
 

 

Hölderlin’s Conditions for Self-Appropriation in Urtheil und Seyn 

 

 

INTRODUCTION: 

          This paper argues that Hölderlin’s Urtheil und Seyn establishes the grounds for self-

appropriation in a cognitional theory, albeit nascent, in which the Fichtean challenge to 

understand the process of self-reflection in one‘s self-affirmation as a knower is achieved. I will 

first examine what I take to be the core of Fichte’s project in the Wissenschaftslehre, arguing that 

its principle motivation is to ground the self in terms of a knowing self, through examining the 

self performing what it regards as knowledge. I then consider what difficulties this poses to 

Hölderlin in terms of his own understanding of this project, and what modifications he makes 

to Fichte’s conclusions, in Urtheil und Seyn, to further his own account of the subject situated in 

its knowing. I will then turn to the works of Deiter Henrich regarding what may be problematic 

for the arguments of this paper, to contrast our diverging approaches and conclude that our 

methods are not mutually exclusive. Lastly, I turn my attention back to Urtheil und Seyn to 

demonstrate, that under a qualified sense, a cognitional theory is present to afford a method of 

self-appropriation, and demonstrate in what respect Urtheil und Seyn succeeds in such act, and 

where its weakness lies. 

 

THE CORE OF FICHTE‘S PROJECT IN THE WISSENSCHAFTSLEHRE: 

     In considering Being, Hölderlin’s early philosophical view in Urtheil und Seyn suggests a 

sharp break with the thoughts of his mentor, Johann Gottlieb Fichte. Yet, born out of the same 



concerns of Fichte’s Wissenschaftslehre, one can and should, return to Fichte’s original project to 

understand what Hölderlin takes to be pivotal in his own writing. As a pursuit of the possibility 

of the self-affirmation of the knower as known, what I take to be Fichte’s task in the 

Wissenschaftslehre, Urtheil und Seyn presents an account on the part of Hölderlin of the human 

subject in an attempt to answer Fichte’s challenge.  

     I think it advantageous to begin with a particular clarification regarding what I take to be the 

quintessential project of the Wissenschaftslehre, as opinions differ in terms of the original 

motivation for Fichte’s lectures on the science of knowledge. While the work itself underwent 

perpetual revision, with several hesitancies on Fichte’s part to publish, whatever work was put 

forth with either certain conviction or tentativeness was united in a single task: “Think of 

yourself, frame the concept of yourself, and notice how you do it.”1 All the implications from 

the consequences of this task are what the various manifestations of the Wissenschaftslehre 

attempts to work out. In a letter to J.F. Cotta, his publisher, Fichte comments that between the 

1794 draft and the 1796 draft, as an experiment, he claims to have set aside the 1794 text entirely 

to see how the second experiment would compare to the first.2 It is this methodological 

principle, to stay within the investigation of the act of self-affirmation of the knower as known, 

that was the experiment for comparison, and that he affirms again and again irrespective of his 

differing conclusions. Inasmuch as Fichte’s results may have changed, considerations extended 

to intersubjectivity or political matters, the purpose of the Wissenschaftslehre doesn’t seem to 

                                                 
1 Fichte, Johann Gottlieb. The Science of Knowledge. eds. & trans. Peter Heath & John Lachs. [Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1982], p. 33 cf. “Attend to yourself: turn your attention away from everything that surrounds you 

and towards your inner life; this is the first demand that philosophy makes of its disciple.” p. 6 and again, “Think, and 

attend in this thinking to the way you do it…” p.68. Hereafter WL.   
2 Fichte, Johann Gottlieb. Foundations of Transcendental Philosophy (Wissenschaftslehre) Nova Methodo 

(1796/99). ed. & trans. Daniel Breazeale. [Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1992],  pp. 19-20. Hereafter WLnm. 



waver. The project has its foundation in cognitional theory and its relation to reality. The aim, as 

I take it, is to analyze the act by which self-affirmation occurs.  

