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Contrary to assumptions that the modern natural sciences are the result of one-dimensional 

historical progress, the concept of nature espoused by the philosophy of nature around 1800 can 

undoubtedly claim a certain topicality. This becomes all the more apparent against the 

background of the problems of the natural sciences of the 20th and 21st centuries. On the one 

hand, new technologies, which seem to be an almost ‘natural’ part of our environment,1 are 

increasingly dissolving the traditional conceptual distinction between nature and man-made 

technology, so that the technological seems to gain a foothold on the natural.2 In the face of this 

dominance of human influence over animate and inanimate nature, in which man and the man-

made become all-pervading components of nature, the natural scientists Paul J. Crutzen and 

Eugene Stoermer even spoke in 2000 of the ‘Anthropocene’ as a new geological age.3 This is 

of philosophical significance not only from the perspective of environmental ethics, but also 

for the very reason that this anthropogenic reshaping of the natural poses epistemological and 

methodological questions. To what extent can one still speak of nature as such? Can nature still 

function as a space for self-understanding and orientation in its contrasting relationship to the 

human-technical? On the other hand, in view of the withdrawal of the traditional distinction 

between nature and man-made technology—as well as the heightened dynamics of the 

environment resulting thereof4—the problem of formulating an ontology that does not operate 

with static categories but does justice to the change and processual character of the ‘natural’ 

environment is also opened up.  

                                                           
* Funded by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG, German Research Foundation) under Germany’s 

Excellence Strategy – EXC-2193/1 – 390951807. I thank James Fisher very much for correcting the English text. 
1 Cf. e.g. the articles by B. Schneider and N.C. Karafyllis on the topic “Menschen und Maschinen in der 

Technosphäre” in K. Liggieri / O. Müller (eds., 2019): Mensch-Maschine-Interaktion. Handbuch zu Geschichte – 

Kultur – Ethik. Berlin / Heidelberg, 95–113. 
2 Cf. esp. U. Guzzoni (1995): Über Natur. Aufzeichnungen unterwegs: Zu einem anderen Naturverhältnis. Freiburg 

/ München, 81–115. 
3 Cf. fundamentally on this P.J. Crutzen / E.F. Stoermer (2000): The ‘Anthropocene’. In: Global Change 

Newsletter 41, 17f.; P.J. Crutzen (2002): Geology of mankind. In: Nature 415, 23. Cf. also P. Höfele (2020): The 

Changed Role of Anthropology in the Anthropocene. In: Le tecnologie 'morali' emergenti e le sfide etico-

giuridiche delle nuove soggettività. Emerging ‘moral’ technologies and the ethical-legal challenges of new 

subjectivities. Ed. by S. Salardi / M. Saporiti. Turin, 125–144. 
4 Cf. the discussion on the so-called ‘Great Acceleration’ in the ‘Anthropocene’ in W. Steffen u.a. (2011): The 

Anthropocene: conceptual and historical perspectives. In: Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society A 369, 

1938, 842–867, here: 849–853; W. Steffen et al. (2015): The trajectory of the Anthropocene: The Great 

Acceleration. In: The Anthropocene Review 2, 1, 81–98. 
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In order to answer these methodological and ontological questions, which are aimed at the 

‘how’ and ‘what’ of experiencing nature, it is advantageous to return to traditions of natural 

philosophy that have been largely forgotten in the present. Certain traditions of natural 

philosophy, starting with Galileo and Newton, have proved to be influential up to the present 

day. These traditions are to be regarded as insufficient for contemporary problems because they 

are mostly based on a static nature-mind dichotomy. Other traditions, on the other hand, have 

been put on the back burner and even disavowed as too ‘metaphysical’.5 In the 20th century, 

Alfred N. Whitehead was one of the few to point this out in his work Process and Reality, 

published in 1929, with a view to the natural philosophical traditions emanating from Newton 

respectively Plato: 

 

The Scholium [of Newton on the first eight definitions of his Principia] betrays its abstractness by affording 

no hint of that aspect of self-production, of generation, of φύσις, of natura naturans, which is so prominent 

in nature. For the Scholium, nature is merely, and completely, there, externally designed and obedient. The 

full sweep of the modern doctrine of evolution would have confused the Newton of the Scholium, but would 

have enlightened the Plato of the Timaeus.6 

 

The historical connection emphasised by Whitehead is astonishing not so much because he 

considers Newton’s Philosophiae naturalis principia mathematica (1686) to be insufficient, 

insofar as “[b]iology is […] reduced to a mystery” in his work and “physics itself has now 

reached a stage of experimental knowledge inexplicable in terms of the categories of the 

Scholium.”7 The perspective shown is rather astonishing in that he regards a tradition that is 

even older than Newton’s as more suitable for understanding modern problems. 

It is hardly a coincidence that Whitehead’s ‘process philosophy’, in contrast to Newton’s 

mathematization and mechanisation of natural processes, refers back to a philosophy of nature 

exemplified in Plato’s Timaeus, to which the central theorist of natural philosophy around 1800, 

namely F.W.J. Schelling,8 has been linked since his early philosophy. He did this in reaction to 

                                                           
5 Cf. B. Falkenburg (2017): Mathematisierung der Natur und ihre Grenzen. In: Naturphilosophie. Ein Lehr- und 

Studienbuch. Ed. by T. Kirchhoff et al. Tübingen, 32–41; K. Köchy (2017): ‚Kampf‘ um die Naturphilosophie. In: 

ibd., 57–65. Cf. also O. Breidbach (2006): Goethes Metamorphosenlehre. München, 141f., who states a break in 

the natural science tradition in Goethe’s succession around 1840, i.e. about 10 years after his death. 
6 A.N. Whitehead (1985): Process and Reality. An Essay in Cosmology. Gifford Lectures Delivered in the 

University of Edinburgh During the Session 1927/28. Ed. by D.R. Griffin / D.W. Sherburne. New York [1st ed. 

1929], 93. Whitehead is referring here to the Scholium on the first eight definitions, which he also quotes at length 

ibid, 70f. Vgl. I. Newton (1686): Philosophiae naturalis principia mathematica. London, 5–11. 
7 Whitehead (1985), 94. 
8 Cf. Schelling’s early commentary on Timaeus in F.W.J. Schelling (1994): „Timaeus“ (1794). Mit einem Beitrag 

von Hermann Krings: „Genesis und Materie – Zur Bedeutung der ‚Timaeus‘-Handschrift für Schellings 

Naturphilosophie“. Ed. by H. Buchner. Stuttgart-Bad Cannstatt (Schellingiana 4). 
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Kant’s transcendental philosophy in particular, which is oriented towards Newton’s 

mathematical physics, as well as in the course of an awakening interest in the life sciences,9 

The concern Schelling shares with the natural philosophy of his time is, on the one hand, to 

present a concept of nature and life that takes better scientific account of the phenomena of 

dynamics, ‘self-creation’, productive natura naturans and purposefulness. On the other hand, 

this ontological question is also linked to the project of establishing an appropriate methodology 

that does not proceed in a purely rationalistic or transcendental-philosophical manner primarily 

from the subject as the all-integrating ‘fixed point’, but also pays attention to the phenomena 

themselves and their holistic significance for the whole of nature and the environment.10 In the 

‘saddle period (Sattelzeit)’ around 1800, Schelling and Goethe in particular were united by this 

common front against a transcendental philosophy of nature oriented towards Newton, which—

according to the thesis of this article—they sought to correct both methodologically and 

ontologically with regard to the concept of nature and life. Just as Whitehead diagnosed this for 

Plato, these authors would also have more to say to contemporary developments than the 

tradition they rejected. The approaches of natural philosophy around 1800 can therefore be seen 

as precursors of a process-philosophical understanding of reality, which is increasingly being 

taken into account today both in the theory of science and in environmental ethics in view of 

the challenges of the present.11 

I intend to demonstrate this paradigmatically with two representatives of the philosophy of 

nature around 1800: firstly, with reference to Goethe as the inaugurator, above all in terms of 

science policy, of the ‘culture of science’ that established itself around 1800 in Jena and Weimar 

with its focus on natural philosophy (Chap. 1); secondly, with regard to Schelling, whose 

appointment to Jena was largely due to Goethe and his interest in natural philosophy (chap. 2). 

