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!e present study aims to shed light on Reinhold’s appropriation of the Kantian philoso-
phy from his personal and philosophical background. !erefore, this chapter is devoted 
to introducing the man and his work in such a way as to contribute to the understanding 
of the relevant writings. It does not aim to be a full biographical account," since it only 
considers Reinhold’s life up to his departure from Jena to Kiel. !is does not imply that 
Reinhold’s life or philosophical development a#er that move does not deserve our atten-
tion; it simply falls outside the scope of this investigation. !e biographical details includ-
ed and the works brie$y introduced in this chapter are important within this framework 
because they are relevant to the argument that is presented in this study. !e information 
serves as a backdrop against which the story of Reinhold’s philosophical development will 
unfold in the following chapters.
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!ere has been a long tradition of mistaken accounts of Reinhold’s early life, starting with 
the biography- written by his son, Ernst Reinhold, and, in a sense, with Reinhold himself. 
Karl Leonhard himself apparently believed he was born on October -., ")*+ in Vienna, 
but nowadays, as a result of the work done by the editors of Reinhold’s correspondence, 
we know that the year was in fact ")*)., Reinhold grew up in Vienna as the eldest son in 

" For a more detailed account of Reinhold’s life up to his move to Kiel, cf. Onnasch, introduction to Versuch. 
- Ernst Reinhold, Karl Leonhard Reinhold’s Leben und litterarisches Wirken nebst einer Auswahl !on Briefen 

Kant’s, Fichte’s, Jacobi’s und andrer philosophirender Zeitgenossen an ihn ( Jena: Friedrich Frommann "+-*). 
, !e correct year of Reinhold’s birth was /rst published in Lauth, ‘Nouvelles Récherches,’ *0,.
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thought that it will be possible to enlighten the masses by means of concepts that are com-
mon to mankind as such, he appears to assume that the readers will understand what those 
concepts and cognitions and truths are that are of such high interest to us.

Even his earliest works, the reviews for the Viennese Realzeitung, show that he is not 
enthusiastic about a rationality that focuses on breaking down the old structures, without 
building up new and better ones.". Nevertheless, some demolishing has to be done, which 
explains the resistance to Enlightenment. It will take considerable didactical skills to con-
vince those who cling to a misunderstood religion and therefore fear a misunderstood 
Enlightenment, but Reinhold is optimistic.

Seine Religion ist ihm der Fels, der ihn wider die Bedrängnisse dieses und des kün#igen Lebens in Schutz 
nimmt – wie muß sich der Arme ängstigen, wenn er manche Trümmer davon losreissen sieht, die er für 
Stücke seines Felsens bisher gehalten hat? Man zeige ihm, daß es lockere Erde – Aberglauben ist – Koth 
– den der Strom der Zeiten, da er noch vor kurzem so dicht und trübe daherzog, daran nothwendig zu-
rückelassen mußte, und den nun die helleren, und reineren Fluthen hinwegspülen; und er wirds mit Dank 
erkennen, daß ihm und manchem seiner Brüder der Weg dahin gesäubert und gesichert ist.")

[His religion is like a rock to him, protecting him from the di7culties of this life and the life to come – how 
anxious must the poor man be, when he sees the debris being torn o8 which he had believed to be pieces of 
his rock? When it is shown to him that it is only loose earth – superstition – rubbish which was necessarily 
le# behind by the stream of time, when, only recently, it $owed densely and darkly and which is now washed 
away by brighter and purer waters, he will acknowledge thankfully that the way is now clean and safe for 
him and many of his brothers.]

It is only natural, according to Reinhold, for people to cling to the religion they have been 
brought up with – as he himself may have done. !e cause of Enlightenment can only be 
furthered when it becomes clear that this religion consists of very di8erent parts; there is 
rock,"+ and there is rubbish. !e removal of the rubbish is a puri/cation of religion, rather 
than its demolition. As seen in the later article on Au"lärung, Reinhold has high hopes 
of being able to provide a more precisely determined concept of Enlightenment that will 
provide insight into the cleansing nature of Enlightenment. !e following sections will 
shed more light on the way in which Enlightenment is to undertake this puri/cation of 
religion.

