johann Georg Hamann, (New York: AMS 

Press, 1966), 22. 
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Kierkegaard.5 While Hamann’s influence may be clear, his philosophy is not. Indeed, James 

O’Flaherty approvingly quotes the Hamann scholar Rudulf Unger who said that Hamann was 

“the most obscure author of our modern literature.”6 Besides being renowned for a very difficult 

writing style, replete with opaque and obscure allusions (and for having written comparatively 

little), different authors reconstruct his thought and philosophical and historical context in 

significantly different ways. The late James O’Flaherty, cited above, was the leading 

Anglophone Hamann scholar prior to his death. In his essay, “The Quarrel of Reason with 

Itself,” he says that the difference between the Enlightenment and Counter-Enlightenment was 

not that one accepted reason and the other rejected it, but that each offered two different modes 

of reason, discursive and intuitive, respectively. O’Flaherty takes this latter mode of reason and 

its implications as central to Hamann’s thought.7 Alternatively, the Hamann scholar Gwen 

Griffith Dickson, acknowledging the plenitude of interpretational motifs and schemes, including 

O’Flaherty’s, sees the idea of “metacriticism” as the underlying unity of Hamann’s thought.8 

Despite the difficulties in Hamann’s thought and its interpretation, both Dickson and O’Flaherty 

agree on a key point which relates directly to Hamann’s criticism of Kant, namely, Hamann’s 

view of reason and his relationship with the Enlightenment.  

 Hamann’s view of reason and his role in the Counter-Enlightenment has led him to be 

charged with irrationalism and other highly unfavorable epithets. Isaiah Berlin is perhaps one of 

the most well known purveyors of the irrationalist interpretation of Hamann. Discussing Hamann 

and Jacobi in relation to “Hume and the Sources of German Anti-Rationalism,” (the title of his 

essay), Berlin asserts that the “moral and intellectual distance between [Hume] and these German 

                                                 
5 Beiser, The Fate of Reason, 16-17. 
6 Quoted in O’Flaherty, Unity and Language, 5. 
7 O’Flaherty, The Quarrel of Reason with Itself, 2 
8 Dickson, Relational Metacriticism, 19-20. Dickson does not see her emphasis as contradicting other emphases but 

as complementing them. 



Pre-Publication Draft. If used, cite published form in Dialogue, 51:1 (2008):1-10.     4  

irrationalists could scarcely have been greater,”9 that, regarding Hamann’s thought in general, a 

“more profoundly anti-scientific or anti-rational outlook can scarcely be conceived.”10 While it 

is undeniable that Hamann stood opposed to many values of the German Enlightenment, the 

irrationalist reading of Hamann is too simplistic to represent his position accurately. Dickson 

responds directly to Berlin’s portrayal of Hamann, noting that interpretations of Hamann have 

shifted from the picture Berlin offers and that “few would support such an unnuanced portrait of 

Hamann’s reaction to his contemporaries.”11 She also says that there “is broad agreement for the 

idea that Hamann was against a certain view of reason, rather than reason itself.”12 This is 

consonant with the view espoused by O’Flaherty, who, as we noted above, argues that Hamann 

was concerned with a different kind of reason (intuitive). O’Flaherty also observes that reason 

was Hamann’s preeminent concern throughout his career, and that this concern is a point of 

congruence between Hamann and Kant: “That these two great thinkers came to radically 

different conclusions should not obscure the fact that they were concerned to a great extent with 

the same problem.”13 There is substantial agreement, then, that Hamann, far from being an 

irrationalist, was deeply concerned with reason. Hamann’s view of reason is tied inextricably 

with the central concern of his thought, namely, language, and it is his concern with the 

connection between language and reason that is most relevant to understanding the Metacritique 

and its significance.  

 Hamann aptly summarized the centrality of language in his thought in a letter to Jacobi: 

“With me it is neither a question of physics nor of theology, but of language, the mother of 