The starting point in each case will be (a) a constellation of natural philosophical discussions 

in the context of the theory of colours, which initially arose between Goethe and Schelling in 

1798. Despite their methodological similarities, which consist primarily in a common 

movement of demarcation, they each implement this in their own way in terms of content. (b) 

As will then be shown in each case beyond the discussion in the context of the theory of colours, 

a difference emerges in these conversations with regard to their ontologies of the natural, 

                                                           
9 Cf. J. Steigerwald (2019): Experimenting at the Boundaries of Life. Organic Vitality in Germany around 1800. 

Pittsburgh. 
10 Cf. concerning the notion ‘holism’ K. Köchy (1997): Ganzheit und Wissenschaft. Das historische Fallbeispiel 

der romantischen Naturforschung. Würzburg, 62–64; J. Dierks (2016): Holismus. In: Handbuch Umweltethik. Ed. 

by K. Ott / J. Dierks / L. Voget-Kleschin. Stuttgart, 177–183. 
11 Cf. paradigmatically J. Seibt (2003): Process Theories: Crossdisciplinary Studies in Dynamic Categories. 

Dordrecht; B. Muraca (2010): Denken im Grenzgebiet. Prozessphilosophische Grundlagen einer Theorie starker 

Nachhaltigkeit. Freiburg / München. 
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modified in comparison to mechanistic ideas, despite all their commonalities. While Goethe 

always cites the individual only as a sensual example of the (primordial) phenomenon, 

(Ur-)Phänomen, and sees this as an element of a development, or of a process of 

metamorphoses always already ordered towards a whole that presents itself in the individual, 

Schelling, on the other hand, argues to a certain extent for a negative orientation towards 

phenomena or for a ‘higher’ empiricism that understands the imaginatively given only as a 

‘non-being’. Even though Whitehead’s process philosophy refers only marginally to Schelling 

and rather negatively to Goethe, he shares this movement of demarcation with both of them as 

well as the endeavour to implement a holistic and dynamic view of nature (chap. 3).  

 

 

1. The Plurality and Dynamics of Nature in Goethe’s ‘Primordial Phenomenon’ 

(Urphänomen) 

 

(a) Goethe’s Theory of colours, published in 1810, is known to have grown primarily out of an 

inadequacy he diagnosed as regards the approach taken in Newton’s work Opticks: Or, a 

Treatise of the Reflections, Refractions, Inflections and Colours of Light of 1704.12 In this work, 

Goethe accuses Newton of not having lived up to his claim “Hypotheses non fingo”,13 which 

was paradigmatically formulated in the second edition of the Principia mathematica of 1713. 

Nonetheless, Newton explicitly states at the beginning of Opticks that he does not want to 

explain the properties of light by hypotheses, but only by experiment and reason.14 In the 

collection Über Naturwissenschaft im Allgemeinen (On Natural Science in General), first 

published posthumously in 1833, Goethe explains that “hypotheses [...] are scaffolding which 

is erected before the building and which is taken down when the building is finished; they are 

indispensable to the worker; only he need not regard the scaffolding as the building”.15 But this 

                                                           
12 Cf. J.W. v. Goethe (1887–1919): Werke. 143 vols. in 4 sections. Ed. on behalf of the Grand Duchess S. v. 

Sachsen. Weimar, sec. II, vol. 1, XII–XV. 
13 I. Newton (1713): Philosophiae naturalis principia mathematica. Cambridge, 484 („Scholium generale“). Cf. 

on Goethe’s theory of colours the study by T. Rehbock (1995): Goethe und die ‚Rettung der Phänomene‘. 

Philosophische Kritik des naturwissenschaftlichen Weltbilds am Beispiel der Farbenlehre. Konstanz. 
14 Cf. I. Newton (1704): Opticks: Or, a Treatise of the Reflexions, Refractions, Inflexions and Colours of Light. 

London, 1: “My Design in this Book is not to explain the Properties of Light by Hypotheses, but to propose and 

prove them by Reason and Experiments”. 
15 J.W. v. Goethe (1887–1919): Werke. 143 vols. in 4 sections. Ed. on behalf of the grand duchess S. v. Sachsen. 

Weimar, section II, vol. 11, 132: “Hypothesen sind Gerüste, die man vor dem Gebäude aufführt, und die man 

abträgt, wenn das Gebäude fertig ist; sie sind dem Arbeiter unentbehrlich; nur muß er das Gerüste nicht für das 

Gebäude ansehn.”. 
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is precisely what Goethe reproaches Newton for in his Theory of Colours, when he remarks 

with regard to the rays of light penetrating the camera obscura: 

 

It is striking how little there can be said here [in the camera obscura] of individual rays of sunlight, or 

bundles and clusters of rays, of ray cylinders, ray rods, and however one may imagine all this. For the 

convenience of certain linear representations, sunlight is assumed to be incident in parallel; but let it be 

known that this is only a fiction, which one can well allow oneself, where the break falling between the 

fiction and the true appearance is insignificant. But beware of making this fiction into a phenomenon again, 

and of continuing to operate with such a fabricated phenomenon.16  

 

Goethe criticises Newton in this respect, saying that one does not see rays, but only images of 

light or the sun. According to Goethe, one may assume such rays for the purpose of 

representation, but one must not, as Goethe reproaches Newton in his Beiträge zur Optik 

(Contributions to Optics) as early as 1791/92, regard “these abstract mental products (diese 

abstrackten Geistesproduckte) as physical beings that actually exist (als wircklich existirende 

physische Wesen)”,17 which would lead to the construction of unjustified chains of causality 

with false claims to existence and consequently to ‘fictitious phenomena’. Goethe, as a reader 

of Kant,18 is nevertheless anything but a naïve realist. Thus he remarks in the preface to the 

Theory of Colours: 

 

It is, after all, a most strange demand, which is sometimes made, but which is not fulfilled even by those 

who make it: Experiences should be presented without any theoretical band, and the reader, the pupil, 

should be left to form his own conviction at will. For the mere sight of a thing cannot advance us. Every 

look at something passes into observing it, every observation into reflecting about it, every reflection into 

connecting it, and so one can say that we are already theorising with every attentive glance at the world. 

But to do this with consciousness, with self-knowledge, with freedom, and, to use a bold word, with irony, 

                                                           
16 Goethe (1887–1919), section II, vol. 1, 128: “Wie wenig also hier [bei der Camera obscura] von einzelnen 

Sonnenstrahlen, oder Strahlenbündeln und -Büscheln, von Strahlencylindern, -Stäben und wie man sich das alles 

vorstellen mag, die Rede sein kann, ist auffallend. Zu Bequemlichkeit gewisser Lineardarstellungen nehme man 

das Sonnenlicht als parallel einfallend an; aber man wisse, daß dieses nur eine Fiction ist, welche man sich gar 

wohl erlauben kann, da wo der zwischen die Fiction und die wahre Erscheinung fallende Bruch unbedeutend ist. 

