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Fichte's Conception of the System of 
Philosophy in Die Anweisung zum 
seligen Leben 

Ernst-Otto Onnasch 

It is certainly true that in past and current research, Fichte's Anweisung 
zum seligen Leben oder auch die Religionslehre (Guide to the Blessed Life, or the 
Doctrine of Religion), published in 1806, has not received the attention it de
serves. 1 O n e o f the major reasons for this might be that Fichte himself la
beled it a popular work, implying that it is o f no major interest for profes
sional philosophers. At least Schelling and Hegel took it thus. In his 
lectures on the history o f philosophy, Hegel harshly criticizes Fichte's 
popular work in general and the Anweisung in particular. Since almost all 
the books Fichte published after 1800 are o f a popular nature, Hegel's 
criticism is mainly directed at Fichte's later work. In his courses on the his
tory o f philosophy Hegel described Fichte's "popular works" as being 
"without any philosophic interest" because they only suit "a general pub
lic." 2 Since not all o f Hegel's lectures on the history o f philosophy have 
been published, it is not clear in which course or courses these remarks 
have been made. In the new edition o f the 1825-26 lectures, 3 however, 
Hegel does not even mention any o f Fichte's so-called popular works. 
Moreover, the quite important distinction Hegel made earlier between 
Fichte's popular philosophy and his speculative philosophy is absent. 4 The 
rather mild and factual tone o f Hegel's remarks on the late Fichte in the 
1825-26 course stands in sharp contrast to the harsh and condemnatory 
tone in the influential second printing o f these lectures contained in the 
Freundesvereinsausgabe. Here the popular nature o f Fichte's later writings is 
defined by Hegel as an attempt to force the readers to understand. 5 Actu
ally, this definition o f "popular" is taken from the subtitle o f Fichte's Son
nenklarer Bericht an das größere Publikum über das eigentliche Wesen der neuesten 
Philosophie: Ein Versuch, die Leser zum Verstehen zu zwingen (A Crystal Clear Re
port to the General Public Concerning the Actual Essence of the Newest Philosophy: 

115 



116 

A F T E R J E N A 

An Attempt to Force the Reader to Understand), published in 1801. 6 O f course, 
Hegel certainly did not think Fichte had succeeded or would ever succeed 
with such an enforcement on his readers. 

Schelling, on the other hand, discusses Fichte's Anweisung quite exten
sively in his Darlegung des wahren Verhältnisses der Naturphilosophie zu der 
verbesserten fichteschen Lehre (1806) ? He declares the Anweisungto be the third 
in the triad o f Fichte's popular works consisting o f Die Grundzüge des gegen
wärtigen Zeitalters and Vorlesungen über das Wesen des Gelehrten.8 This triad is 
compared with the three parts of Dante's Divine Comedy; in this respect the 
Anweisung is associated with paradise, though it is in fact—as Schelling criti
cally remarks—everything but a paradise, for Fichte turns the "vivid being" 
(das lebendige Seyn) into death. 9 Schelling also implicitly charges Fichte with 
Spinozism by stating that if "religion is to see everything in God and thus be 
equal to the life o f God, then the absolute consciousness [Bewußtseyn] is the 
true principle o f irreligion, o f everything malicious [Argen] and undivine in 
man." 1 0 Some years later Schelling not only accuses Fichte o f having plagia
rized his ideas, but also o f having stolen the title for the Anweisung from a 
phrase in Philosophie und Religion (1804). 1 1 As is clear from the above, Schel-
ling's criticism is directed against the actual arguments o f the Anweisung, 
whereas Hegel dismisses Fichte's popular works as philosophically uninter
esting altogether. This different perception might be due to the fact that 
Schelling, indeed, owes more to Fichte than Hegel does. 

Hegel , as we have seen, focuses on the popular status o f the Anweisung, 
implying that it does not attain the strict scientific standard o f the Wis
senschaftslehre. However, this criticism is rather gratuite, since Fichte him
self explicitly distinguishes his popular philosophy from his scientific phi
losophy, that is, his scientific program o f the Wissenschaftslehre. He calls the 
lectures o f the Anweisung "popular." Indeed, but all the same, they are the 
"brightest spot o f light" that a popular rendering o f philosophy can 
possibly reach. 1 2 This gives rise to the question o f what Fichte had in mind 
by a popular rendering o f his own scientific program. 

