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No inquiry has been surrounded, for the philosophers of every age, by so much darkness as that 

concerning the nature of matter.1 

 

The word, matter, materia, ΰλη, is among the most obscure, and unfixed in the whole Nomenclature of 

Metaphysics.2 

 

 

In this paper I present a preliminary account of Coleridge’s theory of matter, examining the 

set of terms he worked out in an attempt to make clear the relationship between matter in its 

diverse forms and the immaterial, hierarchically ordered ideal or spiritual powers taken to 

determine the basic features of material structure, and from which the ‘material’ or 

‘corporeal’ elements of objects must be kept sharply distinguished. In particular, I focus on 

how the development of Coleridge’s position can be traced through his extensive critical 

commentary on Kant’s seminal work, the Metaphysical Foundations of Natural Science,3 

especially its second chapter on the principles of dynamics, perhaps the key reference point 

for the ‘dynamical’ theories of matter favoured by the Naturphilosophen.4 

Coleridge probably first closely read Kant’s MFNS in 1809–10, a period during which, 

as his notebooks show, he was beginning to take a more serious interest in the problems posed 

by inquiries into the nature of matter and the question of how matter’s most basic elements 

were constituted, whether by ‘fundamental forces’ or ‘absolutely impenetrable’ atoms (or 

monads).5 In particular, he explored ‘Attraction’ and ‘Repulsion’, the interactions between 

 
1 F.W.J. Schelling, Ideas for a Philosophy of Nature, trans. Errol E. Harris and Peter Heath, with an introduction 

by Robert Stern (Cambridge, 1988), 179. 
2 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Marginalia, ed. George Whalley and H. J. Jackson, 6 vols. (Princeton, 1980–2001), 

III: 130. (Hereafter CM). 
3 Immanuel Kant, Metaphysical Foundations of Natural Science, trans. Michael Friedman (Cambridge, 2004). 

Hereafter MFNS. 
4 See e.g. Frederick Beiser, German Idealism (Cambridge, Mass., 2001), 506–50. See also Stern’s introduction to 

Schelling’s Ideas for a Philosophy of Nature. 
5 For Coleridge’s MFNS marginalia, see CM.III: 269–303. 



them, and the possibility of reducing both to a single fundamental force or power.6 There is 

also evidence that Coleridge returned to MFNS frequently during 1816–18, while working out 

the foundations of his system of nature-philosophy and carefully distinguishing it from the 

positions held by Schelling and Steffens; and again in 1818–19, when the preparations for his 

course of lectures on the history of philosophy apparently led Coleridge to reconsider certain 

questions about the infinite divisibility of matter and the possible existence of metaphysical 

simples or ‘minima’, as well as to reassess his earlier views on the precise ways in which 

Kant’s treatment of such concepts as matter and motion, as ‘geometrically represented’, 

should be interpreted in the context of MFNS and Kant’s ‘construction of Nature’.7 Indeed, 

internal textual evidence raises the possibility that Coleridge’s most detailed presentation of 

his powers-based theory of the metaphysical substructure of the material world, in ‘Appendix 

A’ of the Opus Maximum, may have been composed in conjunction with the careful rereading 

of MFNS, dated ‘Aug. 1819’, that prompted the retrospective note in which he modifies his 

previous position on the place of geometrical construction in Kant’s philosophy of nature.8 

My analysis here focuses primarily on the marginalia of 1816–18 and 1818–19, considering 

how the core elements of Coleridge’s matter theory and its terminology can be identified and 

elucidated by examining the arguments outlined in these annotations. 

A key reference point for mapping out the development of Coleridge’s matter theory, 

as it began to take shape from around 1816 onwards, is his critical response to Kant’s 

‘dynamical explication of the concept of matter’ as ‘the movable insofar as it fills a space’ in 

the second chapter of MFNS on the principles of dynamics, where ‘To fill a space’ is defined 

as ‘to resist every movable that strives through its motion to penetrate into a certain space.’9 

 
6 See e.g. CM.III: 276–80, 281–96. 
7 See CM.III: 298, 301. On Kant’s philosophy of nature and theory of matter as developed in MFNS, see Michael 

Friedman, Kant’s Construction of Nature (Cambridge, 2013). 
8 See CM.III: 298, 301. 
9 MFNS, 33. 