It is clear from Reinhold’s statements on Enlightenment that he considers himself 
among its friends, devoting himself to its dissemination. As we have just seen, in the Vien-
na reviews as in the later article on Au"lärung, he believes that a properly clari/ed concept 
of Enlightenment is needed. An important part of his exertions consists in determining 

". Reinhold, review of Lehr- und Gebethbuch für die unmündige Jugend, by Seibt, RZ, December ,, ")+- ["-+]. 
“Eine Au9lärung, die uns anstatt grauer Frömmlinge, unbärtige Spötter, statt furchtsamer Heuchler, zaum-
lose Schwelger, statt abergläubiger Bürger, ungläubige Wilde gäbe, würde uns für die zufälligen Vortheile 
der heiligen Dummheit unmöglich schadlos halten.”

") Reinhold, review of Glaubensbekentniß und Lehre der ächtdenkende Katholiken (…), by Koch, RZ, Novem-
ber "-, ")+- ["")].

"+ Possibly a reference on Matthew ".:"+. “And I say also unto thee, !at thou art Peter, and upon this rock I 
will build my church; and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it.” In a modernised version of Luther’s 
German translation: “Und ich sage dir auch: Du bist Petrus, und auf diesen Felsen will ich bauen meine 
Gemeinde, und die Pforten der Hölle sollen sie nicht überwältigen.”
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the concept of Enlightenment more precisely, with the aim of showing that Enlighten-
ment is not to be feared. In order to argue this successfully, Reinhold has to show that 
instead of demolishing cherished beliefs, Enlightenment puri/es and thus strengthens 
the core of these beliefs. From the outset this means that the rationality propagated and 
achieved by Enlightenment is not the abstract theoretical rationality of the philosophers, 
but rather a rationality that incorporates and clari/es basic human beliefs, most impor-
tantly religious beliefs. !e rationality of the philosophers is no goal in itself; it is needed 
to clarify the chaotic, irrational beliefs of the masses. From the example regarding God’s 
justice cited above, it is apparent that Reinhold envisages the education of the masses as 
taking place through mediating concepts that are common to both the masses and the 
philosophers, such as the concept ‘father’. Apart from being a common concept (as every-
one has a father) it is also appealing, as it is close to the heart. In the third section of the 
current chapter we will investigate the relation between mind and heart further.
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Reinhold did not merely rely on conceptual clarity in his e8orts to disseminate Enlight-
enment. Part of his strategy is to present Enlightenment as the /nal stage in the neces-
sary development of human rationality in general, thus adding a dimension of historical 
inevitability to his advocacy of Enlightenment. !is historical dimension has two aspects 
that are connected by the thought that human reason in general develops over time, a 
thought encountered earlier (Chapter ") in Weishaupt’s description of human history. 
!e /rst aspect concerns the concrete consequences of the development of human reason: 
institutions that were rational or met the needs of humankind adequately at a given time 
in history may lose their rationality or fail to meet the needs of humanity at a later stage. 
!is historical aspect of Reinhold’s early works on Enlightenment is especially clear in his 
Vienna reviews and his Masonic articles. Secondly, there is the more general question as 
to the actual development reason has undergone throughout human history. From this 
point of view Reinhold can present Enlightenment as a necessary result of historical de-
velopments and thus argue with more force in favor of Enlightenment. !e /rst part of 
this section (-.-.") will discuss the /rst historical aspect of Reinhold’s earliest works. !e 
second part (-.-.-) will relate his discussion of the development of reason to his advocacy 
for Enlightenment

-.-." !e rationality of institutions over time

As the origin of Freemasonry was not very clear, Masons generally took a keen interest in 
understanding their own history and the origins of the secrets in their society."0 Reinhold 

"0 Alexander Piatigorsky calls Freemasonry “obsessed with its own history,” while at the same time being anti-
historical, because “almost una8ected by the history of mankind in general.” Piatigorsky, Who’s A#aid of 
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one a#er the other, the only thing he was sure of was that metaphysics had more than one plan to o8er that 
would allow him to now agree with his mind, then with his heart, but none that was able to satisfy the seri-
ous demands of both at the same time.]