Man hüte sich aber, diese Fiction wieder zum Phänomen zu machen, und mit einem solchen fingirten Phänomen 

weiter fort zu operiren.” 
17 Goethe (1887–1919), section II, vol. 5,2, 79 (Paralipomena, XVIII): „Nachdem die Wirckungen des Lichts, zur 

Bequemlichkeit der Demonstration, auf ideale Linien zurückgeführt, unter Linien vorgestellt und solche 

angenommene Licht Linien Strahlen genannt worden; so ist in der Lehre vom Licht und den Farben dadurch eine 

große Verwirrung entstanden, daß man diese abstrackten Geistesproduckte als wircklich existirende physische 

Wesen ansah.“ 
18 Cf. S.C. Ho (2012): Kant, Immanuel (1724–1804). In: Goethe Handbuch. Ed. by B. Witte et al. Supplementa 2: 

Naturwissenschaften. Ed. by M. Wenzel. Stuttgart / Weimar, 490–492. 
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such a dexterity is necessary if the abstraction of which we are afraid is to become harmless, and the result 

of experience that we hope for is to become quite lively and useful.19  

 

Contrary to first appearances, Goethe is by no means concerned with a movement of abstraction 

that detaches itself step by step from experience. Rather, a ‘quite lively experiential result’ is to 

follow from this movement, which precisely avoids that abstraction ‘consciously’ and ‘with 

irony’. In Dichtung und Wahrheit Goethe defines the “ironic attitude” in such a way that it 

“rises above objects, above happiness and unhappiness, good and evil, death and life, and thus 

attains the possession of a truly poetic world (sich über die Gegenstände, über Glück und 

Unglück, Gutes und Böses, Tod und Leben erhebt, und so zum Besitz einer wahrhaft poetischen 

Welt gelangt)”,20 without evaporating like Romantic irony in an infinitely reflective hovering.21 

If we consider this, we see here that the ‘chastened’ Goethean irony mediates between polarities 

or, to be more precise, lets them stand together. ‘Looking (Ansehen)’, ‘observing (Betrachten)’, 

‘reflecting (Sinnen)’, ‘connecting (Verknüpfen)’ and ‘theorising’ are not to be distinguished 

from each other as different levels of abstraction, but are to be understood as a unity.  

This is precisely what Goethe’s central methodological concept of the ‘primordial 

phenomenon (Urphänomen)’ describes, as he develops it, for example, in relation to the theory 

of colour.22 When Goethe reproaches contemporary natural science, and Newton in particular, 

for allowing colour to be regarded as a “compound for a simple thing, the simple [light] for a 

compound (Zusammengesetzte für ein Einfaches, das Einfache für ein Zusammengesetztes 

gelten ließ)”, he criticises it for having placed “a derived phenomenon in the upper place, the 

primordial phenomenon in the lower place (ein abgeleitetes Phänomen an die obere Stelle, das 

Urphänomen an die niedere Stelle)”; for 

 

                                                           
19 Goethe (1887–1919), section II, vol. 1, XII: “Ist es doch eine höchst wunderliche Forderung, die wohl manchmal 

gemacht, aber auch selbst von denen, die sie machen, nicht erfüllt wird: Erfahrungen solle man ohne irgend ein 

theoretisches Band vortragen, und dem Leser, dem Schüler überlassen, sich selbst nach Belieben irgend eine 

Überzeugung zu bilden. Denn das bloße Anblicken einer Sache kann uns nicht fördern. Jedes Ansehen geht über 

in ein Betrachten, jedes Betrachten in ein Sinnen, jedes Sinnen in ein Verknüpfen, und so kann man sagen, daß 

wir schon bei jedem aufmerksamen Blick in die Welt theoretisiren. Dieses aber mit Bewußtsein, mit 

Selbstkenntniß, mit Freiheit, und um uns eines gewagten Wortes zu bedienen, mit Ironie zu thun und 

vorzunehmen, eine solche Gewandtheit ist nöthig, wenn die Abstraction, vor der wir uns fürchten, 

unschädlich, und das Erfahrungsresultat, das wir hoffen, recht lebendig und nützlich werden soll.” 
20 Goethe (1887–1919), section I, vol. 27, 346. 
21 On ‘Romantic irony’, as articulated by F. Schlegel in the 116th Athenaeum Fragment, cf. E. Behler (1992): 

Frühromantik. Berlin / New York, 242–255. On irony in Goethe cf. E. Bahr (1998): Ironie. In: Goethe Handbuch. 

Ed. by B. Witte et al. vol. 4,1: Personen, Sachen, Begriffe A–K. Ed. by H.-D. Dahnke / R. Otto. Stuttgart / Weimar, 

443–445. 
22 Cf. on this concept M. Wenzel / C. Schweizer (2012): Urphänomen. In: Goethe Handbuch. Ed. by B. Witte et 

al. Supplementa 2: Naturwissenschaften. Ed. by M. Wenzel. Stuttgart / Weimar, 680–682. 
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a primordial phenomenon is the one we have presented so far. On the one side, we see the light, the 

brightness, on the other the darkness, the gloom, we bring the turbidity between the two, and from these 

opposites, with the help of imaginary mediation, the colours develop, likewise in an opposition […].23  

 

According to Goethe, the ‘primordial phenomenon’ and thus the structure of colours is revealed 

precisely in the interplay of light, darkness and ‘turbidity’; it is thus still a real phenomenon, 

even if it also marks the limit of what can be experienced. According to him, ‘primordial 

phenomena’ are found in phenomena whose comprehension does not require taking refuge in 

unjustifiably hypostatised hypotheses.  

 

(b) As is well known, Goethe pursued this approach in the various fields of his extensive natural 

research and, on his trip to Italy in Palermo in 1787, he also advocated for it in an almost naïve 

sense with regard to botany on the basis of the concept of the ‘original plant (Urpflanze)’, which 

he later abandoned:24  

 

In the face of so many new and renewed creations, I remembered the old cricket: could I not discover the 

original plant among this crowd? There must be such a thing! How else would I recognise that this or that 

structure was a plant if they were not all formed according to one pattern?25  

 

That which may seem naïve in these reflections on the ‘original plant’, 23 years before the 

remarks cited above on the ‘primordial phenomenon’, appears in a different light if one adds 

another consideration, also based on an observation in Sicily. For Goethe, the basic 

phenomenon to be found in the ‘original plant’ is not something static that has been deposited 

once and for all. In his report Der Verfasser theilt die Geschichte seiner botanischen Studien 

mit (The author shares the story of his botanical studies), Goethe describes how he became 

aware of the “successive separation (successive Trennung)” of the “simple, lance-shaped first 

                                                           
23 Goethe (1887–1919), section II, vol. 1, 72f.: “Urphänomen ist dasjenige, das wir bisher dargestellt haben. Wir 

sehen auf der einen Seite das Licht, das Helle, auf der andern die Finsterniß, das Dunkle, wir bringen die Trübe 

zwischen beide, und aus diesen Gegensätzen, mit Hülfe gedachter Vermittlung, entwickeln sich, gleichfalls in 

einem Gegensatz, die Farben”. 
24 According to Goethe’s own comment, this disappearance of the term ‘original plant’ takes place in Sicily at the 

same time as the rejection of a ‘catalogue of characteristics’ or a scheme of possible plant forms. Cf. Goethe (1887–

1919), section II, vol. 13, 41: “Aufmerksam auf neue Gestalten, erhob ich mich von dem beschränkten Begriff 

einer Urpflanze zum Begriff und, wenn man will, zur Idee einer gesetzlichen, gleichmäßigen, wenn schon nicht 

gleich gestalteten Bildung und Umbildung des Pflanzenlebens von der Wurzel bis zum Samen.” Cf. Breidbach 

