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In her excellent book, Naomi Fisher explores Schelling’s creative appropriation of certain Platonic 

themes and argues that, throughout the first decade of his philosophical activity, Schelling 

consistently espouses doctrines inspired by his engagement with Plato and Neoplatonists. This 

shows that Schelling’s philosophical development throughout at least this period exhibited more 

consistency than is often claimed in the scholarship. More than that, Fisher’s book sheds light upon 

several difficult aspects of Schelling’s philosophy and shows that his particular contribution to 

German Idealism was colored by his appropriation of Platonic philosophy. In what follows, I will 

discuss the book somewhat selectively, omitting or only briefly touching on the discussion of 

Neoplatonic influence on Schelling, his priority monism and its difference from Spinoza’s 

substance monism, and some other topics (all of which are interesting in their own right). 

 Part I of the book, “Schelling’s Philosophical Beginnings: 1792 – 1796,” reconstructs the 

historical background of Schelling’s philosophy and his early engagement with Platonism and 

Neoplatonism; part II deals with later developments. In Chapter 1, Fisher discusses the early post-

Kantian developments in Reinhold, Jacobi and Fichte, pointing out that they aimed at turning 

philosophy into “a unified system grounded in a single principle, which nevertheless avoids the 

repellent consequences of Spinozism, including fatalism, atheism, and the denial of the distinct and 

relatively independent existence of individual things” (22). Philosophers like Reinhold and Fichte 

believed that Kant’s critical philosophy did not provide a complete answer to this challenge 

because it did not constitute a unified system. They also believed that they could answer this 

challenge by providing “a single grounding principle” (22) from which they could discursively 

derive the rest of the system. Fisher argues that Schelling’s engagement with Platonism informed 

his alternative response to the same challenge: he likewise accepted a single principle or absolute, 

but positioned it outside of the philosophical system and argued that “[a]ll things are grounded in, 

but (crucially) not discursively derived from, the absolute” (38). Instead, finite things are grounded 

in the absolute by “a sui generis relation of participation, whereby they mirror that absolute, 

ineffable unity in their own composite and relative unity of opposed fundamental principles” (38). 

This single grounding principle or absolute is itself not accessible to discursive understanding and 

must be grasped by intellectual intuition. 
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 In chapters 2 and 3, Fisher discusses Schelling’s early engagement with Platonism in more 

detail. She primarily focuses on two themes: on the mysticism that Schelling gets primarily from 

the Ion, and on Schelling’s appropriation of the four principles of the Philebus. These topics are 

then further fleshed out, and their development in Schelling’s later works (up to 1802) is followed, 

in much of the rest of the book. I will now provide an overview of Fisher’s discussion of these two 

topics, starting with the mysticism. 

 In the Ion, Socrates suggests (if not read ironically) that poets and rhapsodes are divinely 

inspired, rather than possessing knowledge or craft in their discipline. In the Meno, Socrates 

suggests that, if virtue is not teachable, a statesman, who inculcates virtue, is similarly divinely 

inspired. Schelling extends this similar line of thought to philosophy: according to him, in 

philosophy, it is not enough to have discursive knowledge or ordinary human understanding, the 

latter “is… integrated with genius and divine power, such that knowledge and inspiration cooperate 

in human creativity, such as in the production of poetry or philosophy” (54). Fisher then points out 

that Schelling preserves this position in his identity philosophy, where non-discursive intellectual 

intuition of the absolute, or absolute cognition, takes the place of the divine inspiration or “divine 

dispensation” of the early Plato-notebooks. She takes up this later development especially in 

chapter 7, where she provides Schelling’s answer to the two charges: that the fact that the absolute 

can only be intuited in a non-discursive way renders all talk of it meaningless, and that this non-

discursive cognition is irrelevant to theoretical cognition. 

 As for the first charge, Fisher situates Schelling in the tradition of Neoplatonic negative 

theology. In accordance with at least one strand of this tradition, Schelling’s descriptions of the 

absolute, rather than being meaningless, “can be analogical intimations and indications of the 

nature of the absolute” (175). They do not, though, apply our concepts to the absolute in any strict 

sense that is shared between the absolute and the finite things and are thus equivocal. 