Here Kant advances a step further from the phoronomic10 explication of the preceding 

chapter, where matter is considered only as ‘the subject of motion’, from a perspective that 

purposely ‘abstracts [...] from all inner constitution’, ascribing ‘no other property’ (or 

predicates) to matter ‘aside from movability’.11 As I will show, Coleridge’s initial objections 

are informed by what he takes to be the problematic implications of both of these 

explications, particularly in relation to the problem of determining the essential properties 

contained within our ‘a priori concept of a matter in general’, the conditions on which its 

‘inner possibility’ rests.12  

What the dynamical explication ‘adds’ to this basic concept of matter is ‘a property 

relating as cause to an effect’, what Kant calls ‘the power to resist a motion within a certain 

space’.13 When matter is considered in those cases where ‘merely the space of its own 

extension is to be diminished’, this ‘filling of space’ or ‘power to resist’ must be thought as 

the ‘moving force’ that ‘keeps a certain space free from the penetration of any other movable, 

when its motion is directed towards any place in this space’. In such cases, Kant adds, while 

‘One uses the expression to occupy a space, that is, to be immediately present in all points of 

this space, in order to designate the extension of a thing in space’, ‘it is not determined in this 

concept what effect arises from this presence, or even whether there is any effect at all’. Thus, 

if we are to distinguish matter, as presented in the spatial relations of outer intuition, from 

other extended entities such as geometrical figures, we must add to ‘the concept of occupying 

a space’ – which leaves ‘undetermined’ whether that which is present in a given space exerts 

some effect, such as attractive or repulsive force, on the spaces or ‘movables’ surrounding it – 

the ‘more specific determination’ of ‘filling a space’. It is this line of thought that leads to 

 
10 Phoronomy, the study of pure motion, i.e. without reference to force or mass. See MFNS, 15–32 for further 

details on Kant’s approach. For an interpretation, see Friedman, Kant’s Construction of Nature, Ch. 1. 
11 MFNS, 15. 
12 MFNS, 49. 
13 MFNS, 33. Kant here points out that ‘the basis for the resistance of matter exerted in all directions, and what 

this resistance is, must still be investigated’, as he will do in the subsequent propositions and explications of this 

chapter (see 35–74). 



Kant’s first proposition of dynamics: ‘Matter fills a space, not through its mere existence, but 

through a particular moving force’.14 

Coleridge’s initial response to the opening explication and proposition of Kant’s 

dynamics was not favourable. He appears to charge Kant with incorrectly identifying 

geometrical points with actual physical points or parts of material bodies in space, and takes 

issue with Kant’s reference to treating a particular space, or an object presented as extended 

within this space, as ‘a complex of several spaces’. Coleridge also contends that matter in its 

most general sense, as defined by Kant, may be conceived as occupying or existing within a 

given space without necessarily being taken to fill it ‘exclusively’, the implication being that 

this basic concept should not in fact be thought as including any sort of ‘causal power’ as an 

‘essential element’: 

 

A space occupying, or taking up, or (in the German phrase) taking in, a space [‘einen Raum 

einnehmen’] is so very near nonsense, that I hesitate in admitting its logical legitimacy even as an 

abstraction. Geometrical figures have an objective reality, I grant; but then they are only 

subjectively objective, and can not even be thought of but as theorems or products of mind in the 

mind.15 Now Matter must be that which appears and is contemplated as outward. It is manifest as 

opposed to Spirit or Power, which is manifested, cannot appear itself but is either self-known (= 

mind) or is inferred from its representative.—I do not therefore see the necessity any more than I 

can admit the propriety, of giving the name, matter, to a portion of empty Space, or of treating a 

space as an aggregate of spaces, or of talking of “a point of space”, the absolute negation of 

Punctuality being the essential Character of Space. For I can readily conceive a matter present 

throughout a given space and, so far taking it in or existing in it, without at the same time 

 
14 See MFNS, 33–4. 
15 ‘Subjectively objective’ is Coleridge’s term for intersubjective validity (in this context, the principles and 

content of mathematics are described as intersubjectively valid for human cognisers, along Kantian lines, a 

position that Coleridge discusses at further length in both Statesman’s Manual and Logic). 



exclusively filling it—which latter added to the former constitutes Body: i.e. Matter + Spirit or 

rather perhaps M = Sp. + Sp. = Matter.16 

 

