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HERDER'S REVIEW OF 
DREAMS OPA SPIRIT-SEER (1766)1 

Marion Heinz 

INTRODUCTION 

J
ohann Gottfried Herder comrnenced his study of theology and philosophy at 
the University of Königsberg on August 10, 1762. Thereby began his con

frontation with the philosophy of his teacher Immanuel Kant, a confrontation 
which was decisive for his thought and continued his whole life. 

Herder's notes from Kant's lecture courses are not merely the only remaining 
witness of the latter's teaching before 1770, they also document the engaged and 

independant encounter with this thought on Herder's part. This encounter 

emerges still more clearly in Herder's first philosophical work, Versuch iiber das Sein 

(1763) and his review of Kant's Dreams if a Spirit-Seer.2 The latter text, which 

appeared on March 3, 1766, in the "Königsbergschen Gelehrten und Politischen 

Zeitung [Königsberg Learned and Political Newspaper],"3 will be studied in some 

detail. For this document of Herder's debate with Kant has unjustifiably been 

almost totally neglected hitherto.4 Understood historically, however, it is the last 

of Herder's public and at the same time substantial statements on Kant's philos

ophy before the publication of his Metakritik in 1799. There is no trace either in 

Herder's published works and letters or-insofar as can be ascertained-in his 

papersS of a reception of the most important Kantian text on the way to critical 

philosophy, "De mundi sensibilis atque intelligibilis forma et principiis [On the 

This is an English translation of pp. 27-43 of Heinz's article "Sensualistischer Idealismus. Unter

suchungen zur Erkenntnistheorie und Metaphysik des jungen Herder (1763-1778)," Studien ZHIII 18. 
)altrhulldert, vol. 17. © Felix Meiner Verlag, Hamburg 1994. Reprinted with permission ofthe publisber. 
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Form and Principles of the Sensible and Intelligible World]."6 It is hence all the 

more important to understand Herder's approach to the Dreams. The latter work 

follows Hume's insight that the principles of the soul's actions are not empirically 

cognizable. But also the possibility of nonempirical, rational knowledge of the soul 

is called into question. This skepticism forms the starring point for a revision of the 

foundations of metaphysical knowledge. 

It is illuminating to see how. Herder related to this forerunner of Kant's critical 

writings, not only for the development of the relationship between Kant and 

Herder.7 Herder's discussion of this text is significant also for his own understanding 

of its central theme, the relationship of body and soul.S On the one hand, the dualism 
of matter and spirit which Kant expounds in this work is the position which Herder 
attacks right from the beginning. On the other hand, Herder takes up Kant's mon

adological and dynamic concept of matter for his own theory of the relationship of 

body and soul. Kant's philosophy is hence-as is the case in the "Versuch über das 

Sein"-at one and the same time the position which Herder attacks and the source 

from which he develops his own ideas. In his review of the Jdeen ... (1784),9 Kant's 

criticism of Herder's assumption of an invisible region of efficacious and independent 

forces as dogmatic metaphysics, which "seeks to explain that which one does not 

grasp on the basis of that which one grasps even less," is based solely on the Dreams 

and not on the critical philosophy. Apparent as weil is Kant's accusation that his stu
dent did not even understand the lesson in epistemology contained therein.1 0 

THE PROBLEM POSED IN DREAMS OF A SPIRIT-SEER 

In a Ietter to Moses Mendelssohn fi·omAprilS, 1766,11 Kant expounded in a con

cise form the problern of Dreams and the main points of its skeptical solution: 

In my opinion everything depends on finding the data to the problem: how is the 

soul present in the world both in material natures and in other entities of its own 

kind? One must therefore find the force of external efficacy and the receptivity to 

suffer from without  in such a substance, ofwhich the unity with the human body 

is only a special form. Due to the fact that no experience is available to us through 

which we could identifY such a subject in its var ious relations, which only and 

alone themselves are able of revealing its external force or capacity; given further 

that the harmony with the body is only the opposite side of the relationship of the 

inner state of the soul (of thought and will) to the external state of the matter of 
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our hoclies and thus that in this harmony no relationship of an external activity 

with an external activity is discovered, and thus is not capable of resolving the ques

tion; given all that one asks whether it is possible to understand these forces of spir

itual substances through rational a priori judgments.This investigation dissolves into 

another: namely whether one can find a primitive force, i .e. , the first basic rela

tionship of cause to effect, through rational deduction. Because I am certain that 

this is impossible it thus follows that if these forces are not given to me in experi

ence, they can only be invented. Such invention, however, lfictio heuristica [heuris

tical fiction], hypothesis) cannot even allow proof of possibility, and the thinkability 