 

HÖLDERLIN’S CONCERNS REGARDING FICHTE’S PROJECT:   

       Hölderlin’s pre-occupation with Fichte’s project is well documented and assuredly Urtheil 

und Seyn is a direct response to Fichte’s Wissenschaftslehre lectures.3 We can see Hölderlin 

marking out the conclusions of his own journey in performing the act of self-affirmation, but 

coming to quite a different conclusion than Fichte as to what is required in this act. There is an 

incompleteness Hölderlin senses in which where Fichte rests the foundation of self-affirmation 

in the self-positing ego, Hölderlin sees that the act of self-positing is contingent upon something 

else and cannot be its own ground.4 

     Fichte argues that, “[The self] posits all reality, as an absolute quantity. Beyond this reality 

there is no other, and it is attributed to the self.” 5  The first problem is that if the self is the origin 

of the absolute, the self should be everything. Put differently, if the self is the absolute, why 

should there be anything else? Can the self even rightly be called a “self” if it stands in no 

relation to anything else? If it knows itself as self, how does it know itself as something 

particular if it is everything? If it is not something particular, how does it have any identity? 

While these are valid concerns, it serves well to be cautious of what is meant by “origin.” If one 

takes this to be an act of creation, that is certainly not what Fichte means. To posit all reality as 

an absolute quantity is better understood as the self discovering itself situated within an 

                                                 
3 Op. cit. FN 8 & 19 
4 Hölderlin, Friedrich. “Judgment and Being.“  Essays And Letters on Theory. ed. & trans. Thomas Pfau. [Albany: 

State University of New York Press, 1988], p. 37. Hereafter JB. 
5 WL p. 125 



absolute quantity which is all of reality. Yet, where the objection seems right is Fichte’s claim 

that the reality is to be attributed solely to the self, and whereas this is where Fichte wants to 

conclude the initial project of the Wissenschaftslehre, the originary and primordial act of self-

positing, it is the beginning for Hölderlin.6  

     Hölderlin seems flippant about Fichte’s ontological conclusions, finding the notion of the 

self-positing ego insufficient to ground self-appropriation. 7 Hölderlin’s question is not an issue 

of why the self is not everything, but how it makes no sense to conclude the matter as such. 

Fichte claims that discursive reason cannot deduce the self-positing ego, and Hölderlin needn’t 

argue the point. If the self-positing ego is only indirectly given in some simple yet ineffable 

manner, we can take that given as a supposition and still analyze it in terms of theoretical 

judgment. Fichte, himself, after arguing that theoretical reason cannot discover this reality that 

must be so (the intuition of a self-positing ego), imports this datum back into theoretical 

                                                 
6 Frederick Beiser argues that  Hölderlin never saw himself as a systematizer, nor did he “self-consciously formulate a 
doctrine he called ‘absolute idealism.’” German Idealism: The Struggle Against Subjectivism, 1781-1801 [London: 
Harvard University Press, 2002], p. 337. Hereafter GI. Just as we speak of Plato’s “doctrine of Forms,” while Plato 
held no such “doctrine,” Hölderlin must be taken in the light of critique, a kataphatic result on the theory of judgment 
and being, but through an apophatic process operating on Fichte’s Wissenschaftslehre. Yet, this is not license to force 
Hölderlin’s concepts of judgment and being into the co-option of early German Romanticism. What seems 
uncharitable is to over-emphasize Hölderlin’s early thoughts within the context of a later Romanticism. The critique 
in Urtheil und Seyn is often, as Nikolas Kompridis does, seen as Hölderlin’s objection to Fichte’s philosophy in that “it 
made the self everything and the world nothing.” See “Introduction: Re-inheriting Romanticism.” Philosophical 
Romanticism. [New York: Routledge Press, 2006], p. 13, for an account that makes too much of this, pushing 
Hölderlin further into the Romantic tradition than he stood at the time of composing Urtheil und Seyn. While it is 
true that Hölderlin raises this objection, it is one amongst several problems he finds in Fichte’s work, and not 
Hölderlin’s main argumentative line against Fichte, but more a peripheral objection as further evidence for what is 
problematic in Fichte’s thought.  It is not as if the outcome of Fichte’s project had to conform to an aesthetic 
predisposition in Hölderlin’s philosophic affinities. It seems uncharitable to assume that Hölderlin would be 
incapable of accepting such a conclusion as Fichte’s if, indeed, Hölderlin could find it rational. I find this important to 
dwell on so that we may comport more philosophic rigor to Hölderlin’s project of understanding being and judgment 
as the ground of self-positing. Hölderlin’s predominant problem with Fichte’s idealism is that it was question-begging 
and incoherent, not that it had undesirable conclusions. Positions contrary to this seem, to me, anachronistic in their 
disregard of the developmental aspect of Hölderlin’s thought.  
7 In fact, in a letter to Schiller, Hölderlin seems quite ambivalent towards what Fichte takes to be the Absolute. What 
interests him is not the ontological contents of Fichte’s theory, but the way such contents are said to interact: “I am 
attempting to work out for myself the idea of an infite progress in philosophy by showing that the unremitting 
demand that must be made of any system, the union of subject and  object in an absolute... I or however one wants to 
call it [emphasis mine]...is theoretically possible only through endless approximation...“ Letter to Schiller: 9/2/1795 
Essays And Letters on Theory. ed. & trans. Thomas Pfau. [Albany: State University of New York Press, 1988], p. 160. 