It is unclear why Coleridge accuses Kant of ‘giving the name, matter’ to portions or points of 

space here, but that he did perceive such an identification underlying the arguments of MFNS, 

at least in his earlier readings, is evident in a comment concerning the proofs presented in the 

chapter on mechanics: ‘But I do not understand Kant’s drift—in one passage he represents his 

Laws, as mere geometrical equations, and then I comprehend him fully—in another […] he 

seems to assert its bonâ fide objective Truth, and then I am all in the dark again’. As I explain 

later, Coleridge’s confusion derives partly from an apparent failure to grasp how Kant’s 

arguments in the Dynamics and Mechanics in turn depend upon and assume the principles of 

the relativity of space and motion in presented in the Phoronomy, and partly from an initial 

misconception concerning Kant’s views regarding the ontological relationship between the 

properties of material substances in themselves and the spatial relations of classical geometry, 

in accordance with which they are presented (to us) in outer intuition. For now, I focus on 

how this note anticipates Coleridge’s most significant set of statements on the nature of matter 

and spirit in his extensive MFNS marginalia. 

Another useful reference point here is Coleridge’s claim that ‘Matter must be that 

which appears and is contemplated as outward. It is manifest as opposed to Spirit or Power, 

which is manifested, cannot appear itself but is either self-known (= mind) or is inferred from 

its representative’. This statement presents Coleridge’s powers-based matter theory in outline, 

articulating the distinction between matter as ‘manifest’ and ‘Spirit or Power’ as ‘manifested’ 

that he develops further in various manuscript fragments and marginalia composed throughout 

 
16 CM.III: 276. On the relationship between matter and spirit, compare ‘And both these powers, though spirit as 

opposed to Matter, yet revealing themselves materially and, in so doing, constituting body, are conceivable only 

in relation to Matter as Phaenomenon, i.e. they not merely need matter in order to manifest their existence, but 

they cannot be conceived of—I do not say merely not imagined, for that is not involved in the definition of 

matter, but they cannot even be thought of except as the actualization of matter, except as integrated thereby into 

Body—in short, except as body and in relation to Body’ (Coleridge, Opus Maximum, 304). 



1816–18. It also draws attention to the connection between the concept of appearance and the 

content of outer intuition, the spatially ordered manifold in which ‘that which appears and is 

contemplated as outward’ is presented. Moreover, Coleridge’s contention that one may 

‘readily conceive a matter present throughout a given space and, so far taking it in or existing 

in it, without at the same time exclusively filling it’, by implicitly removing the characteristic 

of ‘filling space’ from the ‘essential elements’ or properties on which the ‘inner possibility’ of 

the ‘a priori concept of a matter in general’ is taken to rest, hints at a departure from Kant’s 

‘dynamical explication’ and its assumptions concerning the ‘moving forces’ supposedly 

inherent in all matter, considered as conditions through which this concept first becomes 

thinkable at all. This break, I will argue, results from Coleridge’s attempts to rework the 

subject-predicate terminology of Kant’s definitions of matter and substance in the process of 

constructing a new theory of matter-spirit interactions based on a fundamentally different set 

of assumptions regarding the ontological foundation of the diverse material entities presented 

in the spatial manifold of appearances. 

 Ostensibly, Coleridge’s movement towards the detailed statement of his theory of 

matter and its characteristic terms was prompted by Note 1 to Proposition 2 of the chapter on 

Dynamics. P2 is ‘Matter fills its space through the repulsive forces of all of its parts, that is, 

through an expansive force of its own, having a determinate degree, such that smaller or 

larger degrees can be thought to infinity’. The subsequent proof is the basis of Kant’s 

‘balancing argument’ concerning the nature of the relationship of ‘action and reaction’ 

between the ‘fundamental’ attractive and repulsive forces taken to be constitutive of, or at 

least ‘essential’ to, matter.17 Here he contends that beyond any given degree of ‘moving force’ 

by which a matter fills a space (likewise the force by which it ‘endeavours’ to draw other 

matters towards this space), ‘both greater and smaller degrees can be found to infinity’.18 The 

 
17 See MFNS, 36–7. 
18 Note that although Kant here lays the ground for his ‘balancing argument’, he does not begin to deal with 

attractive force until II.P5 (see MFNS, 46ff). 



