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1. Thing in Itself as a Problem in Fries’ Philosophy 

1.1. Thing in Itself in Fries’ Philosophy 

In this paper, I consider the concept of ‘thing in itself’ in Jakob Friedrich Fries’ philosophy 

in relation to his theory of truth to clarify the meaning of this concept. 

   Jakob Friedrich Fries (1773-1843) was a German philosopher in the 19th century, 

contemporaneous with “German Idealism”. He was known for his main book titled New 

Critique of Reason (1807) and his philosophy had once had significant influence during 

that period, which led to his contemporaries arguing about his thoughts, in addition to a 

“Friesian-school” and its magazine in the 1840’s. 

   His philosophy is principally based on Immanuel Kant’s method of the Critique (cf. 

NaKV, I, p.XII). As he takes much of Kant’s grounds of criticism, he emphasizes the 

finitude of human cognition (cf. WGA, p.37f.) and tries to rebuild Kant’s Critique, being 

based on the immanent standpoint1 (NKV, II, p.188). 

   Fries’ philosophy has been characterized with the concept of thing in itself. Although 

the German idealists such as Reinhold, Fichte and Schelling attempt to exclude the 

concept of thing in itself and so try to complete Kant’s philosophy, Fries acknowledges 

the role of thing in itself in his philosophy. In fact, we can find some texts where Fries 

seems to acknowledge the existence of thing in itself: 

The being of the things in relation to the absolute necessity is called the being in itself. 

The being of the things of nature in contrast to that is called the being in the 

appearance. Hence, a transcendental reality of things in themselves underlies all 

empirical reality of appearance. However, we are conscious of the transcendental 

reality only through negation of the restriction in our representation of appearances. 

(SPh, S.246) 

Through these subjective restriction in the consciousness of our cognitions, the 

                                                   
1 The whole conception of Fries’ philosophy is explained in Oota[2016] and Oota[2017]. 
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distinction between appearance and being of things in itself or eternal truth becomes 

thinkable. (SM, p.228) 

   Fries’ acknowledgment of the thing in itself illustrated above has been often 

thematized. For example, Otto Liebmann regards this to be a Fries’ significant fault. As 

Liebmann regards the concept of thing in itself in Kantian philosophy as a contradiction 

to be eliminated, he severely criticizes Fries’ philosophy and rejects it.2 In contrast, some 

researchers regards Fries’ acknowledgment of thing in itself as a proof that Fries was a 

legitimate Kantian. According to Frederick Beiser, Fries’ acknowledgment of thing in 

itself here implies the emphasis of the finitude of human cognition, which distinguishes 

Fries’ philosophy from contemporary German philosophers who acknowledge the 

intellectual intuition.3 

 

1.2. Concept of Truth and Exclusion of Thing in Itself  

However, Fries himself leaves some text that suggests the exclusion of the thing in itself 

from his own philosophy. We can find these texts in his theory of truth. Fries distinguishes 

the truth (Wahrheit) into two types, in reference to Kant. The truth in common meaning 

is “accordance of a representation with its object”, which is opposed to the fault and Fries 

calls it “transcendental truth” (NKV, I, p.287, WGA, p.29). In contrast, Fries gives another 

meaning of truth, “accordance of a mediate cognition with an immediate cognition”, 

which is concerned with “what we actually have in our mind” (NKV, p.346) and Fries 

calls it “empirical truth” (ibid.). Based on this distinction, Fries explains that we are not 

capable of the transcendental truth. If the “accordance of a representation with its object” 

verifies the truth, such “object” must be the one beyond the representation, i.e., thing in 

itself. However, as Kant explains, “the object of our cognition cannot be object in itself” 

(NKV, II, p.180). Hence, we cannot compare the representations in our mind with the 

object beyond the representations, i.e., the thing in itself (NKV, II, p.179f.).  

   This rejection of transcendental truth accompanies the exclusion of the thing in itself. 

Fries notes, the rejection of transcendental truth means that “it cannot be told immediately 

how things in themselves are, but only how human reason knows and recognizes” (NKV, 

I p.295). These texts suggests that there may be no place to talk about thing in itself in 

Fries’ philosophy. 

   As we see, Fries excludes the thing in itself from his philosophy from the viewpoint 

                                                   
2 Beiser, Frederick.[2014]: The Genesis of Neo-Kantianism, 1796-1880, Oxford University 

Press, p.154. 
3 Liebmann, Otto.[1865]: Kant und die Epigonen: Eine kritische Abhandlung, Stuttgart: Karl 

Schoder, p.79. 



3 

of theory of truth, although he leaves some texts that acknowledges the role of thing in 

itself in his philosophy. What does these contradictory depictions about the thing in itself 

mean and how can this contradiction be solved? To solve this problem, we will reconsider 

the argument in Fries’ Wissen, Glaube und Ahndung (WGA) and reveal his ambiguity of 

thing in itself in his philosophy and intention. 