discourse for his analysis of what this ego signifies for theoretical reason.8 It is not so much the 

appeal to practical reason as the justification of the self-positing ego that disturbs Hölderlin as 

much as what this notion signifies even if we permit Fichte’s importation of the self-positing 

ego into theoretical discourse. If Fichte means that there is no other reality than that posited by 

the self and therefore, no reality other than the self positing all reality, Hölderlin believes that 

inasmuch as the law of opposites (Reflexionsgesetz des Entgegensetzens) holds, that is not 

possible.9 This law holds for both Fichte and Hölderlin relative to the self-positing ego, as that 

ego becomes an object for investigation within theoretical reason. 

     In the context of Fichte’s original challenge, when I frame a concept by thinking of myself I 

do not notice anything that suggests that all of reality is to be attributed to my self-positing. 

Where Fichte sees this as the ground of any science of knowledge, Hölderlin asks what makes it 

possible that the self finds itself positing itself –whatever that may be should be the ground of 

such science. I do experience that all I encounter and the concept of all that there is entails my 

ego inasmuch as it is to be the ground of experience for me to have. This, however, is not the 

same as Fichte’s assertion. That it is true that no moment of experience is understood as devoid 

of the intellectual intuition of the self, does not, in itself, justify that this is the ground of all 

reality.10 In fact, at least for Hölderlin, it elucidates, as a necessary step in the process, a problem 

                                                 
8 I’m not suggesting that Fichte wantonly fabricates a concept as a starting point for theoretical reason. The argument 
Fichte gives is that theoretical reason cannot deduce a certain necessary truth about consciousness, but can safely 
assume this truth as the exercise of self-affirmation always demonstrates it practically and theoretically denying it 
ends in absurdity.  WL pp. 78-79 
9 Both Fichte and Hölderlin ascribe to the Reflexionsgesetz des Entgegensetzens, which is based upon a maxim of 
Spinoza’s – Omnis determinatio est negation (all determination is negation). Hölderlin views this as not a simple law 
of formal logic, but an ontological principle. Inasmuch as the self-positing ego is determinate, we can ask how it is 
that the identity of the ego is not a negation from something else. To affirm “I” is a negation of something else, at the 
very least a “not-I.” To find identity in the unity of “I am I” cannot be as the “I” is divided in being to be copulated in 
the “am.” I will address this point in more detail further. 
10 For the sake of brevity, the most likely definition of intellectual intuition that both Fichte and Hölderlin adhere to is 
as follows: “All consciousness is accompanied by an immediate self-consciousness, which is called intellectual 



in idealism itself regarding a confusion of constituting identity in general, which will invert 

reality’s dependence on absolute subjectivity towards an absolute objectivity in a nascent form 

half-way between realism and idealism. There is something I need and use if the self-positing 

ego is to emerge (judgment and being), which possibilizes the actuality of this ego, making the 

ego contingent upon something else – the actuality of being.11 

     If I am to know myself as the knower of myself, I must be capable of understanding an 

identity and that my conscious self is that which corresponds to the identity understood.  It 

seems that identity is a necessary, yet insufficient, condition of my self-affirmation, and I must 

give an account of myself in terms of a self that experiences itself as both subject and object. 

While I do not lose the notion of identity, I forever find myself through intellectual intuition 

attaining myself through subjectivity, but reflectively understanding myself as object. That 

which is intuited is the subject, yet that which is experienced is the subject-as-object, and simply 

because the subject intuits itself subjectively and the subject finds itself as an object, that the 

subject ‘turns up’ in both respects, doesn’t mean that these two respects are of one uniform 

reality. When the self is intuiting itself, there is pure subjectivity. When the self understands 

that it is the object of that intuition, there is the requirement of objectivity. 

