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I. Fichte’s Ethical Views
Johan Gottlieb Fichte (1762-1814) is one of the main figures
of German Post-Kantian Idealism.  His significance in
Western philosophy has been greatly overlooked, and only
recently have philosophers started to appreciate his
contribution to the History of Ideas.

Fichte develops his ethical views in his ‘Morality for
Scholars’ lectures, and for matters of space and relevance,
I shall only refer to a few of the ten surviving lectures.

In the first lecture Fichte aims to answer the question:
“What is the vocation of man as such?”. This is a question
that ought to be understood as:  “What should I do as a
human being?” In this lecture Fichte establishes that human
nature, or the vocation of man qua man, implies that
human beings are in a constant pursuit of self-
improvement, self-improvement towards perfection.  This
pursuit involves understanding, and perhaps controlling
the world around us.  The pursuit of self-knowledge and
of knowledge of the world around us is a virtuous thing
for Fichte, since such knowledge enables one to improve
oneself. Moreover, Fichte understands that the path
towards self-improvement is endless and eternal.  That is
to say, that Fichte understands that because human beings
are finite, human beings can never achieve perfection, since
perfection requires infinity, and only God is infinite and
thus perfect. Fichte understands that the predicate
perfection is not part of the concept of human beings, but
it is part of the concept of God.  If human beings were to
become perfect human beings would cease to be human
beings and would become Gods.

In the second lecture Fichte takes his argument a bit further
by posing the question: “What is the vocation of man
within society?” Here, Fichte sets to put forward an account
of human beings’ social nature, and he establishes that
human beings are social beings because they find useful
the encounter with other rational and free beings.  And
hence, it is only natural that human beings form societies,
where society means an intercourse between rational
beings.  After establishing this, Fichte is able to conclude
that human beings do not only aim at their personal
constant self-improvement towards perfection, but that
they also, as social beings, aim at the constant improvement
of their social spheres.  This constant improvement of
society implies that the final, and unachievable, aim of
society is the complete equality in perfection of all its
members.

The third lecture deals with the issue of human beings’
constant drive towards self-improvement and perfection,
and the natural inequality between human beings, and it
tries to explain and justify the existence of the various
professional and social classes.  Fichte understands that
the existence of differences between the classes needs a

philosophical justification because this inequality has some
moral implications, that is, it contradicts the assumption
that all human beings are equal.  Fichte’s answer to this is
that human beings are born with unequal talents due to
nature’s action.  But all human beings aim at self-
improvement towards perfection, and thus, all human
beings must try to fully develop all their talents.  But to try
to develop all talents at once is inconceivable, and thus,
human beings have (freely) to choose which talents they
wish to develop.  This free rational choice of which talents
to develop is what gives rise to classes, as individuals
attempting to develop particular talents will group together
in trying to help each other towards perfection.  Thus,
Fichte provides a philosophical explanation for the
existence of social and professional classes within society.
Noteworthy here is that Fichte allows complete movement
between classes, and membership of a social class is
categorised by an individual’s free choice of wanting to be
a member of that class and by the individual possessing
the talent to take part in that class’s contribution to the
betterment of society.  No individual is to be coerced into
taking membership of any particular class or into
developing any particular talent.

Now that Fichte has dealt with all the issues of the vocation
of man, the vocation of man within society, and the reasons
for the inequality within society, he is in a position to deal
with his central topic of his lecture series in the fourth
lecture, and thus, Fichte addresses the question: “What is
the scholar’s vocation?”. The role of the scholarly class
within society is to supervise, direct and promote the
development of human beings’ talents.  It is the vocation
of the scholar to encourage and to facilitate human progress
in the eternal and endless road to perfection.  Moreover,
every scholar must strive to promote and facilitate progress
within his own class.  Thus, according to Fichte, the scholar
bears a heavy weight on his shoulders because he must
both promote and facilitate progress within his own class,
just as the members of all other classes do, and he must
also supervise, direct and promote progress in all other
classes as well. Fichte’s next move is to establish philosophy
as a chief discipline and philosophers the chief scholars.
In the ninth lecture Fichte poses the question: “What is
philosophy?” And he puts forward the view that
philosophy is not something that can be learned only in
theory; one can only and truly learn and understand
philosophy by philosophising.  That is, Fichte understands
that philosophy has to be practised by one, otherwise it is
an empty gesture.  For Fichte, it is not enough to merely
memorise philosophical views, one must also understand
the very spirit of these philosophical views by practising
philosophy in one’s life.   And this practice must always be
done with humankind’s endless and eternal pursuit of
improvement towards perfection in mind.  Moreover,
Fichte understands that philosophy is the only discipline
that uses ‘spirit’ in the lower level, i.e. rationality, to deal
with ‘spirit’ in the higher level, i.e. ideas.  Because of this
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feature, philosophy is able to come up with new paths,
new ideals, that will guide human beings and society
towards perfection.  Philosophy is the catalyst that drives
human beings towards higher levels of understanding and
knowledge, since it pushes human beings towards those
higher ideals that must be uncovered in the human pursuit
of self-improvement.