If we look at Fichte's use o f the term popular"in his writings, it is apparent 
that it was frequently employed in order to criticize other philosophical 
standpoints, for example, the then-influential Popularphilosophie, but also 
the frequent attempts made to popularize the rather difficult Kantian phi
losophy, which Fichte reckoned to be exclusively his task. But the expres
sion also occurs when he tries to explain something from a commonsense 
point o f view. Within such contexts, "popular" implies using materialized 
pure concepts and ordinary language, but also tracing philosophical prob
lems down to the realm of c o m m o n consciousness or c o m m o n experience. 
Fichte might feel the need for the latter due to the influence o f Friedrich 
Niethammer; we will come back to this. In contrast, the contrary term un-
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popular is used by Fichte to characterize his own transcendental idealism or 
scientific-philosophical endeavor as represented in the Wissenschafislehre'.1S 

According to Fichte, a popular account o f his philosophy must be pos
sible, for otherwise nobody would be able to climb to the highest stand
point o f thought and autonomy o f spirit (Geist), which is explicated by the 
Wissenschafislehre. Everyone needs, in other words, to be directed toward 
this highest standpoint, which we "own" but are generally not conscious of. 
The idea o f publishing a popular account o f the Wissenschafislehre is first 
mentioned by Fichte in a letter to his publisher Friedrich Cotta in Decem
ber 1797. 1 4 In this letter "popular" indicates something meant for a wider 
audience or readership, an audience not able to comprehend the rather 
difficult philosophy o f that time, especially Kantian philosophy. With this 
background, it is not surprising that Fichte states that "every true philos
ophy, as I think, might be popular philosophy; whereas scholarly philos
ophy is a cobweb and the fly netted by it loses its b lood and life." 1 5 This 
quote clarifies the distinction between "popular" and scholarly philosophy 
with regard to Fichte's transcendental idealism. Only the latter can truly be 
called popular, since only here is the popular rendering based on a scien
tific philosophical investigation called Wissenschafislehre. Indeed, as Fichte 
points out, the popular account o f scientific philosophy is at bottom the 
same as the scientific account, with the difference lying in the method o f 
demonstration: "In my scientific philosophical lectures I proclaim the 
same . . . only furnished by quite different proofs." 1 6 

It must also be mentioned that Fichte notices that any popular account 
o f a scientific investigation is bound to the Zeitgeist, which means that any 
such account will become outdated (although, o f course, the central doc
trines o f the Wissenschafislehre remain untouched) . 1 7 Even if the Zeitgeist "is 
not as fast as the annual book fairs," Fichte himself hereby delivers an argu
ment for the widespread neglect o f his later, popular renderings o f his phi
losophy. Indeed, soon after the Atheismusstreit Fichte would only publish 
popular works (his Antwortschreiben an Herrn Prof. Reinhold [spring 1801] was 
his last scientific publication). Around 1800 Fichte became convinced o f 
the impossibility of conveying the content o f the Wissenschaftslehreby means 
o f written texts. As a consequence, he quickly lost his influence on the phi
losophical debate; and the philosophical world started doubting whether 
Fichte could keep up with the new tendencies in the debate, mainly brought 
in by Schelling and Hegel. Fichte's opponents had an easy target because in 
his popular writings he often left his theses unsubstantiated and unex
plained, while difficult questions were not addressed or resolved. 

In the fifth lecture o f the Anweisung Fichte brings forth a doctrine o f the 
five standpoints or, as he also calls them, the five ways to view the world. 
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Within this doctrine religion is the fourth and thus the second highest 
standpoint. The final and highest standpoint belongs to science and is oc
cupied by the Wissenschaftslehre. In the Anweisung these five standpoints 
are elaborated quite extensively. Considering the popular status o f this 
book , it is worth noticing that we can find similar versions o f this doctrine 
in some o f Fichte's scientific works, for instance in the second presenta
tion o f the 1804 Wissenschaftslehre}8 This indicates the systematic impor
tance o f this doctrine. Indeed, in a manuscript from 1807, Fichte points 
out that in order to resolve the initial question o f the Wissenschaftslehre, it 
is necessary to describe the principle and its division into a fivefold infin
ity corresponding to the five standpoints or ways o f viewing the world. 1 9 

We may ask ourselves why the doctrine o f standpoints unfolded in the An
weisung is part o f a popular account. Before we can go into this question, 
we first need to outline the philosophical problem considered in the An
weisung. 