(2006), 17–22. 
25 Goethe (1887–1919), section I, vol. 32, 42f.: “Im Angesicht so vielerlei neuen und erneuten Gebildes fiel mir 

die alte Grille wieder ein: ob ich nicht unter dieser Schaar die Urpflanze entdecken könnte? Eine solche muß es 

denn doch geben! Woran würde ich sonst erkennen, daß dieses oder jenes Gebilde eine Pflanze sei, wenn sie nicht 

alle nach Einem Muster gebildet wären?” 
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leaves (einfachen, lanzenförmigen ersten Blätter)” of a fan palm, which increased “until at last 

the fan-like was to be seen in perfect formation (bis endlich das Fächerartige in vollkommener 

Ausbildung zu sehen war)”. He was impressed by the “succession of stages of these changes 

(Stufenfolge dieser Veränderungen)”, of which a gardener had given him clippings, and revered 

them, as he writes, “as fetishes, which seemed to excite and captivate my attention, and to 

promise me a prosperous result of my efforts (als Fetische, die meine Aufmerksamkeit zu 

erregen und zu fesseln völlig geeignet, mir eine gedeihliche Folge meiner Bemühungen 

zuzusagen schienen).”26 What these ‘fetishes’ reveal to him is precisely the “changeability of 

plant forms (Wechselhafte der Pflanzengestalten)”, their “happy mobility and flexibility 

(glückliche Mobilität und Biegsamkeit)”, which they “are endowed with in order to adapt to so 

many conditions that act upon them above the earth’s surface and to be able to form and 

transform themselves accordingly (verliehen, um in so viele Bedingungen, die über dem 

Erdkreis auf sie einwirken, sich zu fügen und darnach bilden und umbilden zu können)”.27 This 

almost limitless adaptability in the plant kingdom does not, however, prevent Goethe from 

searching for a “sensual form of a supersensual original plant (sinnlichen Form einer 

übersinnlichen Urpflanze)” and from understanding “the original identity of all plant parts (die 

ursprüngliche Identität aller Pflanzentheile)” as the goal of his Sicilian journey: “and I now 

sought to pursue this everywhere and to become aware of it again.”28 

He generally views the individual holistically in relation to the whole. The point of Goethe’s 

doctrine of metamorphosis is that the individual is only ever named as a sensual example of the 

actual phenomenon of a plant, for instance. According to Goethe, an inductive conclusion is 

not possible at all, since in observing the case of each individual, one always already bears the 

whole in mind. For nature, as Goethe remarks in a note on his first acquaintance with Schiller 

in 1794, “is to be represented as acting and living, striving from the whole into the parts 

(wirkend und lebendig, aus dem Ganzen in die Theile strebend, darzustellen)”.29 Nature is thus 

not to be understood as a sum of individual things, but the natural individual is always already 

ordered towards a whole as an element of a development, a process of metamorphoses, which 

presents itself in the individual.30 In this respect, the ‘original phenomenon’ cannot be separated 

from the individual phenomenon. 

                                                           
26 Goethe (1887–1919), section II, vol. 6, 119f. Cf. also Breidbach (2006), 132–139. 
27 Goethe (1887–1919), section II, vol. 6, 120. 
28 Goethe (1887–1919), section II, vol. 6, 121. 
29 Goethe (1887–1919), section I, vol. 36, 250. 
30 Cf. on this in detail Breidbach (2006), esp. 45–62. 
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It is true that Goethe’s philosophical interlocutor Schelling generally shares his method of 

approaching  nature not through constructions on the basis of hypotheses but through empirical 

observation. At the same time, Schelling is sceptical, as will be shown in the following, about 

the unbroken phenomenal visibility of the dynamics and processuality of the natural. He 

considers this tense mediation of the phenomenal and the dynamic to be possible only ex 

negativo, in such a way that what appears is a ‘coagulated’ document of a non-phenomenal 

dynamic.  

 

 

2. Schelling’s Search for the ‘Unconditionally Empirical’: Nature as 

Productivity and the Unconscious 

 

(a) F.W.J. Schelling and J.W. von Goethe can justifiably be described as the ‘central figures’ 

of the ‘culture of science’ that established itself in Jena and Weimar around 1800, with its focus 

on natural philosophy.31 On the one hand, Schelling, with his lectures and writings on natural 

philosophy first given in Jena in 1798/99, had an influence on 19th century natural philosophy 

that can hardly be overestimated, especially on A.K.A. von Eschenmayer, G.H. Schubert, H. 

Steffens, L. Oken and even A. Schopenhauer, among many others.32 On the other hand, Goethe 

was of central importance for Schelling and Romanticism as well as their natural philosophical 

concepts through his scientific research as well as his literary work.33 After a first meeting 

between Schelling and Goethe on May 28, 1798 and the “optical experiments” they then jointly 

performed34—experiments which Goethe only carried out with selected persons35—Goethe 

himself pushed for the appointment of the 23-year-old Schelling to Jena. Goethe thus made a 

                                                           
31 O. Breidbach / P. Ziche (eds., 2001): Naturwissenschaften um 1800. Wissenschaftskultur in Jena – Weimar. 

Weimar.  
32 Cf. T. Bach / O. Breidbach (eds., 2005): Naturphilosophie nach Schelling. Stuttgart-Bad Cannstatt; S. Höppner 

(2017): Natur/Poesie. Romantische Grenzgänger zwischen Literatur und Naturwissenschaft – Johann Wilhelm 

Ritter, Gotthilf Heinrich Schubert, Henrik Steffens, Lorenz Oken. Würzburg; P. Höfele / L. Hühn (eds., 2021): 

Schopenhauer liest Schelling. Freiheits- und Naturphilosophie im Ausgang der klassischen deutschen Philosophie. 

Mit einer Edition von Schopenhauers handschriftlichen Kommentaren zu Schellings ‚Freiheitsschrift‘. Stuttgart-

Bad Cannstatt (in print). 
33 Cf. H. Fröschle (2002): Goethes Verhältnis zur Romantik. Würzburg. 
34 Goethe (1887–1919), section III, vol. 2, 209. 
35 So later also with Schopenhauer. Cf. T. Rehbock (2014): Johann Wolfgang von Goethe. In: Schopenhauer-

Handbuch. Leben – Werk – Wirkung. Ed. by M. Koßler / D. Schubbe. Stuttgart, 226–230. 
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decisive contribution to the establishment of the ‘culture of science’ in Jena and Weimar around 

1800.36  

As Goethe’s diary entries and correspondence show,37 a scientific dialogue developed 

between Goethe and Schelling—just as it did later between Goethe and Schopenhauer. This 

dialogue was initially concerned with the theory of colours and its criticism of Newton.38 In 

contrast to Newton, Goethe sought to understand the colour wheel as the inner law of all 

phenomena—thus it is not only that the eye strives to bring the physiological and physical 

colours in general to light, but it is also with regard to the chemical colours adhering to the 

objects themselves that the harmony and unity of nature can be seen to ‘wander’ through the 

colour wheel.39 In an analogous way, Schelling also uses light to depict a unity and the “ground 

of a continuity in nature (Grund einer Continuität in der Natur)”, of which light is the 

“symbol”.40 In a sense, Schelling continues the holistic tendency that Goethe had already begun 

by understanding light not as an individual phenomenon, but in terms of its function and 

significance for a whole. To this end, he gives Goethe’s considerations a metaphysical twist, so 

to speak, by linking his metamorphosis and colour theory with each other. As a letter from 

January 1801 shows, Schelling extends Goethe’s concept of metamorphosis to the whole of 

nature, relates it to the law of polarity, and finally links it to the theory of light and colour. 