first note to this proof is intended to indicate how ‘the force of something extended in virtue of 

the repulsion of all of its parts’, which Kant defines as ‘an expansive force’ through which 

matter ‘fills a space’ (‘a force resisting the penetration (that is, the approach) of others’), is 

bound up with our ‘a priori concept of a matter in general’: ‘[This] expansive force of a matter 

is also called elasticity. Now, since it is the basis on which the filling of space rests, as an 

essential property of all matter, this elasticity must therefore be called original, because it can 

be derived from no other property of matter. All matter is therefore originally elastic’. The 

second note indicates how this proof can be applied to ‘compressing force’, the ‘greater 

moving force’ that ‘can be found’ beyond any given ‘degree of expanding force’, namely, the 

repulsive force exerted on one matter by another, ‘which can drive it from the space it fills 

[also by repulsive force] into a decreased space’.19 

 Coleridge’s response begins by stating some slight differences with Kant regarding 

how the nature of ‘elasticity’ may be conceived. However, his principal concern here, which 

informs all subsequent criticisms of Kant’s matter theory and its basic terminology, is with 

Kant’s employment of the terms ‘essential property’ [wesentliche Eigenschaft] and ‘original’ 

[ursprünglich]: ‘Kant’s προτον ψευδος [fundamental error] seems to me to lie in his 

definitions of matter, both the phoronomic and the dynamic: in the former assuming 

moveable points of Space = contrad. in terminis, and then calling them matter = a misnomer: 

in the latter making repulsive expansion an essential property of all matter and thus 

confounding matter with Body, or at least with material substance’.20 Coleridge’s criticism of 

Kant’s ‘phoronomic definition’ of matter21 here appears to rest on a misapprehension 

concerning how Kant intends the principles of the relativity of space and motion articulated in 

his phoronomy, and employed in working out the concept of what is now called a ‘reference 

 
19 All quotations from MFNS, 36–7. 
20 CM.III: 277, in response to MFNS, 36–7. 
21

 See MFNS, 15, I.E1: ‘Matter is the movable in space. That space which is itself movable is called material, or 

also relative space; that in which all motion must finally be thought (and which is therefore itself absolutely 

immovable) is called pure, or also absolute space.’ 



frame’, to be applied in analysing the relationships between opposing forces or causally 

interacting bodies in space in his dynamics and mechanics—a process that Coleridge 

describes as the conversion of ‘all relations into relations of Space as measured by Time, or 

figures generated by Motion in Space’, which he terms the ‘forms under which [‘the Truth of 

Nature’] may be geometrically represented’.22 But what is more significant here, particularly 

for the later development of Coleridge’s matter theory, is his contention that Kant goes wrong 

in his assumptions concerning the ‘essential properties’ that may be predicated of ‘all matter’ 

and taken as constitutive of this concept in its most general sense. 

At this point of the note, written in the margins of II.P2.N1, Coleridge inserts an 

instruction to turn to the back flyleaves of his copy of MFNS, where the arguments introduced 

here are developed in more detail.23 There we find Coleridge contending that ‘We must, in 

order to preclude all confusion and equivocation, distinguish the terms Spirit (or power), 

Mind, Soul, Matter, Material Substance, and Body’. ‘By Equivocation’, he explains, ‘I mean 

the confusion of two or more different Meanings in the same term’. As soon becomes 

apparent, Coleridge felt this error to be evident in Kant’s employment of such terms as 

‘matter’, ‘substance’, and ‘fundamental force’ throughout MFNS, particularly in those cases 

where it seems ‘Matter [is] assumed as a datum, the subject of the powers/ tho’ two of these 

powers are elsewhere taken as constituting matter!’24 Indeed, Coleridge contends that in 

MFNS ‘Kant is less happy in his discriminative definitions than in any other of his Works’, 

observing that matters could ‘scarcely be otherwise in the systematic portion of the Volume 

from the προτον ψευδος in the conception of matter’.25 It is because Kant fails to keep his 

basic definition of ‘matter’ suitably distinct from other closely related terms that conceptual 

confusion is allowed to proliferate, even from the very first ‘phoronomical definition’. And 

 
22 See MFNS, 15–18; CM.III: 301. For further discussion of Kant’s employment of ‘reference frames’ in MFNS, 

see Friedman, Kant’s Construction of Nature, esp. Ch. 1. 
23 See CM.III: 276–9. 
24 See CM.III: 295. 
25 CM.III: 294. 