The lectures o f the Anweisung deal, indeed, with an issue o f great sys
tematic relevance. At stake is the question o f how the pure being—that 
is, the unity o f G o d — c a n be present in the manifold o f the world and 
thus in our representation [ Vorstellung] o f this world. As we have already 
indicated, this question expresses one o f Fichte's most important con
cerns in the years following his Jena period. At this point we can only hint 
obliquely at the origin o f this problem. Most likely it is the result o f dis
cussions about the first published Wissenschaftslehre (1794-95) with Ni
ethammer and Friedrich Hölderlin (if not directly with the latter, then 
indirectly via Niethammer) . Already in the mid-l790s, Hölderlin is aware 
o f the problem that Fichte in his Wissenschaftslehre deals illegitimately 
with self-consciousness as an identical proposition, "I am I" (thus two 
identical I-subjects), whereas this proposition involves an I-subject op 
posed to an I-object; and these are not two identical but differing and 
also distinguishable terms. This leads Hölderlin to criticize Fichte's ac
count o f self-consciousness in the Wissenschaftslehre as being something 
primary and initial in the process o f deduction. In his famous philosoph
ical fragment "Seyn, Urtheil und Modalität" 2 0 (probably 1795; "Being, 
Judgment and Modality"), Hölderlin distinguishes two levels: first one 
being, and second an initial bifurcation (Ur-Theilung) o f this being into the 
self-consciousness o f the I, so that the assembling o f an I-subject and an I-
object is not primordial, as Fichte argues in his Wissenschaftslehre 1794-95. 
In Hölderlins fragment, "being" takes the role o f the primordial moment 
presupposed by self-consciousness which is the source for the differentia
tion o f being into an I-subject opposed to an I-object. It is most likely that 
Fichte knew about this criticism o f his conception o f self-consciousness 
in the Wissenschaftslehre 1794-95, for in the fifth paragraph o f that work 



F I C H T E ' S C O N C E P T I O N O F T H E S Y S T E M O F P H I L O S O P H Y I N 
DIE ANWEISUNG ZUM SELIGEN LEBEN 

119 

difference is introduced in the absolute I. 2 1 This introduction does not 
seem to be caused by any reasons relating to the development o f the ar
gument in this paragraph. In any case, Fichte just touches the issue here, 
and there is no elaboration o f it. However, if indeed an influence o f 
Hölderl ins argument can be supposed for the Jena Wissenschafislehre, 
Fichte obviously did not care too much about it, most likely because it was 
not forwarded publicly. But this would change soon. The proceedings o f 
the Atheismusstreit pointed out some severe systematic problems within 
Fichte's systematic philosophy, problems that have some resemblance to 
the problems Hölderlin mentioned. 

O n e o f the most influential criticisms during the Atheismusstreit fol
lowed from an obvious misinterpretation o f the systematic status o f the ab
solute I in the Wissenschaftslehre 1794-95, which consisted in its identifica
tion with God—that is, with the pure and absolute being or unity o f God . 
This misinterpretation was widespread, notwithstanding the flood o f of
fensive and sometimes mocking publications that Fichte wrote in order to 
correct this misinterpretation o f his Wissenschafislehre. Under the pressing 
conditions during the Atheismusstreit, it is not surprising that Fichte did 
not succeed in dealing systematically with the difference between the ab
solute unity o f being and its self-conscious representation. After finally 
being discharged as a professor at Jena, Fichte obviously found the nec
essary time to deal with this problem in a more appropriate way. 