    In a letter to Hegel, Hölderlin interprets Fichte’s absolute I as he understands Spinoza’s 

substance - as that which “contains (beinhaltet) all reality.”12 In this letter, Hölderlin’s reflection 

                                                                                                                                                             
intuition, and this immediate self-consciousness must be presupposed if one is to be able to think at all. 
Consciousness, however, is an activity, and self-consciousness, in particular, is the self-reverting activity of the 
intellect or pure reflection.” WLnm p. 66 
11 JB p. 38 
12 Letter to Hegel 1/26/1775. Essays And Letters on Theory. ed. & trans. Thomas Pfau. [Albany: State University of 
New York Press, 1988], p. 37.  Hereafter LTH. While Spinozists may object that Spinoza’s substance is not a 
container, but something that rather permeates all of reality, it matters little in the present context. We can say that 
Hölderlin is relying on a notion of substance, borrowed from Jacobi and attributed to Spinoza, correctly understood 
or not, as an absolute substance that contains all of reality. If we should understand Spinoza’s substance differently 



is succinctly outlined with respect to self-consciousness: if the I is absolute, there is no object for 

the I. If this I can have no object, then we have a consciousness with no object. Conversely, if I 

am the object of a consciousness I must be limited in some sense to be the thing apprehended by 

the subject, even if that subject is myself.  He concludes that ”no consciousness is conceivable in 

the absolute I, as an absolute I I have no consciousness, and insofar as I have no consciousness I 

am (for myself) nothing, therefor the absolute I is (for me) nothing.“13  

     Yet, Hölderlin does not reject the notion of identity, and we do have an intuition of 

something as the pre-condition of that notion. If I deny this, I must affirm in theory what I deny 

in practice. Fichte notes the same when he suggests that such a denial will result in a 

performative contradiction in which it is impossible but to affirm that there is identity and there 

is a ground.14 It is what those are that are open to dispute. But the self as subject always escapes 

us as we attempt to understand it as object. And the object always escapes us when we attempt 

to understand it as subject. We seem hopelessly locked in a kind of dualism. If we are to 

eradicate this dualism, it seems it can only be done through a higher synthesis of both the 

subject and object. Hölderlin finds the most fruitful ground to lie in the heuristic of Being.   

 

HÖLDERLIN’S POSITIVE ACCOUNT OF SELF-AFFIRMATION: 

     While I have spoken of the objections Hölderlin holds against Fichte, Urtheil und Seyn is not a 

mere critique of Fichte, but a presentation of an alternative path to explain the possibility of self-

affirmation. As Hölderlin begins by way of an examination of the conditions for the self-

                                                                                                                                                             
than Hölderlin, it still is irrelevant as to what Hölderlin takes Fichte’s idea of substance to be. The only danger to 
guard ourselves against is if, should our understanding of Spinoza’s substance differ from Hölderlin’s, that we assume 
because Hölderlin has understood substance incorrectly, his argument fails. 
13 ibid. 
14 WL p. 9, 23. 



affirmation of the knower as known, establishing identity is the first methodological principle. 

The very utterance, in an intelligible manner, of the word “I” already presupposes that there is a 

self, that this self is conscious, and that this self has a self-consciousness which can consider 

itself as the object of the affirmation “I am.”15 A difficulty here emerges, however, in that the self 

as subject, in seeking to affirm itself as known to itself, has already formed a conceptual 

framework in which the self, as the subject of investigation, aims to appropriate the same self as 

an object or representation of the subjective self. The concept of selfhood becomes a that to 

which the self must say “I am this that.” For such an affirmation to be achieved, the self is now 

op-posed to itself in a subject-object duality.16 That being so, the cause of the duality would be a 

higher principle than the subject itself. The ground of the self-positing ego is not the identity of 

this being, but whatever it is that makes it possible for the ego to op-posit something to itself 

that it may take on an identity and be some thing in contrast to being every thing or no thing at 

all, in virtue of there being nothing to contrast it with. Further, if we think of ourselves, what we 

experience is a notion of identity. Yet, identity only exists if individuation is possible. Contrary 

to Fichte, I am I as a totality cannot be. If I am to understand myself as an absolute I, there 

would be no understanding. I cannot, in fact, understand an absolute I as an identity. An I as 

absolute and in reference to nothing cannot refer to itself. We can, as Fichte does, say that I am I, 

but that is very different from a propositionless utterance of the word “I.” There is no meaning 

in the former, as there is no reference, not even to the I. If this I existed, so undifferentiated must 

it be that there would be an inconceivable manifold of nonsense.  