this problem, it seems, is what prompted Coleridge to develop his own independent set of 

matter terminology, much as he readily admitted that ‘Honor and Thanks are due to Kant for 

this first attempt’, since, despite the alleged technical deficiencies of MFNS, ‘Even tho’ the 

success had been less than it is, the Attempt, the Idea, would have demanded the admiration 

and gratitude of every Philosopher’.26 

Coleridge begins his attempt at developing more rigorous distinctions between what 

he considers to be the grounding terminology of any matter theory with the following set of 

definitions: ‘Spirit’ is defined as ‘= that which cannot appear but thro’ the medium of a 

representative [and] is manifested or inferred’; ‘Mind’ as ‘= that which is self-known and may 

be inferred—but cannot appear. = Sp[irit] self-known’; and ‘Soul’ as ‘= Spirit as the principle 

of Individuality’, with the ‘Corollary’ that ‘Rational Soul = Mind + Individuality’. ‘Matter’ is 

then introduced, in implicit opposition to these immaterial entities that by definition ‘cannot 

appear’ themselves, except as ‘manifested’ in or ‘thro’ the medium of a representative’, and 

which are ‘inferred’ as the ground or cause of particular material or corporeal objects. It is 

defined as ‘= that which simply appears, a subject having no other predicate than “to appear”’. 

Thus, Coleridge states, ‘Matter is therefore = φαινομενον ψιλον [mere appearance]’, taken 

here as equivalent to the more familiar Latin term ‘PHÆNOMENON’. ‘Material substance’ is 

then presented as ‘= a subject, of which “to appear” is a predicate but not the only Predicable, 

so however that fixibility [what Kant terms ‘matter between determinate boundaries’] be 

denied—i.e. when the term is meant to be distinguished from Body:—but when from matter 

only’ then ‘we may define Material Substance = Phænomenon Actuale [Actual Appearance], 

M + yx—An appearance, not adequately defined by the predicate Apparency’. Finally, 

‘Body’ is defined as ‘= Phænomenon actuale ponderabile [Actual weighable appearance] or 

perhaps Phænomenon reale [real Appearance]. M + yxz’. This set of distinctions, Coleridge 

 
26 CM.III: 291. 



asserts, ‘is the true order in an ascending Series’ and entails that ‘all MS is M, but not all M. 

be MS; all Body be MS, but not all MS be B’.27  

Commenting on how these terms should be taken to relate to one another, Coleridge 

observes: ‘In Physics we have no proper concern with Mind and Soul, which may therefore be 

removed: and Spirit we may take inclusively in M[aterial] S[ubstance] and Body, as the yx 

and yxz which is + (more than) M[atter]’.28 In the second part of this paper, I follow these 

instructions, focusing on only those terms that Coleridge saw as directly relevant to the field 

of matter theory. In doing so, I attempt to unpack Coleridge’s unexplained term ‘Apparency’, 

considering the work he intends it to do and how it relates to Kant’s concept of ‘Appearance’, 

itself central to Coleridge’s own matter theory and terminology, particularly the subtle 

ontological distinctions he seeks to draw between different classes of material phenomena. 

Before taking up this problem, however, it is necessary to return to Coleridge’s statements 

concerning what it is possible to predicate of matter in its most general sense; for it is in these 

remarks that Coleridge articulates the assumptions in which his reworking of Kantian matter 

theory and appearance terminology is grounded. I will therefore conclude this presentation by 

outlining the relevant Coleridgean principles. 

It should be evident now how Coleridge’s definitions and distinctions relate to the 

earlier note on Kant’s dynamics, where he states that ‘Matter must be that which appears and 

is contemplated as outward. It is manifest as opposed to Spirit or Power, which is manifested, 

cannot appear itself but is either self-known (= mind) or is inferred from its representative’.29 

As noted above, Kant’s ‘dynamical explication’ presupposes the phoronomic account of 

matters considered merely as points moving through space, with regard to no properties other 

than their ‘movability’, adding to it a ‘power’ of repulsion or ‘expansive force’, understood as 

‘a property relating as cause to an effect’. However, while Coleridge retains this conception of 