In looking back on his philosophical conduct o f the past years, Fichte 
remarks in 1804 that his main concern had been the initial unity o f being 
and its representation in self-consciousness. Against the backdrop o f 
Hölderlin's critique, Fichte's astonishing answer is that this initial unity is 
beyond and thus independent o f its division [Spaltung] into being and 
consciousness. In religious terms this unity is portrayed by the Logos o f 
John the Evangelist; in philosophical terms it is reason [Vernunft] or 
knowledge [Wissen] (not to be identified with conscious knowledge) . 
Thus, the system that has this unity as its subject is consequently called 
"Wissenschaftslehre, logologia." 2 2 To represent this unity takes, as Fichte 
points out, an extensive and long preparation under the guidance o f the 
most abstract speculation. The Wissenschafislehre thus presupposes, as it 
seems, an introduction or preparation. Indeed, in the introductions o f 
the Wissenschafislehre in the Philosophisches Journal, appearing in 1797, 
Fichte departs from our everyday sense o f consciousness to show that the 
I must be an immediate, self-intuiting activity. Here once again Fichte ap
pears to formulate an answer to Niethammer's earlier criticism of the Wis
senschafislehre, namely, that the starting point o f a scientific-philosophical 
investigation must be something beyond denial, even for the skeptical 
philosopher (according to Niethammer, this must be our c o m m o n un-
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derstanding and more precisely the fact o f experience) . In any case, with 
this new approach Fichte openly distances himself from the Reinholdean 
Grundsatzphilosophie. This does not entail denying that philosophy is not 
scientific and accordingly based on a principle, but rather involves the 
claim that such a principle must be searched for by a more or less tenta
tive investigation based on c o m m o n understanding. This new approach is 
documented by a letter from early 1801 where Fichte states that his first 
published Wissenschaftslehre "bears too many traces o f the period in which 
it was written," hinting at the Grundsatzphilosophie that was in vogue during 
that t ime. 2 3 In the following years, the new approach for finding the start
ing point o f speculative philosophy becomes an integral part o f all new 
versions o f the Wissenschaftslehre. The second rendering o f the 1804 Wis
senschaftslehre, for example, starts explicitly with an introduction and a 
propaedeutics. 

The new versions o f the Wissenschaftslehre, as presented in Fichte's lec
tures after 1800, deal explicitly with the problem o f how, if there is only one 
unity and thus nothing that can be brought into position to differentiate 
this initial unity, this initial unity can be divided and differentiated into 
multiple subordinated principles. This is also the problem in the An
weisung. If, as Fichte points out here, "being as such [an sich] must be the 
very one , immutable and unchanging," the question becomes urgent 
"from where mutability and changeability, which real consciousness finds 
in that being, enters that same being." 2 4 According to the first 1804 course 
o f his Wissenschaftslehre, the most difficult to find—note: not to grasp, that 
is, immediately accessed—is, indeed, the clear "intelligating insight" [in-
telligirende Einsicht] into the basic principle o f the Wissenschaftslehre, serv
ing the disjunction o f the one without losing the absolute unity o f this 
principle. 2 5 It is apparent that the principle for the division o f the one will 
also provide the bridge to derive the relative from the absolute and vice 
versa. Fichte's solution to the problem is that the differentiating and di
viding principle comes into action because there is consciousness. Con
sciousness provides a pure—indicated by the neologism "intelligiren" 
that we have tried to translate by "intelligating"—principle dividing the 
absolute unity o f being. Obviously Fichte hints at something belonging to 
the very root o f consciousness; in his Diarium he speaks o f the "true, ulti
mate root o f the apperception." 2 6 One o f Fichte's main concerns has been, 
as he has stated many times, to elucidate Kant's unity o f transcendental ap
perception which he reckons to be the starting point o f all versions o f the 
Wissenschaftslehre.27 

This important principle o f Kant's critical philosophy has been put 
under systematic pressure since the writings o f Reinhold from the late 
1780s and early 1790s. Following Reinhold, Fichte too—explicitly since 
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the "Second Introduction" (1797)—becomes openly critical o f the way 
Kant presents the unity o f apperception in his first Critique. His main ar
gument against Kant's account is that this unity is elaborated in its solu
tion and not in its particular fundamental being. In other words, Kant did 
not describe this unity scientifically. 

With regard to Fichte, we must keep in mind that the dividing prin
ciple cannot be part o f a unity; rather, it is introduced with the fact o f con
sciousness. As a consequence , there are actually two basic principles. 
First there is the pure unity o f being and secondly the unity o f con
sciousness. The latter must be understood as initially divided in its unity, 
since it is also the principle o f division as such. The unity o f initial being 
is thus opposed to the unity o f consciousness, which opposition is only 
possible because consciousness itself is in its unity divided into the two 
terms being and consciousness. This structure reminds us o f Hegel's spec
ulative proposition o f the "unity o f unity and difference." It is due to the 
principle provided by consciousness that there is division at all, since it is 
the very essence o f consciousness to be divided and to divide, but also to 
hold the division unified in itself by its initial operation. Within the unity 
o f being and consciousness, being is divided by consciousness into a 
manifold being in consciousness, since there can be a manifold only in 
consciousness. The question at stake is how the unity o f being, as it is for 
itself, can be represented by the unity o f being and consciousness, 
whereby consciousness embodies division into the two poles o f an I-
subject and an I-object, but also the unity o f both in a representation. We 
will c ome back to this when we elucidate the same problem with regard 
to the Anweisung. 