                                                 
15 ibid. 
16 ibid. 



     What may seem counter-intuitive is that “I” and “I am I” do not express the same reality. The 

formal aspect of each differs so radically from the other that something else is entirely revealed:  

(1) the impossibility of the I to possess any meaning without referring to something else, and (2) 

even the identity of the I is fractured into a self-consciousness that must separate itself as the 

object had by self-consciousness to grasp itself as the self-same subject of that object. With this, 

Hölderlin asks what, then, does the subject of something claiming to have an identity relate to? 

Following Fichte, the most seemingly immediate relation is to itself and a consciousness 

involving that relation in terms of I am that which is experiencing. But this produces a rupture in 

the self as self-consciousness causes a fissure in the identity of the I in which the individual’s 

consciousness becomes aware that it is, in fact, aware. 17 The Absolute I cannot understand itself 

in terms of its identity alone. When it takes itself to be an object of reflection, there is already a 

differentiation within it between subject and object. This isn’t to say that the Absolute does not 

exist; what this shows us is that “identity is not a uniting of subject and object that takes place 

absolutely.”18 Self-positing, self-awareness, self-consciousness – implies some aspect of identity 

to achieve the notion of self-sameness or identity as well as necessitating distinction: this rather 

than that. The most primordial act performed by the I may indeed be its self-positing, but this 

act implies something prior to it, something it is contingent upon, something that is its ground. 

It appears, as with Spinoza, that any determination is an act of negation. Likewise, self-positing 

is a determination. That being the case, what was negated?      

                                                 
17 It is important to note that what is demanded here is not a consciousness of consciousness. This is a rather 
impoverished understanding of self-consciousness that Hölderlin is not committed to. Such an idea maintains that 
self-consciousness is like a reflexive understanding of its consciousness. All the notion of self-consciousness commits 
one to is the assertion of a preliminary unstructured awareness of the self. One cannot be any more conscious than 
conscious, yet repeatedly, particularly when the infinite regress of a subject conscious of itself as object is introduced, 
so too is this misunderstanding, as many of these arguments demand consciousness to magically contain reflective 
understanding.  
18 JB p. 37 



     While Fichte would inculcate the not-I in the requirements of self-consciousness, self-

consciousness is still unified on the basis of identity. Hölderlin “is now making the more radical 

claim that there must be a distinction between subject and object within self-consciousness 

itself.19 What Hölderlin would seek is some sort of “thing” in the sense of a unity in the identity 

of some reality between its constituent parts of both subjectivity and objectivity. The concept of 

“reciprocal relation” (Beziehung) would provide the mechanics for a more detailed analysis of 

the absolute, demonstrating the insufficiency in maintaining the supremacy of the subject over 

the object or object over the subject.20  Both subject and object are held as a unity-in-tension, 

where the presence of the one reciprocally demands the presence of the other, with that unity 

being something other than the subject or object. Relative to the self,  Hölderlin concludes that 

“the self occurs originally in a correlation in such a way that we can say that the self is always 

there in a separation from something that is not the self – namely, the object.” 21   

     While this gives us the heuristic structure to speak of subject-object identity, and the 

possibility for self-appropriation, how the individual is situated in her relation to Being is a 

question for reflection.  Hölderlin coins the word Urteilung to suggest a primordial (ur-) 

separation (Teilung) we can understand as judgment.22 Once this separation has occurred and 