(the appearance of which comes for the fact that the impossibility of it is also not 

able to be proved) is a mere illusion, for this reason I dared to defend the dreaming 

of [Emanuel] Swedenberg himself, when somebody attacked i ts possibility. And my 

attempted analogy of a real moral influence of spiritual nature with universal grav� 

itation is not really a serious opinion of mine, but rather an example how far one 

can go with philosophical inventions without encountering obstacles where rhe 

data is lacking and how necessary it is for such a task to find out what is necessary 

to the solution of the problem and whether the necessaty data are lacking. If, how

ever, we leave for the moment to one side the proofs from propriety or from divine 

purposes, and ask whether such a knowledge of the soul is ever possible from our 

experience which is sufficient to recognize the form of its presence in space both 

in relation to material as weil as to beings of its own kind, then it will be shown 

whether birth (metaphysically understood) , life, and death are something which we 

would ever be able to gain insight into through reason. Here the issue is whether 

there are not in this case real boundaries, which are not set by the Iimits of our 

reason, nor by limits of our experience, which contains the data to it12 

Kant's skepticism regarding the external efficacy of the soul and its capacity to be 
effected from without extended both to metaphysical and to empirical knowl
edge. The insight that the relationship of cause and effect is in principle unknow
able through reason presents an obstacle to metaphysical knowledge. The only way 
left is to arrive at knowledge of these forces through the data of experience. But 
in the present case this way is also closed off. lt is certainly the case that we have 
an inner experience of the efficacy of the soul in our modi cogitandi and we have 
the experience of the agreement of the inner state of the soul and the external 
state of the body (e. g., motion of an organ). However, the ways and means of the 
activity of the soul is not given to us as in external experience, such that we could 
recognize a causal relation corresponding to that between bodies. Thus, this fact of 
the external efficacy of the soul concerns something which is only thought, not 
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however given in experience. The data cannot be connected in one experience 

into a unified cause-effect relationship. According to Klaus Reich, this insight, 

together with the discovery of incongruent counterparts in space in the work Über 

den Unterschied der Gegenden im Raum (1768) is the most important insight for the 

genesis of critical philosophy to be found in Dreams of a Spirit-Seer.13 In the latter 

work Kant abandons the parallelism of inner and outer which he still held in 

"Nova dilucidatio" and postulat
.
es that all data can be related with each other in 

one unified and, furthermore, external experience. 

How does Herder react to this his teacher Kant's important development of 

1766? Like Mendelssohn, 14 Herder could not clearly make out the unifYing the

matic and skeptical result of this work which approached "often the mood of Tris

tram Shandy."15 He could, nonetheless, see that it contained "some great character

istics for a plan," "which the author could best set forth and apply."1 6 It is not by 
accident that Herder compares Kant with Socrates in connection with the emphasis 
on the skeptical method. In other words, this method appeared to Herder as a means 

to tease out ideas and not as a procedure to define the boundaries of knowledge.17 

SPIRIT AND MATTER 

According to Herder, the first chapter of the first part contains a new definition 

of the concept of spirit, then a discussion of whether such spints exist, and a new 

hypothesis to explain the interaction of body and soui.18 Herder seems to agree 

with Kant's exposition of these points: "The author, who takes the fortunate ana

lytical way, always to philosophize kat' anthropon (from the human), adds certainly 
only so mething negative to the normal understanding of spirit; but this is a quality 
which gives to the whole difference of spirit from matter a clarity not to be found 

hitherto."19 Thus, Herder praises both Kant's method and the results gained in this 
work. In order to "disentangle" the "hidden meaning" of the concept spirit, Kant 
follows the procedure of "analysis" which he him.self put forward in the work 

"Concerning Precision" as the method of philosophy: "I shall compare my ill

understood concept with all its different applications. By noticing with which 

cases my concept is compatible and with which it is inconsistent, I hope to unfold 

the concealed sense of the concept." 20 

In terms of content, what is at issue is the differentiation of spirit and matter. 