 
27 CM.III: 277–8. For Coleridge on the relationship between the ‘actual’ and the ‘real’, see CM.III: 345–6. 
28 CM.III: 278. 
29 CM.III: 276. 



matters as spatially arrayed objects given in outer intuition (‘appearances’, taken as ‘the real 

of sensible intuition’30), he strictly delimits the attribution of any further properties to matter, 

and rejects definitions of the term based on the assumption of a fundamental power or force as 

an ‘essential element’ inherent in our ‘a priori concept of a matter in general’. Although his 

‘spiritual powers’ may seem to mirror Kant’s ‘Grundkräfte’, being also conceived of as basic 

properties ‘relating as cause to an effect’ in matter, Coleridge differs markedly in emphasising 

that such properties may be predicated only of certain more specifically determined classes of 

material phenomena (designated as ‘material substance’ and ‘body’), in relation to which they 

stand (in the manifold of appearance) as causal or constitutive powers.31  

Any talk of ‘original’ properties taken to be ‘essential’ to matter is thus ruled out, at 

least in our initial definition of this term. In short, for Coleridge, if we analyse the basic 

elements of our most general concept of matter, we find that it ‘contains’ or refers to only 

‘that which simply appears’, the objects of cognition considered merely as presented or 

arrayed in space, with no property or predicate ascribed to them aside from their mere 

‘Apparency’. Although all material entities presented in the spatially ordered manifold of 

appearance are classed under ‘Apparency’, this (a priori) concept can nevertheless tell us 

nothing about their possible properties or underlying causes. At most it offers a starting point 

for inferences to some immaterial ‘Spirit (or power)’, understood as ‘a property relating [to 

matter] as cause to an effect’, with the material or corporeal object in question considered as 

the physical ‘medium’ or ‘representative’ whereby such immaterial powers, which cannot 

otherwise become apparent/sensible, are necessarily ‘manifested’.32 

This account entails that Coleridge, whilst accepting that matter may be said to fill a 

space ‘not through its mere existence, but through a particular moving force’, rejects Kant’s 

claim at II.P2.N1 that this concept taken on its own, as referring to ‘that which appears’ and is 

 
30 See MFNS, 16. 
31 See CM.III: 277–9. 
32 See CM.III: 276 (compare Opus Maximum, 304). 



‘contemplated as outward’ or as ‘present in space’, allows us to ascribe such ‘moving force’ 

to the ‘inner constitution’ of ‘a matter in general’. If we wish to know ‘the basis on which the 

filling of space rests’, we must not seek it in any ‘essential property of all matter’.33 Rather, 

we refer to its ‘constituent Powers’, those properties which, while they cannot be predicated 

of ‘all matter’ in general, may still be ascribed to specific classes of material phenomena ‘not 

adequately defined by the predicate, Apparency’. To do otherwise risks ‘confounding matter 

with Body, or at least with material substance’. As Coleridge puts it, ‘I can readily conceive a 

matter present throughout a given space and, so far taking it in or existing in it, without at the 

same time exclusively filling it—which latter added to the former constitutes Body: i.e. Matter 

+ Spirit or rather perhaps M = Sp. + Sp[irit] = Matter’.34 Contrary to Kant’s position, then, to 

conceive of matter in the most general sense requires only that we think of an extended entity 

as present in a given space, merely existing in and occupying this space without filling it.  

From Coleridge’s perspective, the problem here is not that ‘the concept of occupying a 

space’, which ‘leaves undetermined what effect arises from this presence [of an extended 

object in space], or even whether there is any effect at all’, requires some ‘more specific 

determination’ such as ‘filling a space’ before we can arrive at an adequate concept of the 

material objects present in space (a determination that Kant asserts to be contained in our ‘a 

priori concept of a matter general’ as the ‘essential element’ or ‘property on which the inner 

possibility of [it] rests, as a condition’).35 Rather, as we have seen, it is that our basic concept 

of ‘a matter in general’ itself cannot supply this ‘more specific determination’: to designate a 

matter as that which fills a space, we require concepts containing those power predicates that 

Coleridge classes under the general term ‘Spirit’. And these ‘spiritual powers’, he contends, 

‘we may take inclusively in M[aterial] S[ubstance] and Body, as the yx and yxz which is + 

(more than) M[atter]’. In short, matter is the subject term of which only ‘Apparency’ may be 