                                                 
19 GI p. 338  
20 JB p. 37 
21 Henrich, Dieter. Between Kant and Hegel: Lectures on German Idealism. ed. David S. Pacini. [London: Harvard 
University Press, 2003], p. 293. Hereafter BKH. Henrich, being true to the historical context relative to Hölderlin’s 
account to Hegel of Spinoza’s substance, is right in suggesting an apparent “third thing” that is Being. There is 
subject, object, and Being. Subject and object find their unity “in” being as Hölderlin takes the containment model of 
understanding Spinoza’s substance – that the subject and object fit into Being. It is this model of substance, with 
being as the “vessel” of subject-object identities that should clearly distinguish Hölderlin from Hegel. For Hölderlin, 
there is no act of sublation (Aufhebung), and Urtheil und Seyn does not suggest Hegelian of dialectical sublations (die 
dialektische Aufhebungen), which would imply a teleological end which Hölderlin believes can never be accomplished 
and is, hence, no actual end.  
22 ibid. Henrich notes that there is no reason given as to why the primordial separation takes place. “Hölderlin does 
not explain in this fragment why the original Urteilung –or separation – takes place at all. It is just a fact from which 
we have to start.” (BKH p. 293). This turns out, however, to matter very little for Hölderlin’s purposes. If Hölderlin’s 
Urtheil und Seyn were to be systematic, one could rightfully demand some sort of account as to why this original 



self-consciousness is present, the performance of self-consciousness will always depend on its 

having been separated from that which is undifferenctiated. For that reason, the performance of 

self-consciousness is somehow a process of unification, the reestablishment of unity in the 

separation. Even at the very beginning, the reference to the subject and object has to be 

interpreted in terms of this unifying process.23 Self-consciousness discovers itself as the unity of 

a teilung, which is inferred to be primordial, and finds the unity of its subjective and objective 

nature, relative to the insight of the origin of the fracture of being.24 

 

HENRICH’S DISAVOWAL OF A SELF-CONTAINED THEORY OF KNOWLEDGE:  

    Dieter Henrich’s position, a formidable one, takes up a different argumentative line with 

respect to self-appropriation. We are both in agreement that (1) self-affirmation of the knower as 

known is only possible in light of some knowable cognitional theory, and (2) that Hölderlin 

supplies no such theory explicitly.25 Henrich argues that Hölderlin’s “thinking does not amount 

to a self-contained theory of knowledge but is from the beginning grounded in a 

metaphysics.“26 I’m not so sure of this without qualifications Henrich does not seem to supply. 

Firstly, Henrich does not tell us what a self-contained theory of knowledge is, so it is difficult 

for us to judge whether Hölderlin’s thought does or does not amount to a self-contained theory 

of knowledge. It may be that it does supply such a theory, but insufficiently robust enough to 

                                                                                                                                                             
separation occurs, lest a tower be built on straw and hay. Yet, the question “Why is it so?” differs from “Is it so.” We 
needn’t see Hölderlin as a dogmatist just because he asserts that it is so. There may not be an intelligible reason to 
explain the occurrence of something, but still an intelligible reason to explain that this something does occur. 
23 ibid. 
24 When I use the words ‘primordial’ or ‘original’ this is not to suggest that such separation was a singular event, but 
rather every time self-consciousness occurs, this original division precedes such self-consciousness. 
25 Henrich, Dieter. The Course of Remembrance and Other Essays on Hölderlin. ed. Eckart Förster. [Stanford: 
Stanford University Press,1997], p. 221. Hereafter CRO. 
26 ibid. 



satisfy what Henrich takes to be the demand of such a theory. Secondly, however, it would also 

seem odd to assume there is a self-contained theory of knowledge when Hölderlin himself 

refers to a series of endless approximations of truth. It would seem that there could be no 

containment of a Hölderlinian theory of knowledge for the mere fact that he himself argues 

there could never be any completion in those approximations of judgment. This would seem to 

not suggest a closed system of thought. Yet, what a self-contained theory of knowledge suggests 

to me is how one knows, explicable in terms of the knowing subject (contained within the self).   

     Inasmuch a Hölderlin makes a normative claim about cognition, which he seems to do, there 

is a closed structure in how we know, irrespective of what can or cannot be known. This pattern 

of judgment, operative in human existence, does not vary, but Hölderlin argues it is invariant 

and must necessarily be so for anything to be knowledge, or so his concept of Urtheil implies. 