According to Schelling, light represents the point of unity towards which everything strives, as 

                                                           
36 Cf. J. Adler (1998): The Aesthetics of Magnetism. Science, Philosophy and Poetry in the Dialogue between 

Goethe and Schelling. In: The Third Culture. Literature and Science. Ed. by E.S. Shaffer. Berlin / New York, 66–

102. Cf. also Nassar (2010). 
37 Cf. the correspondence between Schelling and Goethe in AA III,1–2 as well as the editorial report by T. Kisser 

in AA III,1, 97‒117. (The works of Schelling are cited according to the following edition: F.W.J. Schelling 

(1976ff.): Historisch-kritische Ausgabe. Ed. by the Projekt Schelling – Edition und Archiv der Bayerischen 

Akademie der Wissenschaften. Stuttgart-Bad Cannstatt (= AA). If works have not yet appeared in it, they are cited 

according to: F.W.J. Schelling (1856–1861): Sämmtliche Werke. Ed. by K.F.A. Schelling. Stuttgart / Augsburg (= 

SW).) 
38 Cf. O.L. Müller (2014): Goethes Pech mit Schelling. Optimistische Blicke auf ein ideengeschichtliches Fiasko. 

In: Nature and Realism in Schellingʼs Philosophy. Ed. by A. Dezi / E.C. Corriero. Rom, 131–185. 
39 Cf. Goethe (1887–1919), section II, vol. 1, 219: “Was jedoch dem Unorganischen nicht gemäß zu sein scheint, 

das werden wir, wenn von organischen Naturen die Rede ist, möglich finden, indem in diesem letzten Reiche eine 

solche Durchwandrung des Kreises vom Gelben durchʼs Grüne und Blaue bis zum Purpur wirklich vorkommt.” ‒ 

Cf. also the editorial report by T. Kisser in AA III,1, 103f. 
40 Cf. Schelling’s entry in the hand copy of the Ersten Entwurfs eines Systems der Naturphilosophie (First Outline 

of a System of the Philosophy of Nature) from 1799, AA I,7, 323 [note to AA I,7, 161,18]: “das Licht ist nicht 

einmal eine werdende – in der Entwicklung begriffene – Materie; es ist vielmehr das Werden, die Produktivität 

selbst, die im Licht sich fortpflanzt, gleichsam das unmittelbare Symbol der allgemeinen Produktivität. Wir haben 

die Produktivität als den Grund aller Continuität in der Natur deducirt. Aber das Licht ist das Symbol aller 

Continuität.“—Schelling still emphasises the importance of light as the ideal in the late Munich lecture 

Grundlegung der positiven Philosophie from 1832/33: “Das Ideale ist insofern das Nichts, weil es der Gegensatz 

des Etwas ist; aber eben darum ist es doch auch wieder etwas, selbst wieder ein Endliches. Wir werden sagen: das 

als solches gesetzte reine Wesen, das gegen die Materie als Nichts ist, ist das Licht in der Natur. […] Das Licht 

erfüllt den Raum auf ideale Weise, gerade so wie die Materie. Das Licht ist also der Begriff der Materie, der in der 

Materie selbst gesetzt ist.” (F.W.J. Schelling (1972): Grundlegung der positiven Philosophie. Ed. by H. Fuhrmans. 

Turin, 192) 
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evidenced by the “so-called hunger for light of plants (sogenannte Lichthunger der 

Pflanzen)”.41 In contrast to Newton, both thinkers understand light as a uniform structure that 

cannot be prismatically dissected and that forms the pole of all phenomena that is decisive in 

terms of natural philosophy.42 

 

(b) More decisive, however, is another moment in the dialogue between Goethe and Schelling, 

namely their common front against transcendental philosophy, especially of Fichtean 

provenance, and its marginalisation of nature. Here, even more clearly than in the discussion 

about light and colours, the ‘meta-physical’ twist that Schelling gives to Goethe’s natural 

philosophical reflections becomes apparent. In contrast to Fichte’s figure of the ‘Thathandlung’ 

or the self-setting of the ego, Schelling asserts in the Einleitung zu seinem Entwurf eines Systems 

der Naturphilosophie (Introduction to the Outline to a System of the Philosophy of Nature) from 

1799 “an unconscious productivity that originally related to the conscious, the mere reflex of 

which we see in nature (eine bewußtlose, aber der bewußten ursprünglich verwandte 

Productivität, deren bloßen Reflex wir in der Natur sehen)”, and which should function as the 

starting point of a science equivalent to transcendental philosophy, namely the philosophy of 

nature (AA I,8, 30). Schelling thus supplements and then critically overcomes the 

transcendental philosophical activity of the ego postulated by Fichte.43 As Goethe noted in 

August 1827, “Schelling placed the object, the infinite breadth of nature, first (das Object, die 

unendliche Breite der Natur, vorangestellt)”, while “Fichte preferred to take up the subject”.44 

This approach of Schelling’s, however, is based precisely on insights that go back to the 

intensive exchange with Goethe from 1798 onwards, in the course of which Schelling, as 

already indicated, received Goethe’s concept of metamorphosis in particular (cf. AA I,7, 103f., 

                                                           
41 Cf. AA III,2,1, 306: “Der sogenannte Lichthunger der Pflanzen, und die unläugbaren Krümmungen, und 

Wendungen nach dem Licht, verrathen ein wirkliches Bedürfniß der Pflanzen, mit der Sonne durch das Licht 

gleichsam zu cohäriren.”  
42 Cf. AA I,7, 95: “Was soll man endlich von dem Licht sagen? – Möge es nach Newton ursprünglich schon in eine 

Menge voneinander verschiedener einfacher Actionen zersetzt seyn, deren Total-Eindruck nur das weiße Licht ist 

– oder möge es ursprünglich einfach seyn nach Göthe, auf jeden Fall ist die Polarität der Farben in jedem 

Sonnenbild Beweis einer in den Phänomenen des Lichts herrschenden Dualität, deren Ursache noch zu erforschen 

ist.“ Cf. also the entry in the hand copy in AA I,7, 283: “Was mehr als alles die Verwandtschaft des Lichts mit der 

Elektricität beweist, sind die prismatischen Erscheinungen, so wie sie Goethe in seinen Beiträgen aufgestellt hat. 

Es ist mir wenigstens aus jenen und wird bald vielleicht auch andern ausgemacht seyn, daß die Newtonsche 

Theorie vom weißen Licht als einer Zusammensetzung aus 7 farbigen Strahlen, welche im Prisma getrennt werden, 

falsch ist, daß es sich bei den prismatischen Erscheinungen vielmehr um etwas weit Höheres als eine bloß 

mechanische oder auch chemische Zerlegung des Lichts handelt.” 
43 Cf. S. Schwenzfeuer (2012): Natur und Subjekt. Die Grundlegung der schellingschen Naturphilosophie. 

Freiburg / München. 
44 J.W. v. Goethe (1889‒96): Gespräche. 10 vols. Ed. by G.W. von Biedermann. Leipzig, vol. 6, 182 (“1827, 28. 