 

2. Ambiguity of Fries’ Concept of Thing in Itself 

2.1. Thing in Itself in Relation to the Transcendental Truth. 

In WGA, Fries explores the relation between the theory of truth and thing in itself. Fries 

begins the investigation by formulating problems into a simple question: Does our 

knowledge refer to the thing in itself? He considers the validity of the concept of thing in 

itself by treating this question in relation to the theory of truth. 

   Fries argues that if our knowledge refers to the thing in itself, it means that we are 

capable of transcendental truth. In this case, objects of our experience must be the things 

in themselves and they cannot be appearances that are distinguished from things in 

themselves. However, this is impossible because “objects of experience are not things in 

themselves” (WGA, p.48) as Kant points out. Finally, Fries concludes that it is 

contradictory to acknowledge the transcendental truth and the object of our cognition is 

only an appearance. 

   These arguments in WGA suggests that Fries regards thing in itself here as an object 

independent from appearance. From this viewpoint, Fries asks if the object of experience 

is either appearance or thing in itself. It is now evident that the thing in itself excluded 

from the viewpoint of theory of truth here is concerned with the standpoint that regards 

objects of experience as things in themselves. In other words, such a standpoint implies 

the confusion of appearances and things in themselves. 

   According to Fries, the acknowledgment of the transcendental truth means “arrogance 

of knowledge” (WGA, p.60), which dare to go beyond the limitation of human cognition. 

In this context, Fries’ criticizes the dogmatists who ignore the finitude of human cognition 

and acknowledge the possibility of intellectual intuition, i.e., German Idealists. Fries takes 

Schelling’s idea of “Indifference (Indifferenz)” as an example and points out that his 

theory can be formulated into a problem of transcendental truth (cf. NKV II, p.178). Being 

based on his own theory of truth, Fries attempts to show that the intellectual intuition 

means the confusion of appearance and things in itself, and such a confusion and the 

concept of thing in itself in this sense inevitably implies contradictions (GWA, p.47). 

 

2.2. Thing in Itself as an Aspect of Things 
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In contrast, Fries offers another meaning to the concept of thing in itself, after the 

exclusion of thing in itself as depicted above. To define this concept, he carefully renames 

appearance “appearing way of things” (NKV, II, p.5, WGA, p.108) or “being of things in 

space and time” (cf. WGA, p.128), the things in itself an “essence of things” (cf. NKV, II, 

p.157) or “being of things in themselves” (ibid. WGA, p.52, 58). 

   In this case, the distinction between the appearance and thing in itself does not mean 

the distinction of two objects independent from each other, but two aspects of the same 

‘thing’. By including these aspects under the ‘thing’ as a higher kind of concept, Fries 

tries to deconstruct the conventional meaning of “thing in itself” and rebuild this concept 

to be more appropriate for his philosophy. 

   In addition, according to Fries, the thing in itself in this sense can take place in 

philosophy, only by restricting the range of our knowledge, as the aspect of thing that can 

never be known through our cognition can be justified only by restricting the range of our 

knowledge. Through this definition of thing in itself, Fries tries to make the concept of 

thing in itself into the one which justly shows the finitude of human cognition, excluding 

the thing in itself as a result of “arrogance of knowledge”. 

 

3. Conclusion 

In this paper we considered the meaning of thing in itself in Fries’ philosophy. 

   Fries’ philosophy has been characterized with his acknowledgment of ‘thing in itself’ 

(1.1). However, Fries himself excludes the thing in itself from his philosophy from the 

viewpoint of theory of truth (1.2). 

   To solve this problem, we reconsidered the argument in WGA. Fries uses his theory 

of truth in order to illuminate the fault of the conventional meaning of things in itself. He 

does so by showing that the standpoint which acknowledges the intellectual intuition and 

ignores the limitation of human knowledge, such as German Idealism, results in the 

affirmation of thing in itself, which is regarded as an object independent from the 

appearance, which implies the confusion of the appearance and thing in itself and which 

leads the contradiction. (2.1) 

   In contrast, new concept of thing in itself in Fries’ philosophy means an aspect of the 

‘thing’, which Fries renames ‘essence of thing’. Thing in itself in this sense becomes 

possible only by the restriction of human knowledge. (2.2) 

   We can conclude that Fries tries to illuminate the distinction between himself and the 

other German Idealists by provocatively problematizing the concept of thing in itself, 

using his theory of truth. In addition, he tries to convert the concept thing in itself into 

one more appropriate for his philosophy, and to accomplish his own philosophy in an 
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alternative way to German Idealism. 

   It is now evident that Liebmann’s critique of the concept of thing in itself in Fries’ 

philosophy was not valid, as Liebmann understood the concept of things in itself in the 

conventional sense, which leads Liebmann to think this concept to be contradictory.4 

Fries’ acknowledgment of thing in itself does not mean the mere restoration, but the 

conversion of it. 
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