Thirdly, I understand Henrich to mean that Hölderlin’s beginning in metaphysics had to do 

with not how we grasp the Absolute, but what is the Absolute. The former is proper cognitional 

theory and the latter is metaphysics. If the ground is an account of what the Absolute is, a 

metaphysical project, it seems odd for Hölderlin to claim that we can’t have such an account of 

Seyn without Urtheil. I would imagine that if Hölderlin intended no self-contained theory of 

knowledge, there wouldn’t be much hope for a metaphysics. And if Hölderlin himself 

disagreed, it is odd that he would provide the beginnings of such a theory of knowledge in his 

exposition of Urtheil, to Urtheilung, to Seyn – a progression from the cognitional act, to the 

significance of the act in metaphysics, to the content of what that act determines. If I am correct 

given the task of the Wissenschaftslehre, while a metaphysical ground is surely sought in Urtheil 

und Seyn, the beginning of Hölderlin’s examination of Being is in the context of clarifying a 



vague cognitional theory. The beginning of Hölderlin’s objection to Fichte is that his method 

erred. The project was to examine how the self constitutes itself into a metaphysical idea – not 

what the self is. Hölderlin’s discovery of Being regards a question of method, not metaphysics. 

With Henrich’s insight into Hölderlin, Henrich argues that, “[w]e cannot begin with an 

understanding of Being and deduce the characteristic features of our relation to the world.” 27 I 

agree, and such would seem to be the metaphysical beginning I do not see Hölderlin suggesting 

as a methodology.   

     The how of our judgments is far more the issue than the what. Even remembrance, which I 

feel Henrich is right to see as the key to understanding Hölderlin’s concept of our relation to  

the world, shares a strong kinship with the legacy of the transcendental unity of apperception, 

but not on the basis of what that unity is, but how that unity is. While the unity may be a 

metaphysical element, our knowledge of its possibility is a question of how and not what, for we 

cannot know what it is until there is some account, however proximate in accuracy, of how this 

can be. I take this to be precisely Fichte’s arguments against the dogmatists that want to use 

presupposed metaphysical principles to judge the method of discovering the appropriate how in 

our relation to self-affirmation.28  

     As Henrich’s argument stands, I cannot see, at least operative in Urtheil und Seyn, anything 

more significant in terms of motivation than the pursuit of a self-contained theory of 

knowledge. I would also suggest that Hölderlin argues any account of Seyn Schlecthin is fruitless 

without an account of Urtheil. Fichte’s project of self-affirmation immediately raised a problem 

                                                 
27 Henrich, Dieter. "Hegel and Hoelderlin." Idealistic Studies. vol. 2, no. 2 (1972): 147. Future references to this work 
will be referred to as LRE with the corresponding pages following. 
28 WL, pp. 29-31, 33, 68 ff. 



in identity theory with respect to discernment of individuals. This set the project back from 

Seyn, Daseyn, Seyn Schlecthin to a problem in judgment. Fichte continued from the principle of 

self-positing, and Hölderlin stepped back with a methodological concern Fichte’s problematic 

expression made evident. For my part, I don’t see Hölderlin’s philosophic beginnings in terms 

of metaphysics, except inasmuch as we want to say that Hölderlin began with metaphysical 

musings that turned him to „methodologist.“ 

    Henrich is right to identify the metaphysical ground in Hölderlin’s thinking, when looking at 

the overall arc of Hölderlin’s work, in both philosophic fragments and in his literature and 

poetry. Holderlin’s philosophy is, overall, a struggle with the human being in her relation to 

world and history. It is a common principle in understanding one’s thought to appropriate all 

expressions of it within the context of what unifies them. This would suggest that the proper 

context of Urtheil und Seyn is within Hölderlin’s corpus in totality, but also with respect to his 

historical development and progression at the various stages of each piece under consideration. 

     I do not wish to debate the problems of authorial intent or what a text signifies, and find it 

unnecessary to do so to state the following: Hölderlin, at one point or another, argued the 

position of Urtheil und Seyn. Posterior developments, by mere chronology, do not suggest that 

prior understandings were somehow necessarily deficient. Hölderlin’s development in relation 

to this text may very well be a deviation of what Hölderlin is correct about regarding 

philosophy. It is at least possible irrespective of whether or not Hölderlin or Henrich agree. My 

only point is that I am under no obligation to make Urtheil und Seyn consistent, let’s say, with 

Der Tot Des Empedokles or Andenken or any of Hölderlin’s more expressive articulations of his 

inclinations towards Seyn. Henrich does this in an amazing way, but it is not useful to my 



purposes of understanding the truth in Urtheil und Seyn. In any case, my consideration in this 

paper has been one of assessing Urtheil und Seyn’s response to Fichte’s original project, and 

therefore deliberately narrow. I would now like to turn back to the task of self-appropriation to 

see if Hölderlin, in Urtheil und Seyn, provides a satisfactory method. 