It is interesting to note here that Fichte is not unique in his
understanding that philosophers and philosophy play a
very central role in human development.  Other
philosophers such as Plato, Plotinus and Spinoza held such
views in the past.  All these philosophers understood that
philosophers and philosophy are at the centre of human
development because the raw material of philosophy is
ideas, and as such these philosophers understand that
philosophy is better equipped to disclose new ideals and
the nature of reality, and this feature enables philosophy
to guide humankind.  I am sympathetic to these views, but
I understand that many would not be convinced by these
arguments.  Many would rather have the sciences as a
whole, or the arts in general, or perhaps even theology, as
the chief guiding force of humanity.  In response to this,
some philosophers have tried to demonstrate that
philosophy does play a central role in guiding humanity.
For instance, Lowe (2002:2-3) whilst defending the role
that metaphysics plays in providing a broad forum for
interdisciplinary talk between the various scientific
disciplines says:

...one of the roles of metaphysics, as an intellectual
discipline, it to provide a forum in which boundary
disputes between other disciplines can be conducted -
for instance, the dispute as to whether the subject-
matter of a special science, such as biology or
psychology or economics, can properly be said to be
subsumed under that of another, allegedly more
‘fundamental’ science, such as physics....metaphysics
can occupy the interdisciplinary role just described
because its central concern is with the fundamental
structure of reality as a whole.  No special science - not
even physics - can have that concern, because the
subject matter of every special science is identified more
narrowly than this: for instance, biology is the science
of living things, psychology is the science of mental
states, and physics is the science of those states and
processes which are apparently common to all things
existing in space and time...

Lowe is here making a point about metaphysics.  Perhaps
we could widen this to encompass all philosophical fields.
Philosophy could be seen as an interdisciplinary and
unbiased forum where all human knowledge, all fields of
human expertise, are discussed and scrutinised.  If
philosophy is viewed as such, philosophy does indeed play
a central role in human development.

II. What would Fichte say to today’s philosophers?
In the light of what has been said above, I shall attempt to
demonstrate the relevance of Fichte’s views for today’s
society, for practical philosophy and for modern
philosophers.  Before answering this question, however, it
is noteworthy here to state what Fichte said about some

scholars and philosophers of his time.  His comments on
this issue are found on the fifth lecture.

Fichte’s starting point to comment on this issue is
Rousseau’s prize essay of 1750, entitled “Has the
Restoration of the Arts and Sciences Had a Purifying Effect
upon Morals?”  (NB Fichte does not mention Rousseau’s
work by name, but it is clear that he is referring to the
prize essay of 1750.) Here, Fichte investigates, as Rousseau
had done previously, the claim that the arts, education
and the sciences have brought more corruption and harm
to human beings, and as such these have not improved
humanity.  According to Fichte, Rousseau argued that the
solution to the problem, i.e. that the arts, education and
the sciences have brought more misery than improvement,
is to be found in a return to the state of nature, i.e. human
beings can only improve themselves by leaving society
and returning to a utopian state of nature.  It is questionable
here if Fichte is really fair to Rousseau’s views, and some
commentators, such as Breazeale (1993:142) have argued
that Rousseau’s position is much more subtle, and that his
criticisms of civilisation are much more qualified than
Fichte presents them. I do not wish to assess Fichte’s
understanding of Rousseau’s views here since this would
be straying from the topic of this paper.  The important
point is that Fichte wished to assess the claim that the arts,
education and the sciences have corrupted naturally good
human beings because this claim is in direct opposition to
Fichte’s ethical views. That is, Fichte argued that the
vocation of man is the constant and endless search for
improvement of one’s talents and of one’s society.
Moreover, the understanding that the arts, education and
the sciences have only corrupted human beings has a more
serious implication to Fichte’s views.  That is to say, since
Fichte had assigned the scholarly class a very special status,
that of supervising, directing and promoting human
progress, then, if the claim that the arts, education and
sciences have only brought misery to humankind is true,
the scholarly class is the very source of all human misery.