August. Mit Parthey.”). 
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284-288; AA I,8, 55f.),45 in order to philosophically ‘construct’ an autonomous, self-

(re-)producing nature that stands opposite the spirit, which is conscious of itself, as its necessary 

other. The kinship between Schelling and Goethe can be seen precisely in the fact that both, in 

conscious demarcation from Fichte’s rather marginal philosophy of nature, see nature in itself 

as generally characterised by ‘polarity’ and ‘heightening (Steigerung)’.46 

In this context, it is striking that Schelling first of all takes up Goethe’s early conception, 

which the latter had repudiated around 1794, of a ‘pattern’47 underlying the change of form. In 

the Introduction to the Outline of 1799, he sees the product of nature “as conceived in infinite 

metamorphosis (als in unendlicher Metamorphose begriffen)”. In order to avoid the appearance 

that this metamorphosis is completely irregular, Schelling at the same time presupposes “a basic 

type (einen Grundtypus)”, “which lies at the basis of all [forms]—and which all of them, albeit 

with manifold variations, express (der allen [Gestalten] zu Grunde liegt—und den sie unter 

mannichfaltigen Abweichungen zwar, aber doch alle ausdrücken)”. (AA I,8, 55) In the ‘Entries 

in the Hand Copy’48 of his First Outline of a System of the Philosophy of Nature, probably 

written somewhat later, the “metamorphosis going to infinity (ins Unendliche gehende 

Metamorphose)” characterised by polarity and heightening appears in a completely different 

way (AA I,7, 284): Schelling now emphasises, on the one hand, the radical nature of 

metamorphoses in nature, since in the case of the butterfly, for example, “just the transition 

from one state of metamorphosis to another is not a mere partial, but a total change (Jener 

Uebergang von einem Zustand der Metamorphose zum andern […] überhaupt nicht etwa eine 

bloße partielle, sondern eine totale Veränderung)” (AA I,7, 286). On the other hand, Schelling 

sees a tendency of nature towards the abolition of all individual forms, it “constantly strives to 

abolish duality and to return to its original identity (strebt beständig die Dualität aufzuheben 

                                                           
45 Cf. Nassar (2010), 314–319; Breidbach (2006), 211‒222. 
46 Vgl. etwa Goethe (1887–1919), section II, vol. 11, 11, where he speaks to Chancellor von Müller of the “zwei 

großen Triebräder[n] aller Natur: der Begriff von Polarität und von Steigerung, jene der Materie, insofern wir sie 

materiell, diese ihr dagegen, insofern wir sie geistig denken, angehörig; jene ist in immerwährendem Anziehen 

und Abstoßen, diese in immerstrebendem Aufsteigen.” Cf. also Goethe’s essay preceding the notebooks Zur 

Morphologie (1817) entitled Die Absicht eingeleitet in Goethe (1887–1919), section II, vol. 6, 8‒15, here 10f.: 

“Jedes Lebendige ist kein Einzelnes, sondern eine Mehrheit; selbst insofern es uns als Individuum erscheint, bleibt 

es doch eine Versammlung von lebendigen selbstständigen Wesen, die der Idee, der Anlage nach, gleich sind, in 

der Erscheinung aber gleich oder ähnlich, ungleich oder unähnlich werden können. Diese Wesen sind theils 

ursprünglich schon verbunden, theils finden und vereinigen sie sich. Sie entzweien sich und suchen sich wieder 

und bewirken so eine unendliche Produktion auf alle Weise und nach allen Seiten. Je unvollkommener das 

Geschöpf ist, destomehr sind diese Theile einander gleich oder ähnlich, und destomehr gleichen sie dem Ganzen. 

Je vollkommner das Geschöpf wird, desto unähnlicher werden die Theile einander. In jenem Falle ist das Ganze 

den Theilen mehr oder weniger gleich, in diesem das Ganze den Theilen unähnlich. Je ähnlicher die Theile 

einander sind, desto weniger sind sie einander subordinirt. Die Subordination der Theile deutet auf ein 

vollkommneres Geschöpf.” 
47 Cf. above, note 24. 
48 For the dating cf. the editorial report by W.G. Jacobs and P. Ziche in AA I,7, 37‒40. 
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und in ihre ursprüngliche Identität zurückzukehren)”: “As soon, therefore, as the product has 

reached the highest summit, it is subject to nature’s general striving towards indifference 

(Sobald daher das Produkt […] den höchsten Gipfel erreicht hat, unterliegt es dem allgemeinen 

Streben der Natur nach Indifferenz)” (AA I,7, 287f.).49 In this way, Schelling emphasises the 

productivity and dynamics of nature, which play with the emergence and decay of the 

individual, to such an extent that it can ultimately no longer be described on the basis of 

Goethean methodology. In this way, Schelling pushes the methodological approach of Goethe’s 

doctrine of metamorphosis beyond itself. 

However, as already noted, both pursue a similar methodological concern in that they 

advocate an ‘empiricism’ reaching beyond the Kantian-Fichtian application of transcendental 

philosophical categories to nature and the natural sciences; however, this ‘empiricism’ is 

applied in ultimately different ways by each thinker. As far as the adequate consideration of 

productive nature and its metamorphoses is concerned, both Goethe and Schelling advocate a 

passivity and self-retraction that in some respects, especially in Schelling’s case, anticipates 

Schopenhauerian thinking of serenity, ‘Gelassenheit’.50 As Goethe put it in 1792/93 in the short 

essay Der Versuch als Vermittler zwischen Subject und Object (The Experiment as Mediator 

between Subject and Object), which was probably originally intended as an introduction to the 

Beiträge zur Optik (Contributions to Optics), the scientist should “take the data of evaluation 

not from himself, but from the circle of things that he observes (die Data der Beurtheilung nicht 

aus sich, sondern aus dem Kreise der Dinge […] die er beobachtet)”.51 Here, Goethe develops 

the idea of a ‘renunciatory (entsagenden)’ “divestment (Entäußerung)”52 in the course of 

observing natural scientific phenomena and in particular ‘primordial phenomena’, which, as 

mentioned, cannot be grasped within the framework of a hypothesis formation that does not 

‘listen’ to nature. As Schelling analogously remarks in his treatise Ueber das Verhältniß des 

Realen und Idealen in der Natur (On the Relationship between the Real and the Ideal in Nature), 

added to the second edition of the World Soul in 1806, only “this divine confusion and 

incomprehensible abundance of formations (diese göttliche Verwirrung und unfaßliche Fülle 

von Bildungen)” of nature itself would “introduce the mere observer into the holy Sabbath of 

                                                           
49 Cf. P. Höfele (2019): Wollen und Lassen. Zur Ausdifferenzierung, Kritik und Rezeption des Willensparadigmas 

in der Philosophie Schellings. Freiburg / München, 62f. 
50 Cf. L. Hühn (2006b): Der Wille, der Nichts will. Zum Paradox negativer Freiheit bei Schelling und 

Schopenhauer. In: Die Ethik Arthur Schopenhauers im Ausgang vom Deutschen Idealismus (Fichte / Schelling). 

Ed. by L. Hühn. Würzburg, 149–160. 
51 Goethe (1887–1919), section II, vol. 11, 22. 
52 Goethe (1987‒1919), section II, vol. 11, 336. The manuscript‘s full addition to the previously quoted passage 

(ibid., 22) reads: “Wie schwer diese Entäußerung dem Menschen sei lehrt uns die Geschichte der Wissenschaften.” 

(ibd., 336.) 
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nature, after he has given up all hope of comprehending it with the intellect (den bloßen 

Betrachter, nachdem er alle Hoffnung aufgegeben sie mit dem Verstande zu begreifen, zuletzt 

in den heiligen Sabbath der Natur einführen)” (SW II, 378). Only a “silencing (Verstummen)” 

of reason (SW II, 378) or, as it is later called in Erlangen in 1821, an “ecstasy (Ekstase)” of the 

ego (SW IX, 230) as a self-abandonment and ‘Gelassenheit’ is capable of allowing nature itself 

to appear in its absoluteness.53 It is precisely with regard to this point of comparison between 

the two that Goethe and Schelling have unfolded a decisive history of influence, right up to 

Schopenhauer. 