In contrast to the Wissenschafislehre, the initial account o f division in the 
first lectures o f the Anweisung is not developed on the basis o f conscious
ness, but on the basis o f the concept o f love [Liebe]. Although Fichte is not 
very explicit about this, it is likely that an exposition o f the initial division 
on the basis o f what is contained in the meaning o f love must be seen in 
relation to the Christian, that is, religious, understanding o f it. Like con
sciousness, love too expresses a relation o f difference, namely that be
tween the lover and the beloved, which cannot be reduced to another (we 
will not go into problems concerned with love for oneself ) . The Christian 
understanding o f the concept o f love is connected to unity and difference 
in its own way, as love is provided by the one G o d through his revelation, 
whereas the relation o f difference is established by Jesus Christ on earth. 
Fichte's use o f "love" rather than "consciousness" as the dividing moment 
must have a different result with regard to the division itself. This be
comes quite clear in the Anweisung when Fichte defines the difference be-
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tween religion and science with regard to the fundamental question o f 
how unity can be in the manifold. 

According to the Anweisung, religion provides only one o f the ways in 
which we can find unity in the manifold o f the world. The difference be
tween religion and science—that is, Wissenschaftslehre—is formulated in 
this way, that is, "science goes beyond the insight supported by religion 
that the entire manifold as such is founded in and can be reduced to the 
one." In contrast to religion, science has as its task to elucidate "the insight 
o f the how o f this coherence," namely that between the manifold and the 
one. Thus science renders "genetically what according to religion is 
merely an absolute factum. Although this factum in religion can be an im
perturbable belief, science sublates all belief by transforming it into in
spection [Schauen] ." 2 8 So there are two different and well-defined tasks for 
religion on the one hand and science on the other hand, for religion sup
ports that and science how the manifold is founded in the one . This re
minds us o f Kant's distinction between a metaphysical and a transcenden
tal exposition o f concepts. The exposition o f a concept is metaphysical 
when it "contains that which exhibits the concept as given a priori." 2 9 Such 
a metaphysical explanation involves some circularity, since it explains 
what is always already presupposed for the act o f that very same exposi
tion. If we apply the rather technical sense o f Kant's definition to the issue 
brought forward by the Anweisung, we can say that for the employment o f 
"love" for initial division, we always already perform what we know about 
this concept when we try to explain it. To put it differently, religious belief 
on the one hand supports the insight into the unity o f the manifold in 
God , although this unity on the other hand is always given with the mere 
fact o f this very same religious belief. Against the backdrop o f the meta
physical explanation we might be justified in the conclusion that the sys
tematic status o f the Anweisung—being a doctrine o f religion—can thus, 
in Kant's terminology, be characterized as metaphysical. The sixth lecture 
provides a justification for this interpretation, since here Fichte states 
simply that only metaphysics blesses. 3 0 And if we recall the task o f An
weisung, namely to guide us toward a blessed life, this task can be charac
terized as a metaphysical task. In the appendix to the sixth lecture, Fichte 
gives an account o f the notion "metaphysical." Metaphysical is what follows 
necessarily and can be derived [ableiten] from a higher law.3 1 What is meta
physical should therefore not be taken as a factum, as Fichte clarifies; ob 
viously because the employed concept o f love can be explained on a more 
principled level than that provided by religion. Indeed, the metaphysical 
account o f the Anweisung finds its ground in a higher principle, as the doc 
trine o f standpoints makes clear. In other words, the doctrine o f religion 
put forward by the Anweisung finds its ground in the Wissenschaftslehre. 
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By contrast, the transcendental exposition is described by Kant as "the 
explanation o f a concept as a principle from which insight into the pos
sibility o f other synthetic a priori cognitions can be gained." 3 2 Such an ex
planation incorporates the question as to the how. With regard to the An
weisung, the question is how the manifold can possibly be f ounded in the 
one . An explanation o f this how surpasses the means o f the Anweisung 
since, in short, religion is not able to explain what religion is. In this re
spect it is correct that Fichte does not inquire in what way and by what 
right the Anweisung is entitled to use the concept o f love for explaining 
the initial division and its unity. Insofar as we are correct in characteriz
ing the Anweisung with regard to its method as a metaphysical approach, 
it also presupposes a critique or a transcendental approach, since other
wise the whole exercise would merely produce some form o f popular 
dogmatism. Such a critique or transcendental approach would have to 
examine our entitlement to use (initial) concepts like those derived from 
religion, that is, love. In the 1794 Begriffsschrift (Concerning the Concept of 
the Wissenschaftslehre) Fichte clarifies this by stating: "Metaphysics ex
plains the ordinary point o f view, and metaphysics is itself explained by 
critique." 3 3 