The Physical Monadology (1756) had already shown that Kant was close to the posi

tion ofWolff in his understanding of monads. Wolff had substantially altered Got-

113 



NEW ESSAYS ON THE PRECRITICAL KANT 

114 

tfried Wilhelm von Leibniz's doctrine of monads in the direction of a return to 
Cartesian dualism.21 According to Wolff, bodies should also be accorded the qnk 
of substances, if only derived ones. Not every monad is vis repraesentativa since 
there are also elementa rerum natura/ium, known as atomi naturae which have no per
ceptions. 22 With this conception of two different forces, a vis repraesentativa of the 
soul and a vis motrix of the body Wolff approached Descartes's dualism. 23 

In the Physical Monadology, Kant named two classes of monads without, how
ever, explaining the difference between them. 24 In relation to the concept of 

monad, defined as a simple substance25 which does not consist of a number of 

parts of which one can exist without the other, Kant gives the following footnote: 

"Since the purpose of my account is only to treat of the dass of simple substances 

which are the primitive parts of bodies, I give notice in advance that in what fol

lows I shall use the following terms as if they were synonymous: simple substances, 

monads, elements of matter, and primitive parts of bodies." 26 In the Dreams of a 

Spirit-Seer Kant presents the following distinction between material and immate

rial monads, already cited in Herder's notes of Kant's lecture course:"beings, there

fore, which Iack the quality of impenetrability, will never constitute a solid whole, 

no matter how many of them are united together. Simple beings of this kind are 

called immaterial beings and if they are possessed of reason they are called spirits. 

But simple substances which yield an impenetrable and extended whole when 

they are compounded together, are called material entities, while the totality of 

such substances is called rnatter."27 

Important in this distinction is, Herder stresses that immaterial substances are 

only negatively and externally distinguishable from material substances.According 

to Kant, material and immaterial substances are to be considered with respect to 

their inner states and with respect to their external relations. 28 Our own inner 
state is known through inner experience and by means of an argument from 
analogy we accord every l iving thing, i.e. , everything which is sel f-moving as we 

are, those same forces which we find in ourselves: thought and desire.29 
Certain knowledge of the inner state of material monads is lacking. Kant 

accepts Leibniz's hypothesis that the elements of matter have dark representations 

as having a high degree of probability.30 Even if one wanted to grasp the differ

ence between immaterial and material substances in such a way that one defines 
the former positivel y as possessing the faculty of reason, nothing woul d be gained 

for the valid distinction between spirits and material elementary parts. This is the 

case because the possibility of the agreement of the inner state is not excluded and 

the differentiation with respect to the external presence is not accomplished. 
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''Now although such substances were in themselves endowed with the faculty of 

reason, externally they would nonetheless be indistinguishable from the elements 

of matter, in the case of which one is only acquainted with the powers of their 
external presence; as for what may belong to their inner properties-of that one 

has no knowledge whatsoever." 3l As concerns immaterial monads, the difficulty 
consists in the fact that there is no positive concept of their external presence; they 

are distinguishable frorn material monads only through a positive concept. Forces 

are not recognized through anaiysis, but through experience.32 The only form of 

external efficacy which is immediately given in experience is impenetrability 

effected through repulsion. We have no direct experience of any other form of 

external efficacy. It fol lows that the presence of a soul in space cannot be con
cretel y conceived without this unthinkability being seen "as a known impossi
bility."33 Although immaterial beings are possible, they cannot be justified either 
by experience or reason. According to Kant, the phenomenon of life speaks for 

the assumption of the existence of immaterial natures in the world and the place

ment of the human soul in this dass. "That in the world which contains a prin
ciple of life seems to be of an immaterial nature. For all life is based upon the inner 

capacity to determine itself voluntarily. On the other hand, the essential charac

teristic mark of matter consists in the filling of space in virtue of a necessary force 

which is limited by an external force operating against it. It follows from this, 

therefore, that the state of all that which is material is dependant and constrained." 

Since he assumes two substances, Kant is faced with the Cartesian problem of 

the interaction of body and soul. The proposed hypothesis34 for solving this ques

tion, which can be found already in Herder's notes of Kant's lecture course, 35 can 

be accepted as an original variation of the influence- theory: 36 It is original insofar 

as Kant is in a position to assume an interaction of material and immaterial monads 

due to his distinction between two kinds of predicates in each form of substance. 