                                                 
9 Isaiah Berlin, “Hume and the Sources of German Anti-Rationalism,” in Against the Current: Essays in the History 

of  Ideas, ed. Henry Hardy (New York: The Viking Press, 1980), 162, (italics added). 
10 Berlin, “Hume and the Sources of German Anti-Rationalism,” 166 (italics added). 
11 Dickson, Relational Metacriticism, 14. See also pgs. 1-27. 
12 Ibid., 20, footnote 59. 
13 O’Flaherty, The Quarrel of Reason with Itself, 85. 
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reason and revelation, their alpha and omega.”14 Reason and abstract language are thus 

dependent upon natural language, which O’Flaherty describes as “the historically developed 

vernacular of any people and likewise all poetic treatments of such vernacular.”15 Hamann makes 

the privileged status of language clear in the beginning of his influential Aesthetica in Nuce, 

where he says that “Poetry is the mother-tongue of the human race; as gardening is older than 

farming; panting, – than writing: song – than declamation: parables – than arguments: bartering – 

than commerce.”16 Reason’s dependency on language forms the basis of Hamann’s general 

attack against the Enlightenment’s concepts of objectivity and reason; it is also underlies 

Hamann’s criticism of Kant in the Metacritique. 

 Because our concern is with the historical and philosophical significance of the 

Metacritique, we will focus on Hamann’s central concerns rather than attempt an analysis of the 

whole work.17 As the title indicates, Hamann is primarily concerned with Kant’s “purisms” of 

reason, of which there are three: the purifications of tradition, experience, and language. Hamann 

is operating on at least two levels here: as O’Flaherty indicates, these purisms are a history of 

changes in the concept of reason,18 with each purism taking reason farther aware from 

experience; while Dickson agrees with this, she also thinks that “Kant is clearly guilty of all 

three purifications in Hamann’s mind, but is not alone in this,” and Hamann, true to his 

principles, contextualizes Kant rather than treat him apart from tradition.19  

                                                 
14 Quoted in O’Flaherty, Unity and Language, 4 (Hamann’s italics). 
15 Ibid., 16. 
16 J.G Hamann, “Aesthetica in Nuce,” ed. and trans. Gwen Griffith Dickson, in Relational Metacriticism, 411. 
17 Though this may seem feasible given the Metacritique’s brevity – it is six pages long – its difficulties and 

complexities provide enough material for Dickson to devote forty-eight pages of her Relational Metacriticism to it, 

excluding the nine pages of translator’s notes that she provides. 
18 O’Flaherty, Unity and Language, 85. 
19 Dickson, Relational Metacriticism, 282. 



Pre-Publication Draft. If used, cite published form in Dialogue, 51:1 (2008):1-10.     6  

 The first of these purifications is “the attempt to make reason independent of all custom, 

tradition, and belief in the latter.”20 While this is one point and is usually summarized, as we do 

here, with the word “tradition,” it is important to note that it has two components: custom and 

tradition, which are synonymous, and “belief in the latter.” Not simply the attempt to extricate 

reason from tradition, this purism also to tries removes it from a certain doxastic stance towards 

tradition, namely, credence. The first purification of reason from tradition thus has both a 

practical (custom, tradition) and an epistemic (belief) component, both of which are then 

subsumed under the next purism.  

 The second purification of reason “is still more transcendental and aims at nothing less 

than an independence of experience and its everyday induction – for after reason sought who 

knows what? beyond experience . . . it suddenly not merely despairs of the progressive course of 

its ancestors, but also promises . . . that universal and infallible Philosopher’s Stone, so 

indispensable for Catholicism and despotism, to which religion with its sanctity and legislation 

with its majesty are swiftly subjected”.21 O’Flaherty sees this as Kant’s own contribution to the 

historical process,22 and Dickson would agree in that she sees Kant as adding something to an 

“ancient purification”: “not content to follow in the footsteps of Plato or Descartes, Critical 

Philosophy . . . suddenly promises (and requires) the ‘Philosopher’s Stone’ . . . that wondrous 

means of turning the base metal of ordinary knowledge in the pure gold of a priori certainty.”23 

Hamann shrewdly observes that Kant’s quest for certainty has political and religious 

implications. This observation is evidence of Hamann’s criticism of the Enlightenment and his 

(accurate) view that Kant was not an opponent of the Enlightenment but complicit with it and 

                                                 
20 Hamann, Metacritique, 520. 
21 Ibid. 
22 O’Flaherty, Unity and Language, 86. 
23 Dickson, Relational Metacriticism, 283. 
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attempting to secure its foundations by putting metaphysics on the “secure path of science,” 

something everyone prior to him had, in his estimation, failed to accomplish.24 With tradition 

and experience shorn from Kant’s concept of reason, what impurity remains? The attentive 

reader will be unsurprised by Hamann’s answer: language. 

 The final, “most sublime and as it were empirical purism therefore concerns language, 

the single, first and last organon and criterion of reason, without any other credentials than 

tradition and use.”25 Crucial to understanding the significance of this third purism is Hamann’s 

use of the word “therefore.” An argument is being made: If reason is rendered independent of 

tradition and experience, it “therefore” follows that reason must be independent of language. 