O n e might be somewhat surprised that Fichte, in the second lecture o f 
the Anweisung, develops an argument for the possibility o f "a popular ac
count o f the deepest truth." This gives rise to the question o f why a sci
entific account o f truth, that is, one beyond the religious account, would 
still be necessary at all. As we already know from the Offenbarungsschrift, 
Fichte held the conviction that religious and thus moral truth cannot 
possibly be the exclusive domain o f religion, since one would never be 
able to prove this, if reason itself did not possess this truth from the very 
beginning. Accordingly, in this lecture Fichte argues that if the scientific 
philosophical understanding [Einsicht] had never existed, Jesus, his apos
tles, or anyone else for that matter, even philosophers, would not have 
been able to gain such understanding. 3 4 But what grants the accessibility 
o f this understanding? Definitely not philosophy, as every philosopher 
will agree that it is not by philosophy that understanding is gained. The 
deepest truth and insight into the unity in the manifold prevailed in all 
ages (that is, m o r e precisely, all ages after Christ) , although often hid
den, unappreciated, or persecuted. A n d indeed , there have been many 
attempts in the past to derive that truth by means o f a philosophical en
deavor, but Fichte holds the Wissenschaftslehre to be the very first at
tempt which is capable o f success. Religion obviously makes us aware o f 
the initial principles, although it is not able to account for this other 
than metaphysically. Thus it is the task o f the Anweisung to bring con -
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temporary mankind to the standpoint from which the insight can be 
gained that the deepest truths must and can be made clear o n the bases 
o f a scientific philosophical discourse. Religion not f ounded by such a 
discourse holds the serious danger o f leading into some kind o f dog 
matism, and history shows us, indeed, that this happened more than 
once . 

Love, the important methodological principle o f the first lectures o f 
the Anweisung, can prevent us from falling back into such a dogmatism 
and false metaphysics. Indeed, the Christian understanding o f love im
poses on us a moral duty to prevent religious truths from such a relapse 
into dogmatism. Based on an understanding o f love inspired by Chris
tianity, we can argue that this love obliges us to seek a scientific justifica
tion o f our religious beliefs that are assumed for the concept o f love. 
Fichte claims, indeed, that the principles o f religion can and also must be 
derived from those o f the Wissenschaftslehre,35 not as a result o f this science, 
but because it follows from the moral duty o f a Christian-inspired under
standing o f love. Thus, Fichte does not argue on the basis o f science for 
the need to surpass the standpoint o f religion by a higher (and in this 
case, highest) standpoint o f science. O n the contrary, "the demand to re
alize the science in us and in others belongs to the sphere o f higher moral
ity [ höhere Sittlichkeit] ." 3 6 A moral claim contained in Christian religion de
mands us to realize science. O f course, the legitimacy o f this claim is 
ultimately grounded in science, although it is also clear that we have no 
immediate access to that science, for we have to be brought to this stand
point via morality and religion. 