He is able to do this without getting into the difficulty of postulating a direct effect 

of fully heterogenaus forces on one another. As Kant assumes representation to be 

an inner determination of the elements of matter as well, both substances are at least 

partially similar. Thus the following hypothesis is possible: "It seems that a spirit

being is present in the matter, with which it is combined in the most intimate 

fashion; and it seems not to act on those forces which inhere in the elements and 

in virtue of which they are related to each other; it seems rather to operate on the 

inner principles of their state." 37 Because the soul has an effect on the inner prin

ciple of the material monads, it effects, on the one hand, in a mediated way, external 
changes. "On the other hand, according to such principles the soul would, even in 
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these inner determinations [of the monads of their bodies], construed as effects, 

intuitively cognize the state of the universe, the cause of these determinations."38 

In other words, the soul recognizes external changes as mediated through the 

effects of these changes on the inner state of the elements of their bodies. 

This theory is an attempt to explain how the external effects of the soul can 
be positively undestood without ascribing fo1-ces of attraction and repulsion to the 

soul. To do so would entail making spiritual and corporeal monads indistinguish

able. The soul differs from the body in that it is "not present through the force of 

impenetrability in space."3 9 It follows that corporeal elements can be where the 

soul is and that the soul has no particular place in the body. 40 The soul is thought 

of as acting and suffering from within the body. Its recognition is recognition of 
the inner state of corporeal monads. Because the soul knows the states of corpo
real elements from within, it has the same relationship to them as God has to the 

things he has created: It is the divinity of the body. 41 

The weakness of this "theory "  has already been mentioned: We experience only 

the external effects of bodies on one another. The way in which Kant depicts the 

possible efficacy of the soul on the body is for that reason merely a possibility, a mere 

thought which cannot be demonstrated either by empirical or by a priori means. 
Kant's metaphysical wish to expound the difference between material and 

immaterial natures in order to guarantee the possibility of freedom and imrnor
tality becomes quite clear in the Dreams. To counter the hypothesis that the 

external presence of the soul is not distinct from material substances Kant presents 

the following argument: 

But in that case one would no Ionger be able to recognize with certainty any dis

tinctive characteristic mark of the soul, which distinguished it from the raw ele

mentary matter of corporeal natures. And then the idea jokingly proposed by 

Leibniz that in drinking our coffee we may perhaps be swallowing atoms des

tined to become human souls would no Ionger be a laughing matter. But  in such 

a case would not this thinking I be subject to the common fate of material 

natures? Just as it bad by chance been drawn from the chaos of all the elements 

in order to animate an animal machine, why should it not at some time in the 

future, when the contingent combination has been dissolved, return once more 

to that chaos of elements?42 

As Kant bimself says, these consequences are alarming and demand ctherefore a 

rethinking of the premises. 
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The difference between both natures is conceived fi·om this point of view. 

Given that the immaterial natures are denied the forces of matter, attraction and 

repulsion, they are not spbject to the mechanical laws of motion. Since these sub

stances are themselves the cause of change, they are free.43 Conversely, material 

substances which have "inner activity as the ground of external efiicacy,"44 cannot 

determine themselves. Since their inner states are clearly not changed by them

selves, they depend on causes o� which are either material objects or immaterial 

substances. In other words, material substances are either determined through 

mechanical laws, or they simply serve as means to the ends of ümnaterial beings. 

Herder's judgment about this part of Kant's argument can be seen in the gen

eral context of his position, which will be quoted here in full: following the 
already quoted sentence, "The author (i.e. , Herd er]. who takes the fortunate ana

lytical way, always to philosophize kat' anthropon (from the human), adds certainly 
only so mething negative to the normal understanding of spirit; but this is a quality 

which gives to the whole difference of spirit from matter a clarity not to be found 

hitherto," Herder continues: 