At the same time, however, this also indicates a decisive difference from Goethe: As Goethe 

notes in The Experiment as Mediator Between Subject and Object, he sees it as the proprium 

of research into nature to work through the individual experiments without gaps and “in the 

most careful way and thus to form the experiences of the higher kind (auf das sorgfältigste die 

einzelnen Versuche durcharbeiten und so die Erfahrungen der höheren Art auszubilden)”,54 

which he finally calls, as already mentioned, a “generally pronounced main phenomenon, a 

basic and primordial phenomenon (im Allgemeinen ausgesprochene Haupterscheinung ein 

Grund- und Urphänomen)”.55 In contrast, Schelling is already interested in expanding 

“empiricism to unconditionality (Empirismus zur Unbedingtheit)” in 1799 (AA I,7, 87). That 

“the empiricism raised / extended to unconditionality is indeed natural philosophy. Schelling 

(Der Empirismus zur Unbedingtheit erhöht / erweitert [...] ja Naturphilosophie. Schelling)”56 

is something that Goethe took note of, but at first probably did not adequately understand in its 

scope. According to Schelling, the product of nature always refers back to a productivity that 

he calls ‘action (Aktion)’, which alone shows and reveals itself in the product of nature. This 

productivity is therefore not directly recognisable, but must be recognised through the product: 

“For our knowledge does not reach beyond the product, and for the greatness of the action there 

can be no other expression than the product itself (Denn jenseits des Products reicht unsre 

Erkenntniß nicht, und für die Größe der Action kann es keinen andern Ausdruck geben, als das 

Product selbst).” (AA I,7, 86f.) According to Schelling, the task of natural philosophy consists 

“in recognising that in these actions which is unconditionally empirical. For empiricism 

extended to unconditionality is, after all, natural philosophy (daß sie das unbedingt-Empirische 

in diesen Actionen anerkennt. Denn der Empirismus zur Unbedingtheit erweitert ist ja 

                                                           
53 Cf. L. Hühn (1994): Schelling und Fichte. Oder: Über die Grenze menschlichen Wissens. Stuttgart / Weimar, 

206‒212; Höfele (2019), 94f. u. 237–240. 
54 Goethe (1887–1919), section II, vol. 11, 35. 
55 Goethe (1887–1919), section II, vol. 1, 72. 
56 Goethe (1887–1919), section I, vol. 42,2, 525 („Vorarbeiten und Bruchstücke“). 
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Naturphilosophie).” (AA I,7, 87) It is necessary to look beyond the finitude and conditionality 

of empiricism in order to arrive at the ground of appearing which is actually unconditional and 

no longer appears itself. The method of what Schelling called “dynamic atomistics 

(dynamischen Atomistik)” (AA I,7, 86) does not, however, merge into transcendental 

philosophy, as Kant still presupposed in the Metaphysical Foundations of Natural Science,57 

but rather consists in the “empirical test (Probe)”, insofar as from the unconditional, non-

appearing “presupposition all natural phenomena must be derivable (Voraussetzung alle 

Naturerscheinungen sich ableiten lassen)” (AA I,8, 35). The explanation from an unconditional 

proves to be correct only insofar as it fully explains experience.58 

It is true that Schelling comes close to Goethe’s methodology and his theory of the 

‘primordial phenomenon’ around 1800 insofar as he assumes, as he does in the supplement to 

the second edition of the World Soul in 1806, an “imagining of the whole into an individual 

(Einbildung des Ganzen in ein Einzelnes)” (SW II, 364), whereby “in the temporal the eternal 

(in dem Zeitlichen das Ewige)” or ‘unconditioned’ emerges (SW II, 373). But he ultimately 

understands this in such a way that the appearing product refers back to something that can 

never appear in its productivity and—in the System of Transcendental Idealism of 1800—

remains the “eternally unconscious (ewig Unbewußte)” (AA I,9,1, 299).59 In the 1823 

Fragments entitled Problem und Erwiderung (Problem and Reply), Goethe admits: “Nature has 

no system, it is life and consequence from an unknown centre, to an unknowable boundary (Die 

Natur hat kein System, [...] sie ist Leben und Folge aus einem unbekannten Centrum, zu einer 

nicht erkennbaren Gränze)”; but for him it only follows from this that the “contemplation of 

nature is therefore endless, one may proceed by dividing it into the minutest details, or by 

following the track as a whole, according to breadth and height (Naturbetrachtung ist daher 

endlos, man mag in’s Einzelnste theilend verfahren, oder im Ganzen, nach Breite und Höhe die 

Spur verfolgen)”.60 That there could be something ‘eternally unconscious’ or which never 

                                                           
57 Cf. I. Kant (1900ff.): Gesammelte Schriften. Ed. by the Berlin-Brandenburgischen Akademie der 

Wissenschaften. Berlin, vol. 4, 473f.—Nevertheless, Schelling concedes to Kant that - in contrast to the ‘users of 

his principles’ - he always kept to the limits of transcendental philosophy, that he “nirgends gewagt [habe], die 

specifische (qualitative) Verschiedenheit der Materie aus seinen beiden Grundkräften wirklich zu construiren” 

(AA I,7, 279). 
58 This concept of an ‘unconditional empiricism’ is still represented by Schelling according to its fundamental 

claim even in his late ‘positive philosophy’, even if Schelling’s ‘system conception’ has changed here in many 

ways. Schelling’s ‘higher, metaphysical empiricism’ (cf. e.g. SW XIII, 114ff.) also shows the claim that behind 

empiricism, a justification of it must be sought, without this, however, being a priori derivable as in transcendental 

philosophy. In 1842/43, he finally equates—comparable to Schopenhauer - these dynamically understood figures 

of justification with the phenomena of “decision and deed (Entschluß und That)” that go hand in hand with volition, 

which alone can “justify an actual experience” and in this respect represent “more than can be recognised in mere 

thinking (mehr, als sich im bloßen Denken erkennen läßt)” (SW XIII, 114). 
59 Cf. Hühn (1994), 19–41; Höfele (2019), 75–80. 
60 Goethe (1887–1919), section II, vol. 7, 75. 
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appears lies entirely outside his field of vision. Goethe, despite the ‘mobility and flexibility’ of 

natural vegetation, generally still assumes an ‘original identity’ to be described in his doctrine 

of metamorphosis. In contrast, Schelling, in view of the ‘infinite metamorphoses’ in nature and 

its all-retracting striving for ‘indifference’, argues for a consistent understanding of nature as 

‘unconscious productivity’, which as such cannot be translated into ‘conscious’ comprehension 

and adequately made to appear. 

 

 

3. Nature as Process: Proximity and Distance between Goethe, Schelling and 

Whitehead in the Face of a Nature to be Grasped Holistically 

 

Although A.N. Whitehead mentions Goethe rather negatively in conversations61 and only 

indirectly mentions Schelling,62 he shares with the two central thinkers of the philosophy of 

nature around 1800 more than the dissociation from Newton and from the reason-centred 

transcendental philosophy. With Goethe and Schelling, he further shares in particular the 

concern for a holistic approach to nature and the search for an understanding of the dynamics 

and processuality of everything natural. 