This argument has a subversive enthymeme that creates a serious dilemma for Kant and, by 

extension, the Enlightenment. For the argument to be valid, the following proposition must be 

added to the premises: “language is necessarily connected to tradition and/or experience.” The 

problem is that few, including Kant, would be so absurd as to deny this premise. Thus 

O’Flaherty says “the third purism must suffer shipwreck. But the advantage of this reductio ad 

absurdum is that it reveals the fundamental error of the whole process of purification.”26 Dickson 

grasps the force of Hamann’s argument, which functions like a three pronged pitchfork: Kant is 

stuck between accepting as sound Hamann’s argument that the first two purisms lead logically to 

the third or he is forced to posit the possibility of knowledge existing apart from language or at 

least knowledge free from any temporally and culturally conditioned language.27 The crux of 

Hamann’s argument is that Kant has tried to separate the inseparable: thought and language, 

sensibility and understanding. This is especially egregious in Hamann’s eyes, for it destroys the 

                                                 
24 Immanuel Kant, The Critique of Pure Reason, trans. Norman Kemp Smith (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1965), 

B21. 
25 Hamann, Metacritique, 520 (Hamann’s italics). 
26 O’Flaherty, Unity and Language, 86. 
27 Dickson, Relational Metacriticism, 306. 
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sacramental bond by which these elements are united.28 Words are spiritual and physical, 

sensible and intelligible; they are aurally or visually experienced signs whose meaning is not 

determined by their empirical elements.29 This unique relationship between thought and language 

Hamann describes as “the finest parable of the hypostatic union of the sensory and rational 

natures, of the mutual idiom-exchange of their powers.”30 Kant’s purifications of reason in the 

hope of attaining certainty and objectivity thus leads, in Hamann’s eyes, to the diremption of the 

unity of reality exemplified in language.   

 Despite the fact that it was not published until 1800, Hamann’s Metacritique was an 

influential work, being passed from Hamann to Herder and from Herder to Jacobi.31 It was in one 

sense a work of the Enlightenment, rationally critiquing its chief tenet, reason, and its most 

distinguished proponent, Kant. In another sense it exemplifies Hamann’s connection with the 

Counter Enlightenment, for it denies the supremacy of reason by touting reason’s dependency on 

tradition, experience and ultimately language. It also articulates what Beiser notes would become 

a major concern in post-Kantian philosophy: “the search for the inner unity, the common source 

of Kant’s dualisms.”32 This concern for unity behind the dualities of Kant’s philosophy, though 

first articulated by Hamann, was given most influential expression in Jacobi’s criticism of Kant, 

which is at once easier to understand and less dependent on a knowledge of Jacobi’s own 

philosophy.  

 Jacobi is an important figure in intellectual history, particularly the period of the German 

Enlightenment. Paul Franks says that he “was the gadfly of his age,”33 and Norman Wilde 

                                                 
28 Later in the Metacritique, Hamann describes the relationship of sense and understanding with terms like 

“communication idiomatum” and “transubstantiation,” pg. 523.  
29 Ibid., 524. 
30 Quoted in O’Flaherty, Unity and Language, 95. 
31 Beiser, The Fate of Reason, 38.  
32 Ibid., 43. 
33 Franks, “All or nothing,” 95. 
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reflects a similar view, commenting that Jacobi is “best and rightly known” as a “critic and 

controversialist.”34 Though Jacobi is not known for his stature as an original thinker, it would be 

injudicious to take lightly his role as a critic of the Enlightenment, for he possessed a keen mind 

and exercised a profound influence on his contemporaries and succeeding generations. 

Philosophically, he is known for his objection to Kant, which became “canonical in the Kant 

reception.”35 In general intellectual history, he is known for coining the term “nihilism” to 

describe the consequences of the Enlightenment’s faith in reason.36  Understanding Jacobi’s 

claim that the Enlightenment reduces to nihilism will enable a fuller appreciation of what Kant 

represented for Jacobi and why Jacobi’s criticism of Kant was and remains significant.  