Given that corporeal concepts envelop us so fully, that it is very difficult for us to 

be able to think a form of efficacy in a space when the principle of efficacy does 

not have a form of (so to speak) spiritual impenetrability at least in regard to an 

other entity, which in its [spiritual] nature would be identical with it, then it must 

be admitted that this [Kantian] hypothesis will only then gain philosophical cer

tainty, when the concept of space is fully analyzed, and the concept of force is 

understood a priori. So long as this is impossible, the author's hypothesis will 

remain the most sure among all existing systems of the interaction of spirit and 

body, because it claims the least, and comes the closest of all to the origin of the 

concept in the word spirit, which presumably owes its origins not at all to a philo

sophical discovery, but rather to a delusion, to which ignorance and provisory 

judgment gave the word spirit.45 

As the first sentence shows, Herder judges Kant's hypothesis regarding the body

soul problem in the first chapter in the context of the second chapter, which con

tains the idea of a community of spirits. Herder's talk of "spiritual impenetrability " 

can only refer to Kant's comparison in the second chapter of the moral world, 

which is determined by the law of the general will, with the physical world, whose 

unity is determined through Newton's law of gravitation.46 This means that in 

spiritual relationships something like impenetrability occurs, i.e. , a form of cur-
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tailment or Iimitation of the sphere of a spiritual being through another such as in 

legal relationships. Herder here makes clear-as he later does in a more extreme 
way-that he is uninterested in this idea. For someone farniliar with Herder's view 

in "Versuch über das Sein," it is clear that he holds this Kantian idea to be impos
sible. Insofar as Herder's critique relates only to the transference of physical rel a
tionships to the spirit-worl d, it applies to Kant's true opinion, as indicated in the 

l atter's remarks in his Ietter to Mendelssohn.47 Herder's critique aims, however, at 
the idea of the mundus as such in a manner unrelated to the qualities of the phys

ical field. This becomes clear from the last sentence of his commentary to the first 

chapter in the context of the commentary on the second chapter. In what fol l ows 

I will pursue this more closely. For the moment it will suffice to say Herder's 
agreement to the first chapter represents nothing more than a conceal ed polemic 

against the second. In essence, he prefers the first chapter to the second chapter, 

whose speculation he finds untenable. 

HERDER'S CRITIQUE OF THE 
DOCTRINE OF TWO WORLDS 

Let us first turn briefly to the content of the second chapter of the first part of 

Dreams. This chapter deals with the laws of efficacy of immaterial beings, which in 

distinction to mechanical laws of material nature "are called pneumatic, and, 

insoür as corporeal beings are the mediating causes of their effects in the material 

world they are called organic." 48 In analogy to the material substances, which are 

conjoined by space, time, and the interaction of physical forces which make up the 

whole of the material worl d, immaterial natures are conjoined through their causal 

laws into a great whole, "which coul d be called the immaterial world (mundus 

intelligibilis)."49 All immaterial beings conjoined with a body into the unity of a 

person or a l iving being belang at the same time to two worlds. so 

Kant finds evidence in the form of "a real and general l y  accepted observa

tion"Sl for a systematic constitution of the spirit-world in moral feeling. 

As a result [of moral impulses] , we recognize that, in our most seet·et motives, we 

are dependent upon the rule ofthe general will. It is this rule which confers upon 

the world of all thinking beings its moral unity and invests it with a systematic 

constitution, drawn up in accordance with purely spiritual laws .We sense within 

ourselves a constraining of our will to harmonize with the general will. To call 
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this sensed constraining "moral feeling," is to speak of it merely as a manifesta

tion of that which takes place within us, wirbout establishing its causes.5 2  

According "to the order of nature,"53 this points t o  the prospect o f  a life after 

death. In such a l ife, when the soul separates from the body, it loses consciousness 

of itself as a human being, but receives consciousness of itself as a spiritual being 

which has been obscured in life. 5 4  

I t  i s  remarkable that the theologian Herder did not react with enthusiasm or 

even with sympathy to the "prospects of eternity" opened up here. This is shown 

by the following commentary: 

This new spirit-world to which the author and perhaps some extraordinary and out 

of the ordinary geniuses may have the key, is nevertheless the building of a creative 

philosophical imagination, which projects on earth such a systematic conjunction of 

invisible things, as it is first found in the heavens.This spirit-world displays the astute

ness and attention of its creator in showing bis system from all sides.SS 

This is ostensibly based on spiritual community. Yet woul d not organic commu
nity be sufficient? The center point of attraction is not a spirit-worl d, but rather 
simpl y the worl d  of l iving beings. General ly  speaking the hypothesis is more inter
esring as a synthesis than if the facts are taken into consideration.S6 