 

SELF APPROPRIATION IN URTHEIL UND SEYN: 

 

     I am not maintaining that Hölderlin answered the problems within the Wissenschaftslehre, nor 

am I arguing that the completion of a knowable structure that affords self-appropriation is a 

completion of a metaphysical system. What I am arguing is that Urtheil und Seyn does expose a 

cognitional structure that affords any individual a method by which she can know herself as a 

knowing self. If an explanation can be derived from Urtheil und Seyn that accomplishes this, I 

take that to be the completion a self-contained theory of knowledge. In a manner similar to 

Hegel, if we can know ourselves as knowers, and know that all which is possible to be known is 

through the actuality of this structure, the insight into the structure’s truth as the condition of 

all knowledge, makes, theoretically, any other facts that are relevant to the structure, through 

such structure itself. The theory is then self-contained. 

     For self-appropriation, the subject must recollect that the task before it is the uniting of the 

self as subject and the self as object. It is not the assertion “I am I.” Self-conscious must 

understand “I am that” and simultaneously “That is I.” The unity is not on the basis of either the 

subject or the object, but the copula, which is being. My identity is fractured between a field of 

subjectivity and objectivity, with being as the girding which holds the structure together. Self-



appropriation, then, must understand that it is neither as subject nor object, but that unity-in-

tension –a tension which can find no release.  

     My mere understanding of this construction does not surmount it. If it is to be a true unity-

in-tension, self-consciousness must understand itself as proportionate to being. It is neither 

being itself, nor the subject, nor the object, but, to further complicate matters, nor is it without 

subject, object, and being. After we have thought of ourselves and framed the concept of 

ourselves as we did so, if we completed this project with Hölderlin’s conclusions, can we now 

ground the self as knowing the self as self? Hölderlin has set the conditions to make this 

possible, but not in any complex or elaborate way. Yet, I believe his insights sufficient.  

     First, we must have a grasp of the self as subject, which we can performatively. Second, we 

must also be able to grasp ourselves as object, which we do when we consider the “What is it?’ 

of the subject that performs.29 Next, we must understand that this subject is that object and that 

object is that subject, the “I am that” is identical to the “That is I” in its relation.  Through the 

insight into the Urteilung of being, we know we are neither the Absolute nor Otherwise-Than-

Being; we are proportionate to Seyn Schlechthin.  The self-containment of this structure is that 

the structure, inappropriately called “theory,”  is that which makes all judgements from the 

subject, contingent in its structure on nothing more than the subject, and as even a denial of this 

is performatively its confirmation, all that is known is done so through a relation of judgments 

possessed by this subject. Knowing, in structure, can be sufficiently accounted for,30  the self as 

subject has been accounted for, the self as object has been accounted for, and the notion of being 

                                                 
29 The answer to the question is not what is important. It isn’t its content that matters, but the performance of 
investigating the “whatness” in question, that “whatness” can be made a question for cognition.  
30 I am certainly not arguing that what I am discussing here is an epistemology, nor that a cognitional theory answers 
all difficulties in epistemology. I am, however, maintaining that the presence of knowledge is demonstrable in the 
above account, and the skeptic will struggle to deny such an act of cognition in any intelligible manner. 



leads us to conclude that the human subject knows itself to be proportionate to absolute Being, 

thereby it knows itself as the above described unity-in-tension.  These seem to be the sufficient 

elements to intelligibly claim, “I am that which knows itself to be knowing.”  

     In conclusion, I would not argue that this is an entirely satisfactory account of self-

appropriation. In such a brief sketch, I’d anticipate some details, deemed necessary by some, 

will have been omitted. What I have hopefully demonstrated is that, irrespective of how 

insignificant the theory may seem, Urtheil und Seyn does contain a self-contained theory of 

knowledge.  I confess without severe fortification and expansion to peripheral issues, there is 

not much one does with such a theory, yet I believe it more substantial than the notion of the 

self-positing ego, and suggest it may well serve as its own starting point by which the knowing 

knower now knows something vital to knowing the Real. 