 The Enlightenment posed a mortal danger to faith and (ironically) reason, in Jacobi’s 

eyes.37 The inevitable result of the Enlightenment’s confidence in reason and its search for 

certainty was atheism and fatalism, but, with one exception,38 none of the popular figures of the 

Enlightenment recognized this.39 Beiser notes that the accusation that fatalism and atheism are 

the result of rationalism was nothing new, but in Jacobi it was adjusted so as to come crashing 

full force onto the Enlightenment: deployed against already discredited forms of rationalism, this 

charge was banal; but when it in Jacobi’s hands it was turned against science, the heart of the 

Enlightenment’s optimism and progressivism, it presented the proponents of the Enlightenment 

with a “dramatic dilemma: either a rational atheism and fatalism or an irrational leap of faith; 

                                                 
34 Norman Wilde, “A Faith Philosopher of the Eighteenth Century,” The Philosophical Review 23, no. 3 (1914): 

321.   
35 di Giovanni, The Main Philosophical Writings, 101. 
36 Beiser, The Fate of Reason, 81. 
37 I have found Beiser to be the a valuable interpretive guide to Jacobi and his relationship to the German 

Enlightenment. This section is based largely on his account in chap. 2 of The Fate of Reason and his article, “The 

Enlightenment and idealism.” 
38 Gotthold Ephraim Lessing: his Spinozism represented for Jacobi a consistent outworking of his Enlightenment 

assumptions. See Jacobi, “Concerning the Doctrine of Spinoza in Letters to Herr Mendelssohn,” in di Giovanni, The 

Main Philosophical Writings, 169-251. For interpretation see Beiser, cited above.   
39 Beiser, “The Enlightenment and idealism,” 26. 
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either a rational materialism or a salto mortale affirming the existence of God, providence, and 

freedom.”40 While Kant rose to popularity precisely because his philosophy, popularized by Karl 

Reinhold, was presented by Reinhold as a solution to the dilemma posed by Jacobi,41 Jacobi was 

not satisfied with Kant’s solution, and out of this dissatisfaction came his famous criticism of 

Kant. 

 The critique of Kant’s transcendental idealism presented in Jacobi’s supplement to David 

Hume is relatively simple and is the first to raise the perennial problems of the thing-in-itself and 

affectivity. Jacobi opens his critique by accusing those who defend Kant against the charge of 

idealism of misunderstanding Kant’s philosophy.42 Quoting extensively from the first edition of 

Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason on the topics of representation and appearances, Jacobi offers 

only the occasional annotation, obviously believing that Kant’s position is clear to the reader: 

transcendental idealism is a form of subjective idealism, in which all we know is the contents of 

our own mind. Jacobi offers these quotations to set up the problem he sees as destructive of but 

inherent to Kant’s idealism, that of affectivity, that is,  how empirical reality and our 

representations are somehow a product of our sensibility being affected by things-in-themselves. 

Thus, “the Kantian philosopher goes right against the spirit of his system whenever he says that 

the objects produce impressions on the senses through which they arouse sensations, and that in 

this way they bring about representations.” For, “according to this same hypothesis we know not 

the least of the transcendental object. . . Whenever objects are being considered, that [the 

transcendental object] is not what we are discussing. . . Experience does not yield it, nor can 

                                                 
40 Ibid., 27. 
41 Terry Pinkard, German Philosophy 1760-1860: The Legacy of Idealism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2002), 96-98. Pinkard says on pg. 97:  “In Reinhold’s telling of the story, Kant had already answered Jacobi’s 

challenge by having demonstrated that reason and faith dealt with different aspects of reality. . . Thus one could 

acknowledge all the claims of modern, scientific reason while holding firmly to . . . faith in God.” 
42 Friedrich H. Jacobi, “David Hume on Faith or Idealism and Realism: A Dialogue,” in The Main Philosophical 

Writings, 331-332. 
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experience yield it in any way – for whatever is not an appearance can never be an object of 

experience.”43 According to Kant, our capacity to represent objects is a result of our sensibility 

being affected by objects not given in consciousness. But how can Kant speak this way without 

transcending possible experience? Jacobi continues: while it seems “contrary to the spirit of 

Kantian philosophy” to speak of the affectivity of objects on our senses, “still it is not possible to 

see how even the Kantian philosophy could find entry into itself without this presupposition.”44 

Thus Kant’s philosophy cannot make itself coherent without presupposing the affectivity of 

objects, but this presupposition seems blatantly to contradict Kant’s transcendental idealism, 

which leads Jacobi to his famous dilemma.  