 As for the second charge, Fisher argues that the intellectual intuition of the absolute, although it 

does not constitute theoretical knowledge, guides the construction of Schelling’s philosophical 

system, in particular of his philosophy of nature. It does so because, according to Schelling, an 

individual thing can be intuited “in its true nature and essence as a unity, and thus… insofar as it is 

identical with the absolute” (177), something that Schelling calls “exhibition” in his early identity 

philosophy works. At the same time, things qua individuals are different from their essence, 

indeed, stand in contradiction to it. The interplay between the unity of the essence of all things and 
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their multiplicity is important for the construction of the philosophical system. More specifically, 

things are seen imperfect unities of dirempted contraries (of the ideal and the real, subject and 

object) that are one in the absolute, and the philosophical system presents the hierarchy of such 

things as the progressive reunification of such contraries. 

 The second major theme of the book is Schelling’s use of the four principles from Plato’s 

Philebus: the limit, the unlimited, the mixture of the two, and the cause of their mixture. Chapter 3 

discusses Schelling’s application of these principles to his reading of the Timaeus in his 

commentary on this dialogue. The cause of the mixture and the mixture are understood as, 

respectively, God (the cause) and the world-whole (the mixture). Schelling then sees the empirical 

ideas (such as those of the elements or of organic species) as generated through the limitation of the 

unlimited (the receptacle of the Timaeus). The objects that are combinations of the empirical ideas 

with matter are then further limited, that is, organized into a world (67). Thus, Schelling develops a 

model of the generation of the world by iterative application of the principle of limit. 

 Interesting as this reading of the Timaeus is, Fisher’s focus on the four principles is at its most 

fruitful when she uses them to interpret elements of Schelling’s philosophy of nature, especially his 

doctrine of potencies. She shows that the unlimited of Schelling’s commentary on the Timaeus 

becomes the productivity of nature of the 1799 Introduction, the limit becomes the opposed 

tendency that limits this productivity, and nature as a whole corresponds to the mixture of the two. 

More usually, Schelling’s account here is seen as his further development of Kant’s theory of 

matter in terms of opposing repulsive and attractive forces, but some features of this account, such 

as Schelling’s brief reference to the cause of the diremption of nature into opposing tendencies 

(corresponding to the cause of the mixture in his commentary on the Timaeus), make sense when 

we take into account the fact that he was simultaneously working with the principles of the 

Philebus while at the same time modifying them. Thus, whereas “in the Philebus the cause brings 

things together, here… it is that which generated the duality, and nature itself is what strives to 

return to unity” (144). 

 One of the more difficult concepts of Schelling’s philosophy of nature, the potency, is also 

better understood when viewed in light of the concepts from the Philebus. From this perspective, 

the multiple potencies are the result of the iterative limitation of the productivity of nature, where 

matter is obtained due to the original limitation of the productivity of nature as such, whereas “its 

subsequent limitations are limitations, not of the original productivity, but of the productivity of 
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the product” (145), that is, of the results of the previous limitation. This is how new levels of 

organization in nature are generated: for example, the organics is not reducible to the chemical as 

such but results from the further limitation of the chemical which is itself the result of the limitation 

of matter. 

 One feature of this account that sets Schelling at variance with the Neoplatonists who have 

otherwise probably inspired his application of the principles from the Philebus is that his hierarchy 

of potencies is an ascending one, not a descending one, as it is for them. Whereas for the 

Neoplatonists the undifferentiated is also the highest and the most perfect, Schelling sees the 

iterative limitations as something that “gives rise to higher and more unified capacities” (155) of 

natural things. This is one of the significant revisions of the Platonic tradition that Schelling 

undertakes, the other being the positive role of materiality in his hierarchy. This revision goes 

along with the view of nature as striving “to bring about a thoroughgoing unity between limit and 

the unlimited” and thus “to make itself like the absolute from which it came, to unite in itself that 

which is absolutely united in the absolute” (157). This vision of nature is where Schelling’s 

Platonism seems to come to its limit. Nevertheless, identifying Platonic themes and inspirations 

and tracing their development in Schelling’s early philosophy is no doubt a significant contribution 

to our understanding of this philosophy that Fisher’s book provides. 
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