Kant's two worlds doctrine is suspect for Herder. He argues against the 

hypothesis of an unmediated community of spirits epistemological l y  and phil o

sophical l y. According to Kant, soul and spirit are, as forms of immaterial substances, 
distinguishabl e; the l atter has reason which the former Iacks, but both can exist 
either conjoined with bodies or separated from them. On the contrary, Herder 

stresses the Aristotelian' concept of soul as the principle of l ife of the body. The 

view that there are only souls or that we onl y know souls would mean that for us 

there are only immaterial natures in unity with material natures. For Herder, the 
concept of spirit, which stands for incorporeal , immaterial principles, owes its 

origin to a delusion, because the existence of such beings cannot be demonstrated 

either through experience or through reason. 

Herder makes use here of Kant's methodological reflection concerning the 

origins of spirit. According to Kant, this concept cannot "be treated as one 

abstracted from experience;•s7 because beings of this kind are not given in the 

senses. For Kant, this concept was, like many others, produced through covert and 

obscure inferences made in the course of experience.ss Since inm1aterial beings 
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cannot be known, it must remains open whether spirit belongs to the category of 
concepts which are "nothing other than a delusion of the imagination," or whether 
it is to be counted among the true, "for even obscure inferences are not always erro
neous."5 9 Herder, who ignores Kant's skeptical considerations, infers that the cate
gory of spirit is a mere delusion since their existence e<mnot be proved. A thing 
whose existence cannot be demonstrated is merely imaginary. He gives up Kant's 
idea that in the case of unknowability the possibility must be left open. Herder takes 
up the position of experience and on that basis rejects all metaphysical speculation. 

t 
This position can easily be recognized as that of empirical psychology, which 

Kant had outlined in the lecture course announcement for the winter half-year 
1765-1766 in the following way.60 The branches of metaphysica specialis, psy
chology and cosmology, are based on the Cartesian distinction between res cogitans 
and res extensa. In terms of the division of all things in general, or the subject
matter of ontology, Kant maintains that the things of the world can be subsumed 
under the two classes of "all living things which present themselves to our senses" 
and "all nonliving things in genera]"61 Empirical psychology deals with the first 
dass, "which is really the metaphysical science of human beings based on experi
ence" ; "to which for the sake of analogy there is added empirical zoology, that is 
to say the consideration of animals."62 This discipline is methodologically distin
guishable from rational psychology by the fact that it derives knowledge through 
experience, not through reason. The subject-matter of empirical psychology, 
which is defined differently, deals with "living things which present themselves to 
our senses," i. e. , with objects which demonstrate determinations ditferent from 
those of material substances. Yet since it is not dernonstrahle in experience, "in 
what concerns the term soul, it is not yet permitted in this section to assert that 
the human being has a soul."63 

Similarly it is unclear whether Herder defends the concept of inunaterial sub

stance. For someone concerned with experience, the soul cannot be understood as 

an immaterial substance. Kant shows that it is also possible to assume thought and 

desire as particular properties of the soul understood as an element of matter. 64 
Herder's own words can serve to sum up his epistemological objections to the 

idea of a mund�ts intelligibilis: "[T]hus we wish perhaps to be at the surest point 
without metaphysics." Experience displays the difference between the dead stuff 

of nature and living beings. True to the Standpoint of empirical psychology, Herder 

leaves the issue undecided about whether there are souls as immaterial principles 

or not. He does say that there are souls but does not characterize their nature.What 

Herder decisively opposes is the assumption of immaterial principles, which exist 
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independently from bodies.65 Immaterial principles can be accepted if and only if 

they are conjoined with bodies to form living beings. Only in this case is there an 
indication in experience of so mething other than material beings. 