 Finding himself stuck on this point, Jacobi confesses that he would read the Critique 

multiple times, each time finding the problem and each time beginning again because of this one 

point: “that without that presupposition [the affectivity of objects] I could not enter into the 

system, but with it I could not stay in it.”45 Kant thus puts Jacobi and (if Jacobi is right in his 

criticism) all of his other readers in a dilemma: either we accept the affectivity of objects and 

violate the self-imposed limits of knowledge in Kant’s system, or we deny the affectivity of 

objects and find that Kant is virtually indistinguishable, despite his protests to the contrary,46 

from a subjectivist. Anticipating the objection that he had misunderstood Kant, Jacobi says that 

such an objection is valid only if the objector can show how transcendental idealism is 

understandable apart from the way Jacobi’s portrays it, i.e. the objector must demonstrate that 

transcendental idealism can be understood without the affectivity of objects.47 Commenting on 

                                                 
43 Ibid., 335 (all italics are Jacobi’s unless otherwise indicated). 
44 Ibid., 336. 
45 Ibid 
46 See Immanuel Kant, “Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysics,” in Philosophical Classics, Volume III: Modern 

Philosophy, 3rd  ed., ed. Forrest E. Baird and Walter Kaufmann (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 2000), 550-

551. In other editions, see “Remark II” after the “First Part of the Main Transcendental Problem.”     
47 Jacobi, David Hume, 256-257. 
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Jacobi’s dilemma, Sebastian Gardner notes that “Many later commentators have shared Jacobi’s 

view that transcendental idealism disintegrates on examination, for the sorts of reasons just 

outlined. . . The view that transcendental idealism fails to achieve what Kant intended . . . has 

recurred so regularly as to have been described as the ‘standard picture’ of Kant’s 

metaphysics”;48 the importance here is that Jacobi’s criticism of Kant, whether it is well founded 

or not,49 has become a standard reference in Kantian interpretation. The philosophical influence 

of Jacobi’s critique is thus practically indisputable. The broader historical significance of 

Jacobi’s criticism, however, requires some explanation. 

 Jacobi’s criticism of Kant’s transcendental idealism is situated in a more general critique 

of Kant, namely, that he failed to overcome the nihilism inherent to the Enlightenment. This is a 

logical inference in light of Jacobi’s critique of the Enlightenment: if Kant is part of the 

Enlightenment, indeed coming to its aid in a crisis point in its existence, yet fails to solve the 

dilemmas it posed, then he must end in the same place as the rest of the Enlightenment: atheism 

and nihilism and the consequent destruction of the Christian faith Jacobi was so concerned to 

protect. Jacobi’s insight into the inherent incompatibility between the Enlightenment and 

orthodox faith (and common sense values in general) is one of his strong traits, according to 

Giovanni: “The Enlightenment could not have it both ways. It could not replace the personal God 

                                                 
48 Sebastian Gardner, Routledge Philosophy Guidebook to Kant and the Critique of Pure Reason (New York: 

Routledge, 1999), 270. 
49 Giovanni thinks not, commenting that Jacobi’s criticism revealed “how far Jacobi had failed to grasp the meaning 

of the Critique,” in The Main Philosophical Writings, 101. While it may be true that Jacobi misunderstood Kant, if 

we interpret his view as the result of a gross misunderstanding, as Giovanni seems to, we are forced to deem almost 

all Kantian criticism until recent years to be the result of similarly grievous misinterpretations. This seems 

problematic, for even Henry Allison, one of the most influential Kantian interpreters who is sympathetic to Kant’s 

transcendental idealism, notes when discussing an interpretation similar to Jacobi’s (in so far as the thing-in-itself is 

an ontologically distinct object from the objects of our consciousness), “Admittedly, there is much in Kant that 

suggests an ontological reading,” in Henry Allison, Kant’s Transcendental Idealism, rev. ed. (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 2004), 45-46.  It would seem that Kant is ambiguous enough to generate numerous interpretations, 

each defended by substantive scholars, many of whom would feel as friendly to Kant’s idealism as Jacobi did. For a 

survey of contemporary interpretations of Kant, see Karl Ameriks, “Kantian Idealism Today,” History of Philosophy 

Quarterly 9 (1992): 329-42. 
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of the Christians with an impersonal reason. . . Jacobi’s merit is to have comprehended this 

limitation of Enlightenment reason.”50 While Jacobi may have had no palatable or viable 

alternatives to the problems he recognized, his critical abilities and the insight they yielded 

would dictate the direction of post-Kantian philosophy for an entire generation of thinkers.  