Higher morality is the third o f the five standpoints, preceding the 
standpoints o f religion and science. This third standpoint o f higher 
morality expresses a law for the spiritual world, namely a creative [schaf
fende] law characterized as the ability to bring about something new, that 
is, something that was not available before. It is important to notice that 
this law is not creative in the sense o f ex nihilo. It rather supplies some 
resting or inactive forces with new life by virtue o f its creative abilities. 
These resting forces are identified with the solidified activity and life o f 
God , to which we have no direct access; our access to God's life is by virtue 
o f the image o f this life and activity. Therefore, as Fichte puts it, the cre
ative law o f higher morality strives for "the qualitative and real idea," 3 7 an 
idea that is defined as the exteriorization o f God's inner essence. 3 8 With 
this in mind, we can understand that the end o f higher morality is to form 
mankind according to its destination, namely, to approach as closely as 
possible the image o f the divine inner essence. If we compare the Kantian 
perspective on the moral law, which holds the destination o f mankind 
postponed in time and place, to the Fichtean account, we see that al-
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though the final destination o f mankind is not realized, there is nonethe
less a real blessed life under the conditions o f this world shown to be pos
sible; moreover, this forming o f mankind according to its destination has 
real results here and now when the creative powers o f the law o f higher 
morality bring to life (some of) the ideas o f the solidified exteriorization 
o f God's inner essence. But the next question immediately presents itself: 
what can account for the content o f these ideas, and moreover for their 
divine content? As an image o f God's life and activity, these ideas have lost 
the immediate divine content. The problem formulated here is therefore 
not trivial, because the idea in the Fichtean perspective is not qualified 
through a speculative logic as an idea with absolute content. Before we 
can go into this question, we need to shed some light on the way Fichte in
troduces the five standpoints in the Anweisung. 

In the third and especially in the fourth lecture o f the Anweisung, Fichte 
endeavors to show his audience how the one and unchanging being con
verts into a manifold and changing being. At stake is how changeability 
and conversion which consciousness finds in being enter that very same 
being. As we have seen above this is a similar question to the one Hölder
lin addressed to the Jena Wissenschaftslehre. Fichte's solution, though, is 
somewhat different from the one Hölderlin seems to present in his brief 
sketch. Fichte argues roughly as follows. 3 9 If there is, as is indeed the case, 
one unchanging being, knowledge o f this being is involved, because 
knowledge entails a proposition, expressing that "being is." Without im
plying anything about the content o f being, the form o f being is expressed 
by the proposition "being is." The unity o f being unites being and the fac
ulty that divides being in order to be able to form any proposition. In 
short, to state that there is only one being involves to begin with and for us 
that being and consciousness, which brings division in order to form a 
proposition from a unity o f different terms, namely "being" and "con
sciousness." It is thus by means o f reflection executed by consciousness 
that there is division at all. The very fact of this division is truly initial and 
neither dissolvable within real consciousness nor replaceable by some
thing else. It is "reality," a "fact o f consciousness" 4 0 or the "initial root o f 
l i fe" 4 1 which we cannot possibly derive from anywhere; we can only, as 
Fichte puts it, live [leben] and experience [erleben] it . 4 2 

However, it is because o f consciousness and its operation by reflection 
that there is difference in the one being. Actually we can register two di
visions. First, there is a division o f the divine being within consciousness. 
This division results in an infinitely changeable world by the forms o f re
flection; more precisely, it is a classification with regard to the object 
which brings about the diversity o f objects. The second division is inti-
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mately coupled with the first and divides the world in five ways to view the 
world ; 4 3 this division causes a classification in the "viewpoint o f the o b 
ject , " 4 4 leading to the five standpoints according to which the one endur
ing world is viewed and understood. 

If we take a closer look at the principle o f this division, it is immediately 
clear that it is not the same as the activity per formed by the being o f God ; 
and Fichte is fully aware o f this, as he remarks: "The principle o f the divi
sion cannot be part o f the activity o f the divine being, but must be outside 
o f it; that is, however, in such a way that this outside clearly is associated 
immediately with this living act and necessarily follows from this act." 4 5 We 
see Fichte struggling to connect this principle to and distinguish it from 
the activity o f divine being. He has, on the one hand, to distinguish it, 
since otherwise conscious activity would—with regard to its principle—be 
the same as divine activity, which is unacceptable, at least because this 
would lead to the same accusations Fichte had to face during the Atheis
musstreit. O n the other hand, he has to connect them because the result o f 
the division o f being must be a result that comes from the activity o f that 
being itself; otherwise the world cannot be a result o f God , but would be 
a result o f our reflection. The absence o f the latter connection could be, 
o f course, easily linked with the viewpoint o f Kantian philosophy, accord
ing to which we comprehend the world according to the principles we im
pose on it, that is, the world is as we comprehend or know the world. It 
seems obvious that Fichte tries to overcome this viewpoint. That he does 
so is inevitable, if we remember his point o f departure, namely clarifying 
Kant's principle o f the transcendental apperception. 