In all of his early writings Reinhold is already /rmly on the side of Enlightenment and 
against blind faith and superstition. None of them shows any clear signs of his subse-
quently accepting and abandoning the four main systems of metaphysics. Earlier in the 
Preface Reinhold had identi/ed these four systems as “spiritualism, materialism, dog-
matic skepticism and supernaturalism” (-"). It is clear that in his youth Reinhold had fa-
vored super naturalism, or religious orthodoxy. Given that the term ‘spiritualism’ refers 
to the Leibnizian philosophy, according to which the basic substances in the world are 
of a spirit ual nature, it is not far-fetched to assume that Reinhold had adopted spiritual-
ism as well at some point. A#er all, the Leibnizian-Wol7an philosophy formed the basis 
of philosophical education in Vienna in those days.60 !at Reinhold’s ideals regarding 
Enlightenment and religion may have been more radical than is apparent from the writ-
ings that were intended for a wider audience has been shown in the previous chapter. 
His Masonic and Illuminatist ideology may have incorporated materialist elements. !us 
Reinhold’s own description of his philosophical development appears to be correct. We 
only lack evidence for the phase termed ‘dogmatic skepticism’, but again, it would not be 
far-fetched at all to assume that Reinhold was familiar with the works of Hume, probably 
made available to him by Pepermann.*A

Although there is evidence supporting the claim that Reinhold was indeed familiar 
with the four main systems of philosophy and knew them from personal study, there is 
no compelling evidence indicating that Reinhold indeed had adopted and rejected these 
systems in succession in a strong sense, except in the case of supernaturalism. His ‘accept-
ing and rejecting’ should be understood in terms of his having evaluated these systems, 
being aware of their strong points, but also of their limitations. As he did not venture on 
the /eld of metaphysics himself, there are no clear signs of his working within a systematic 
framework or abandoning one system for another. !e only clear framework from which 
he worked, is, as shown in the previous chapter that of his Enlightenment engagement. 
His writings suggest that he is quite comfortable as an eclectic Au"lärer, not committed 
to any particular system, but rather commenting on current a8airs and developments in 
philosophy from his own point of view. Reinhold, as he appears from his pre-Kantian 
writings, has more in common with the Popularphilosophen of his days than with the main 
systems he has identi/ed.*" In the introduction to the Versuch, however, he is overly critical 

60 For details on the development of philosophy in Vienna in this period, see Sauer, Österreichische Philoso-
phie, second chapter.

*A Reinhold certainly took an interest in di8erent forms of scepticism, as will be apparent from the discussions 
of the Versuch and Briefe II in the /#h and sixth chapters of this study. He also wrote the introduction to the 
new German translation of Hume’s Essay concerning Human Understanding. Reinhold, ‘Ueber den philo-
sophischen Skepticismus’ in David Humes Untersuchung über den menschlichen Verstand neu übersetzt von 
M. W. G. Tennemann ( Jena: Verlag der akademischen Buchhandlung, ")0,), i-lii.

*" For Reinhold as Popularphilosoph, see di Giovanni, ‘Die Verhandlungen über die Grundbegri$e und Grund-
sätze der Moralität von ")0+.’ !e circumstance that Reinhold’s thought shared features with the Popu-
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of this type of philosophy, making abundantly clear that this is not what he would want 
to be associated with (cf. -,--6; "---"-,; ",,-"6A). Since Reinhold’s writings show no signs 
of his adopting and rejecting these systems, his account of his philosophical development 
here may well have been designed to contribute to the goal of dissociating his pre-Kantian 
philosophical work from the works of the Popularphilosophen. Instead, he presents his 
pre-Kantian development as a kind of quest for a way to satisfy the demands of his mind 
and his heart.