 Paul Franks believes Jacobi’s influence on post-Kantian philosophy is crucial to 

understanding the direction philosophy took after Kant. Franks thinks that while Jacobi 

misunderstood Kant, his misunderstanding became the standard interpretation of Kant and set the 

agenda for the German idealists’ response to Kantian philosophy.51 On Jacobi’s reading of Kant, 

the dualism characteristic of Kant’s philosophy was not, as Kant thought, the solution that 

reconciled Newtonian physics and Leibnizian metaphysics, but a problem that needed to be 

overcome.52 Thus the goal of philosophy for the German idealists was to find a unity in or under 

Kant’s dualisms, rather than to accept his epistemological solution to the apparent contradiction 

between a mechanistic world and a free, moral subject. Jacobi thus wittingly or not carried on 

Hamann’s critique of Kant, for though their alternatives were radically distinct – Hamann 

seeking not to overcome dualisms but avoid them by denying their premises53and Jacobi 

inconsistently holding premises that put him closer to the Enlightenment than he would have 

liked54 - they were united in condemning Kant’s dualisms and his failure to resolve the tensions 

in the Enlightenment.  

 In their criticism of Kant, Hamann and Jacobi articulated powerful objections to Kant’s 

philosophy and, by implication, his failure to save the Enlightenment. Kant had failed to address 

                                                 
50 Giovanni, The Main Philosophical Writings, 60. 
51 Franks, “Jacobi, Reinhold and Maimon,” 100. 
52 Ibid., 100-101. 
53 Dickson, Relational Metacriticism, 13, 15.  
54 Giovanni, The Main Philosophical Writings, 40, 42, and for discussion of Hamann’s perspective of Jacob (which 

was very critical if friendly, 60-66. 
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at all, much less adequately, the relation between language and thought,55 and his critical 

philosophy represented the culmination of previous attempts to purify reason. Separating what in 

Hamann’s eyes God had joined together, Kant’s philosophy, if consistently extrapolated, would 

terminate in a conception of reason purified of language and in consequence all meaningful 

human experience. Such a system would be one more example of a philosopher’s mental 

construct being mistaken for the real world, one which for Hamann resisted the abstractions and 

purisms inherent to Kant philosophy. Kant had also failed to solve the dilemmas facing the 

Enlightenment. His transcendental idealism was an attempt by one of the greatest philosophers in 

history to overcome Hume’s skepticism. But to avoid sliding into Hume’s skeptical solipsism or 

Berkeley’s subjectivism, Kant needed a transcendent cause to account for our representations. 

This need drives transcendental idealism to violate its own boundaries by extending the 

application of the categories beyond possible experience, thus, for Jacobi, making Kant either a 

transcendental realist or a subjectivist like Berkeley. Tottering when Kant began his Critical 

philosophy, the Enlightenment project fell from its hegemonic position in Germany with Kant’s 

failure to refute Hume and resolve Jacobi’s dilemma between fideism or nihilism,56 forcing it to 

accommodate new forces in German intellectual and cultural life. 

 The dominant faith in abstract, timeless reason and the natural sciences was forced to 

make room for the rise of historicism, German idealism, and German Romanticism, all of which 

were profoundly influenced by either Hamann or Jacobi or both. Herder’s historicism is difficult 

to imagine were it not for Hamann’s linguistically grounded relativism, and, as we have 

indicated above, both Hamann and Jacobi but especially the latter powerfully influenced the way 

German idealists like Fichte, Schelling and Hegel read Kant; without Hamann and the Sturm und 

                                                 
55 O’Flaherty, Unity and Language, 89. 
56 Beiser, The Fate of Reason, 324-326. 
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Drang, Jacobi’s role in the revival of Spinozism, and German idealism, with its backward glance 

to Jacobi’s critique of Kant’s idealism, German romanticism loses much of its intellectual 

foundations.57 Thus while Kant justly looms large in eighteenth century philosophy, the 

significance of his role in the Enlightenment and the reception and interpretation of his 

philosophy is rightly a intellectual drama in which Hamann and Jacobi figure as significant, if 

often forgotten, players. 

                                                 
57 For example, Beiser, in The Fate of Reason, pg. 34, commenting on the influence of Hamann’s Socratic 

Memorabilia, states that it “became the bible for the aesthetics of the Sturm und Drang, the holy writ for the 

epistemology of the Romantiker. It was indeed largely due to the Aesthetica that Hamann became known as the 

spokesman for the Sturm und Drang. The Romantic apotheosis of art, intuition, and genius also finds its origins in 

Hamann’s classic text.” 
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