Whitehead already noticed the closeness of his understanding of nature to that of Schelling’s 

in 1919 when, at the end of the second lecture of The Concept of Nature, he quoted at length 

from Schelling’s Über den wahren Begriff der Naturphilosophie (On the True Concept of 

Natural Philosophy)63 and remarked that the topics addressed here, “though they lie outside the 

range of our discussion, are always being confused with it”, since they nevertheless “lie 

proximate to our field of thought”.64 The fact that Whitehead still thinks he has to distinguish 

his concept of nature from that of Schelling has to do with the circumstance that he does not 

                                                           
61 Cf. A.N. Whitehead (1954): Dialogues of Alfred North Whitehead, as recorded by Lucien Price. Boston, 46, 122 

and 181f. Whitehead’s remark that “it has been occurring to me of late […] that Goethe’s thinking is too special” 

(ibid., 122), however, suggests that Whitehead did appreciate Goethe before this ‘late’ insight. 
62 Cf. A.N. Whitehead (1964): The Concept of Nature. The Tarner Lectures. Delivered in Trinity College, 

November 1919. Cambridge, 47f. 
63 Whitehead cites the following passage: “Ich betrachte in der Naturphilosophie jenes Subject-Object, das ich 

Natur nenne, allerdings in seiner Selbstconstruction. Man muß sich zur intellectuellen Anschauung der Natur 

erhoben haben, um dieß zu begreifen. – Der Empiriker erhebt sich dahin nicht; und ebendeßwegen ist er eigentlich 

immer das construirende, in allen seinen Erklärungen. Es ist daher nicht zu verwundern, daß das Construirte und 

das, was construirt werden sollte, so selten übereintrifft. – Der Naturphilosoph kann eben darum, weil er die Natur 

zur Selbstständigkeit erhebt, und sich selbst construiren läßt, nie in die Nothwendigkeit kommen, die construirte 

Natur (d. h. die Erfahrung) jener entgegen zu setzen, jene nach ihr zu corrigiren” (AA I,10, 100). He quotes it from 

a work translated into English by the Russian philosopher N.O. Lossky (1919): The Intuitive Basis of Knowledge. 

An Epistemological Inquiry, trans. by N.A. Duddington. London.  
64 Whitehead (1964), 48. 
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want his considerations presented in 1919 to be understood as ‘metaphysical’, but merely, in a 

rather Kantian fashion, as a “necessary prolegomena for philosophy and for natural science”, 

which consists in the “understanding of types of entities, and types of relations among those 

entities”.65 In 1919, Whitehead wanted to leave out “any pronouncement as to the psychological 

relation of subjects to objects or as to the status of either in the realm of reality”.66 According 

to Whitehead, natural philosophy is concerned only with nature and not with the mind, for 

“everything perceived is in nature”.67 In Whitehead’s view, however, this does not mean that 

natural philosophy simply excludes a sub-area of reality; rather, with this thematic focus, he is 

concerned with avoiding the traditional “bifurcation of nature into two systems of reality”,68 in 

which a distinction is made between a nature that causes knowledge and a nature that is 

perceived in sense cognition by the mind, or, in Kantian terms, between nature as a ‘thing in 

itself’ and as an appearance: “Natural philosophy should never ask what is in the mind and what 

is in nature”; instead, it is necessary to ask about the “relations inter se of things known”.69 

Here, Whitehead is already aiming at his universal-organic cosmology, as he formulated it ten 

years later in 1929 in Process and Reality.70 In this work, he explicitly develops a ‘speculative 

philosophy’ in the sense of a metaphysics that claims to explain everything, which assumes an 

absolute relationality of all entities and in which the bifurcation into nature and mind, or into 

known things and the fact that they are known, is completely rejected. Here, therefore, 

Whitehead’s motive for demarcation vis-à-vis Schelling is entirely suspended, thus revealing 

that from the beginning, it was only illusory. As with Schelling, there is no longer the “necessity 

of opposing nature as constructed (i.e. experience) to real nature”.71 In 1929, both are drawn 

together into a unified phenomenon and understood as merely two aspects of the real: “Each 

actuality is essentially bipolar, physical and mental, and the physical inheritance is essentially 

accompanied by a conceptual reaction”.72 According to Whitehead, each actuality, and not only 

organic life, emerges passively from its environment in the form of a physical-causal 

‘inheritance’. At the same time, as an independent entity, it is able to ‘react’ more or less 

‘conceptually’ to the environment, ‒ resulting in a “community of actual things” in the sense of 
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an “organism”, which “is not a static organism” and consequently “is combined with that of 

‘process’”.73 

On a methodological level, this ontological assumption of a dynamic ‘community of actual 

things’ corresponds to the establishment of a “speculative philosophy”, which Whitehead 

describes in 1929 as “the endeavour to frame a coherent, logical, necessary system of general 

ideas in terms of which every element of our experience can be interpreted”.74 In particular, the 

explanations of the adjectives ‘coherent’, ‘logical’ and ‘necessary’ characterising the system 

indicate that Whitehead certainly does not mean to be able to think of a self-transparent closure 

of a whole. Rather, he understands reality, as seen, as a process that ultimately cannot be fixed. 

The logical aspect of the system then only refers to the demand for freedom from contradiction, 

necessity is supposed to guarantee universality, while coherence asserts an ultimately 

unmanageable organic connection of all elements in the system, none of which can be thought 

in isolation and abstracted from the whole. With regard to those ‘general ideas’ or ‘metaphysical 

principles’ to be unified in the system, this also implies the following according to Whitehead: 

“Philosophers can never hope finally to formulate these metaphysical first principles. Weakness 

of insight and deficiencies of language stand in the way inexorably.”75 In his endeavour to 

describe the dynamics of nature given in experience, Whitehead’s conception of the system can 

thus be described in some respects as a union of Schelling’s and Goethe’s approach: On the one 

hand, in view of the processual reality, he assumes a necessary incompleteness of his system 

and the withdrawal of the ‘metaphysical first principles’. On the other hand, he also assumes 

that, due to the coherence of each element in the system with the whole, each individual refers 

to the whole and represents it in a way reminiscent of Leibniz’s monads, but without this whole 

ever being able to exist in the form of a completeness of the system elements. 

Despite all their differences, Goethe, Schelling and Whitehead think of nature in its 

productivity and dynamics as something that cannot be completely defined, thus demonstrating 

not least their modernity with regard to today’s natural sciences and their preoccupation with 

molecular, atomic and even subatomic structures that are not immediately visible. In the sense 

of Whitehead’s search for a ‘hint of that aspect of self-production, of generation, of φύσις, of 

natura naturans’ mentioned at the beginning, Schelling in particular is interested in describing 

the phenomenon of the natural in its freedom and productivity that cannot be attributed to the 

spiritual alone, and Whitehead could therefore have found points of contact for his own process-
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philosophical thinking not only with regard to Plato’s Timaeus, but also in a reference to the 

philosophy of nature around 1800.  

In this respect, all three thinkers mentioned here are able to provide a corrective backdrop 

for the negative phenomena of the present named in the ‘Anthropocene’ discourse. With a view 

to a holism encompassing man and nature, which also calls attention to their complex 

interactions, Goethe, Schelling and Whitehead draw the line between nature and that which 

belongs to the realm of the human in a comparable manner. However, this is not done from the 

human perspective, as in the case of the Anthropocene, but in exactly the opposite way, namely 

from nature. In Goethe’s case, this takes the form of a ‘contemplation’ that goes hand in hand 

with a withdrawal of the self and ‘Entäußerung’; in Schelling’s, on the other hand, it takes the 

form of a ‘silencing (Verstummen)’ and passive ‘fathoming’ that goes back once again to a 

ground that is only hinted at in the phenomenal. With this methodological movement, both are 

concerned with that which Whitehead, in contrast to the Kantian transcendental philosophical 

approach, understands as the proprium of his own philosophy: “For Kant, the world emerges 

from the subject; for the philosophy of organism, the subject emerges from the world—a 

‘superject’ rather than a ‘subject.’”76 

According to all three authors, a productivity and dynamism should become visible that 

characterises the whole of nature and life, from which the human and the spiritual emerge 

fluidly and without rupture. Both are integrated into the whole of nature rather than representing 

the other in relation to it. If the philosophy of nature around 1800 as well as Whitehead’s process 

philosophy are exemplary for the present natural sciences precisely in this respect, as they 

attempt to think the unity of the natural and the human-spiritual without usurping the former by 

the latter, but rather reconstituting the orientation towards the natural, this would certainly not 

be the least of their merits and for this reason alone they would be worthy of an orienting update. 
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