Der peinliche Gemüthszustand, der bey ihm eine sehr natürliche Folge dieser Ueberzeugung war, und die 
Begierde, desselben es koste auch was es wolle los zu werden, waren die ersten und stärksten Triebfedern des 
Eifers und der Anstrengung, womit er sich dem Studium der Kritik der reinen Vernun% hingab, nachdem 
er an derselben unter andern auch den Versuch wahrzunehmen glaubte, die Erkenntnißgründe der Grund-
wahrheiten der Religion und der Moral von aller Metaphysik unabhängig zu machen. (*,-*6)
[!e painful state of mind that for him naturally resulted from this conviction, and the desire to get rid of 
it, whatever it would take, were the /rst and strongest incentives of the industry and e8ort with which he 
started to study the Kritik der reinen Vernun%, since he believed to perceive in it, among other things, the 
attempt to make the grounds of cognition of the fundamental truths of religion and morality independent 
of all metaphysics.]

Since Reinhold has argued earlier in the Preface that it would be nearly impossible for 
professional philosophers to understand the new philosophy presented by Kant (cf. 6A-
6"), he can now use his own philosophical predicament and the lack of academic em-
ployment to make plausible that he did have the energy and the spare time to study and 
understand Kant, and the right frame of mind, of course. According to his claim here, the 
reason for starting his study of Kant was that he saw in it an attempt “to make the grounds 
of cognition of the fundamental truths of religion and morality independent of all meta-
physics.” !e reader is le# to /ll in how this would satisfy both his mind and heart, but it 
must be something along the following lines. Religion and morality satis/ed his heart, but 
they did not satisfy his head, for their fundamental truths could not be philosophically 
justi/ed. Several metaphysical systems had promised Reinhold such justi/cation, but had 
failed to deliver the kind of foundation that would satisfy his heart. Such is the philosoph-
ical predicament that Reinhold claimed led him to study Kant’s /rst Critique, in which 
he saw a possible solution, that is, a non-metaphysical justi/cation of the basics of religion 
and morality. He relates his e8orts and their results.

Bey der ersten äusserst aufmerksamen Durchlesung sah er nichts als einzelne schwache Lichtfunken aus 
einem Dunkel hervorschimmern, das sich kaum bei der fün%en ganz verloren hatte. Ueber ein Iahr lang ent-
hielt er sich fast aller andern Lektüre, zeichnete sich die Hauptsätze des Werkes, die er verstanden zu haben 
glaubte so wohl, als die er wirklich nicht verstanden hatte, besonders auf, und verfertigte mehr als einen 
mißlungenen Auszug des Ganzen. Alles, was er auf diese Weise Anfangs herausbrachte, waren Bruchstücke, 
die ihm theils aus andern Systemen entlehnt, theils schlechterdings unvereinbar schienen. Allein so wie er 
rastlos fortfuhr, einerseits durch wiederholtes Lesen aus dem Werke selbst neuen Sto8 auszuheben, anderer-
seits aber das Ausgehobene aneinander zu rücken: ergänzten sich die Bruchstücke allmälich zu aneinander 
passenden !eilen, verschwanden Dunkelheiten, die ihm vorher unüberwindlich, und Ungereimtheiten, 
die ihm ganz entschieden deuchten, und am Ende stand das Ganze im vollen Lichte einer Evidenz vor ihm 

larphilosophie does not mean, however, that he can be said to belong to this school or be directly in$uenced 
by Popularphilosophen. Cf. Onnasch, introduction to Versuch, [XXXVI]. 
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