Fichte's fundamental thought is that the unity o f being and conscious
ness is divided by reflection, which has two results, namely the world and 
the way it is viewed. Both the world and the structures according to which 
the world is viewed have their being in their jo int being with conscious
ness. Therefore we can never have the world without a viewpoint and vice 
versa. But what happens when the viewpoint manages to take a stand that 
merges with the dividing reflection and thus reflects the being itself? This 
is, indeed, the case within the fifth standpoint expressed by the Wis
senschaftslehre. Here a unity is reflected within itself, which, because there 
is reflection, necessarily involves difference, although this difference is 
necessarily absent on the level o f that unity as it is for itself, namely the ab
solute divine being. But if there is n o difference within the pure unity, 
overreaching both being and consciousness, the principle o f division 
consequently does not follow from that absolute unity. The principle o f di
vision is thus stated and not derived from absolute being. The task must 
be to abolish, in a scientific undertaking, this division so that we eventu
ally end up with pure being. Such a procedure is necessary because other-



F I C H T E ' S C O N C E P T I O N O F T H E S Y S T E M O F P H I L O S O P H Y I N 
DIE ANWEISUNG ZUM SELIGEN LEBEN 

127 

wise there would be two relatively independent principles (namely, being 
and division by consciousness), with the result that the Wissenschafislehre 
would lack unity itself. This abolition determines the method o f the Wis
senschaftslehre 1794-95, where the negativity introduced on the level o f the 
second Grundsatz is or at least should be abolished by the exercise o f the 
deduction carried out within the Wissenschafislehre, so that its starting 
point—absolute being—is, at the end o f the whole undertaking con
firmed to be the comprehensive content o f the reflecting I. 

However, with regard to the later versions o f the Wissenschafislehre, this 
cannot be the method followed because, as we have seen, Fichte has by 
then come to think o f the unity o f pure being or G o d as itself represent
ing a pre-reflexive or even trans-reflexive structure that is only mirrored by 
the being that is in unity with consciousness (Fichte speaks in this respect 
o f an image) . Contrary to the first published version o f the Wissenschafi
slehre, the later versions—in principle—never result in the absolute unity 
preceding every division, for it is impossible to abolish the difference im
plied by consciousness and its reflecting operation. Moreover, there is no 
connection between the fundamental law o f reflection (namely, division) 
and absolute being and therefore the division is a result o f a principle dif
ferent from the one supported by pure and absolute being itself. For the 
explanation o f the how o f the division, represented by the Wissenschafi
slehre, the that o f this division is merely presupposed, for it does not have 
its ground in pure being, but in consciousness. The principles o f the sci
entific system therefore suffer from a lack o f critique. O f course, Fichte 
claims to deduce the principles o f the several doctrines o f spirit [Geis
teslehren], like religion and morality, from the principles o f the Wis
senschafislehre, but insofar as the whole system is an explanation—al
though a scientific o n e — o f the functions performed by consciousness, 
there is no scientific justification for the initial act o f division performed 
by consciousness, since it is not grounded in the one highest principle o f 
absolute or pure being. If, therefore, it is not proven that the reflection o f 
consciousness exercises the very same activity that pure being exercises in 
order to exteriorize itself as the ideas, the system based on this activity 
does not supply the proo f that its principle exhaustively explains absolute 
and pure being. The idea as an exteriorization o f absolute being only re
flects the formal structure o f the absolute, while the content o f this idea 
draws back on a mere fact o f division per formed by consciousness. Both 
exteriorization and reflection per form the same activity only ideally. The 
how o f this performance is inexplicable. Therefore the later versions o f 
the Wissenschafislehre are metaphysical and in the end lead to some form 
o f dogmatism. The only way out o f this problem is an idealism that man
ages to show that the universal is the specific, or that the idea is also the 
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real content o f all being. This outlines an idealism as it is unfolded by 
Hegel, who blamed Fichte's speculative philosophy for being dogmatic. 
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