Herder also objects to Kant's practical arguments in support of the hypothesis 

of a spirit-world. In opposing the thesis that moral feeling is to be interpreted as 

dependence on the general will, Herder takes the side of Shaftesbury. For Herder, 

this feeling is centered not in a ,spirit-world, but in the world of living things.66 

Moral feeling is not to be understood as the appearance or effect of the laws of a 

purely spiritual world, but rather as a (sensory) organ of a living being, which 

experiences in it its systematic combination with its own kind. From the begin

ning Herder objects to the Platonizing Iegitimation of morality in placing himself 

on the side of em.piricism. The Platonizing Iegitimation of morality, which Kant 

puts fm-ward here for the first time as a possibility, but then defended in 1770,67 

consists in taking the law of the general willo as the general moral law.68 In 1766 

Herder's objections do not apply to Kant's true conception, but rather merely to 

a hypothesis which the latter puts forward in order to fix the boundaries of reason. 

Their ways part finally with the publication of Mendelssohn's Phaedo (1767). For 

Kant, this work was the occasion to revise the doctrine of moral feeling as the 

principle of morality.69 Herder's letters and commentaries concerning 

Mendelssohn's Pl-wedo show that he held firm to the position of 1766.7° 

It is important to note that Herder's objections never apply to Kant's true 

opinion,71 but rather always only to hypotheses which were put forward in con

nection with the latter's skeptical method. Thus Haym's statement that Herder is a 

"Kantian of 1765"72 could with good reason be adapted to say that he remained 

a "Kantian of 1766." As concerns Kant and Herder, this text marks a parting of the 
ways. For Kant the two worlds, which he here proposes, become central for the 
distinction between the phenomenal and the noumenal. Herder pursues a philos
ophy of the living, which, indeed, according to Kant's opinion at that time, was the 

only legitimate consequence of his arguments.73 It is remarkable that Herder's 

review is formulated without any consciousness of this. It, hence, expresses an 
opposition between Kant and Herder, which at that point did not yet exist. 

It is fair to say that Herder misunderstands Kant's skepticism. For Kant skep
ticism derives from the inconceivability of the external efficacy of the soul. Herder 

understands the unity of inm1aterial and material evidenced in the phenomenon 
of Jife as a datum of experience, which is binding for all theories. While for Kant 
experience also fails to teil us about the acts of the soul in space,74 Herder takes 

the phenomenon of life as evidence for the unity of soul and body. From the 
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s ta ndpoint of the critica l  philos ophy, Herder is a dogmatic empiricist. This is 
a lready apparent from his s tarting point in the experienc e of the s piritual a nd c or

porea l c onstitution of the one and the same being as the datum for theory. 
t 

Herder's later effort to c ombine a Spinozistic metaphysics with a two-aspec t  
theory o f  s ubs tanc e is a l read y  perc eptible in his reaction to Ka nt. 
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7 

THE VOCATION OF BEING HUMAN 

Kmzt's  Early Pmctical Philosophy, 1 7  4 7- 1 7  65 

Alfred Denker 

I
n this paper I will dis cuss the developmen t of Immanuel Kan t's early practical 

philosophy.l I in ten tionally us e the word "early" and n ot " precritical," becaus e 

Kan t had already developed the bas ic doctrin es of his mature practical philos ophy 

before his so-called Copern ican revolution took place. In other words , it makes n o  

s ense to speak of a precritical ethics .2 T his often overlooked fact may als o have 

importan t implications for the in terpretation of Kant's transe endental idealism. 

The precritical Kan t was n ot as uncritical a philos opher as s ome s cholars would 

like us to think. Sin ce writin gs on moral issues are so s carce in Kan t's early phi

losophy, the in terpretation of his early ethics pres en ts us with its own special dif

ficulty. To a large exten t we have to extrapolare his ethical theory from the essays 

on theoretical philos ophy, in which he dis cuss es proble1ns of moral philos ophy. We 

on ly find an outlin e of a s ys tematic exposition of his ethical doctrin e  in his Prize 

Essay, Invcstigations of the Clarity rif the Principles of Natural Theology and Morals. Other 

importan t texts for the in terpretation of his practical ph ilos ophy are his Observa

tions on the Feeling of the Beautiful and the Sublime and the remarks he later wrote in 

his own copy of this essay and the n otes ]. G. Herder took at Kan t's lectures on 
practical philosophy between 1762 an d 1764. 

I. THE PROBLEM OF BEING HUMAN 

It is a well- kn own fact that K an t  was educated in the Leibn izian -Wolfflan s cho oJ.3 

Kan t's early essays s how n ot on ly ample evid en ce that he adhered to the ratio-
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