 
33 See MFNS, 36–7. 
34 See CM.III: 277. 
35 See MFNS, 49. 



predicated; material substance and body are those terms which, being ‘not adequately defined 

by the predicate, Apparency’, may also be taken as ‘the subject of [manifested] powers’, 

namely, ‘Spirit’ as the power predicate or ‘yx and yxz which is + (more than) M[atter]’.36 

While Kant’s theory aims ‘to prove a priori the uniting of [two fundamental forces] in the 

concept of a matter in general’, as the ‘determination’ or ‘condition’ on which our conception 

of extended material objects as filling a space necessarily rests, Coleridge’s theory, no less 

desirous of such ‘a priori proof’, seeks to present this conception as grounded in the uniting of 

matter and ‘Spirit (or power)’ in the general concept of material or corporeal substance. 

In introducing ‘Spirit (or power)’ as an additional term without reference to which no 

properties or predicates of ‘matter’ (when viewed as distinct from the less general terms 

‘material substance’ and ‘body’) beyond mere ‘Apparency’ can be defined or applied, 

Coleridge makes evident his significant differences with Kant concerning the statements it is 

possible to make about the nature and constitution of matter, both as a general concept and as 

a possible object of experience. For while Coleridge certainly accepts the claim that there are 

fundamental forces or powers active in nature that are somehow constitutive of matter, related 

to material phenomena ‘as cause to an effect’, as well as agreeing with Kant that these can 

never be directly observed but ‘must be inferred […] from data of experience’, he disregards 

Kant’s views concerning the limited scope of ‘metaphysical investigation behind that which 

lies at the basis of the empirical concept of matter’. Though Coleridge denies that Grundkräfte 

can be attributed to matter as properties inherent in it, or as ‘essential elements’ on which the 

‘inner possibility’ of our a priori conception of matter rests, he is not motivated by anything 

like Kant’s warning that ‘it lies altogether beyond the horizon of our reason to comprehend 

original forces a priori with respect to their possibility.’ Rather, it is precisely because he 

rejects the view that fundamental forces constitute a limit ‘beyond which our reason cannot 

go’ that Coleridge can confidently assert that the powers of attraction and repulsion, or 

 
36 CM.III: 276–9. See also CM.III: 295. 



whichever forces our investigations of matter ultimately reduce these to, must be conceived of 

not as ‘original’ properties of matter, but as its ‘constituent Powers’.37 Coleridge is willing to 

grant Kant’s claim that such forces ultimately ‘cannot be explained’, but he denies that this 

contention entails that the nature and origin of fundamental force necessarily lie beyond the 

limits of human conceivability. Rather, in Coleridge’s view, when we recast ‘the reduction of 

given, apparently different forces to a smaller number of forces and powers that explain the 

actions of the former’ in the schematically arranged terms of a genetic series, we are able, by 

speculative metaphysical means, to circumvent what Kant asserts is ‘the impossibility of 

rendering […] comprehensible’ those fundamental forces in which this process of reduction 

finally terminates.38 [Note: I recognise that there are some definite gaps – and possibly a 

few philosophical errors – in the preceding analysis, especially from pp. 9–14, as well as 

some scope to include discussion of how Coleridge’s response to Kant’s claims about the 

kind of knowledge that is possible regarding fundamental forces is influenced by Schelling 

and other post-Kantian philosophers of nature, so I will be trying to address (at least some 

of) these issues in the revised version of Part II of this paper. Thanks for reading!] 

 

 
37 See MFNS, 74: ‘[M]etaphysical investigation behind that which lies at the basis of the empirical concept of 

matter is useful only for the purpose of guiding natural philosophy, so far as this is ever possible, to explore 

dynamical grounds of explanation. For these alone permit the hope of determinate laws, and thus a true rational 

coherence of explanations’. For Kant, this is ‘all that metaphysics can ever achieve towards the construction of 

the concept of matter’. Coleridge’s responds at CM.III: 284 as follows: ‘But I have learnt by experience not to 

suffer myself to be cowed by the term, Grundkraft, and the impossibility of rendering the same comprehensible. 

The major syllogism I fully admit— Grundkr[afte] cannot be explained. But I must look again and again before I 

admit the minor—A + B are Grundkrafte—and (of course) the Conclusion’. 
38 See MFNS, 73–4. 