Fichte, however, turns the argument around and in his
favour. He argues that Rousseau’s motivation for
defending such views was that Rousseau saw himself
surrounded by scholars who had strayed away from the
true scholar’s vocation.  Fichte understands that Rousseau
despaired at seeing scholars behaving in such manner, and
that this fact explains Rousseau’s views.  But whilst
Rousseau (as it is commonly understood) understands that
only a return to a bucolic and utopian state of nature will
restore human beings to their natural goodness, Fichte
understands that the scholarly class has to be reminded of
its pivotal role in human society, and that the ideal of
good human beings lies ahead in the future, and not in the
past in the state of nature.  For Fichte, to argue for a return
to a state of nature is to argue that human beings should
return to an under-developed state of humankind, it is to
argue for a return to a state that is further from perfection
than the actual moment is. And this is unacceptable to
Fichte since he understands that human development and
endless improvement towards perfection is the very
vocation of all human beings.

So, what would Fichte say to today’s scholars and
philosophers?  I think he would say that things have not
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changed much since his days (or Rousseau’s days) - there
are good scholars and philosophers and there are also bad
scholars and philosophers according to his criteria.
Evidence of this can be found easily.  We know that some
scholars are engaged on research which is not profitable to
human beings and society.   For instance, there are scientists
who are working on the development of WMD and there
are also scientists working on sensitive research areas, such
as human cloning, before a proper philosophical debate
takes place.  These are scientists who, perhaps, have as
their primary motivation the attainment of fame and
financial gain.  Their primary motivator, according to
Fichte’s views should be rather to guide and improve
humankind and as such these scientists have strayed away
from that important role that Fichte ascribed to them.  We
also know that some philosophers have provided
‘ideological guidance’ to groups which seek the destruction
and the death of other human beings, such as philosophers
who provided guidance to Nazism and Fascism, and this
cannot be considered as something that aims at the
improvement of human beings and societies by any means.
I am not saying here that we should not do research in
sensitive areas, I am just saying that a proper debate needs
to accompany such research, so that such research is truly
focused on the improvement of humankind. I am not
saying either that philosophers and scholars should not
provide ideological guidance to the societies they live in. I
am just saying that such guidance should aim at the
improvement of humankind and not at the destruction or
domination of part of it.  In practical terms this means that
philosophers and scholars should be more engaged in
political and techno-scientific debate within the wider
society with the aim of improving the individual and
society in general always in mind – this fulfils their task of
providing guidance to individuals and society as a whole.
Moreover, this also means that, in practical terms, it is just
not good enough to be an armchair philosopher or scholar.
Philosophers and scholars are required to research so as to
increase the knowledge pool, teach so as to pass on their
valuable knowledge, and be involved with their
community so as to provide guidance, and all this ought
to be done with the aim of improving oneself and society
as a whole in mind.  I believe that a good example of the
good scholar was Sartre, who was a central figure in French
society.  Other good examples are Peter Singer, who has
written so much on animal welfare, environmentalism, and
the poor; Noam Chomsky who has written extensively on
globalisation and anti-American imperialism; and John
Dewey who was very much involved with the labour union
movement and who fought for academic freedom.  Less
well known are the cases of Brazilian philosophers
Marinela Chaui, who has been involved in politics and
who has provided intellectual guidance to the Worker’s
Party, and Leonardo Boff who has written extensively on
globalisation and the rights of the poor.

Given that some groups and people may choose to, and do
indeed, act in a way that is not in synchrony with Fichte’s
views, a question could be asked here:  What about freedom
of speech, freedom to associate in groups, freedom of
information, and civil liberties?  If one is in favour of these,
then we must allow deviant groups, such as Neo-Nazis, to
parade, exchange information, meet, and respect their right
to do so; and one must also respect someone’s choice to

help or support such groups.  A priori this may seem to be
a problem to Fichte’s thesis that all should be aimed at the
improvement of the individual and society.  I, however,
think that Fichte would neither prohibit deviant groups
from parading, exchanging information, and meeting, nor
would he prohibit someone from choosing to support such
groups; I think Fichte would respect their rights to do so
because he respects freedom.  The reader will recall that
Fichte argues that membership of social groups is based
on the free choice of individuals – no individual is to be
forced into membership.  As such, I argue that Fichte would
respect civil rights, but he would point out that those
deviant groups are mistaken in their outlook.  Those
deviant groups are not encouraging the improvement of
individuals and society; those deviant groups are rather
corroding it.  In response to this threat to the improvement
of individuals and society I believe that Fichte would
advocate the following practical measure: that philosophy
should be taught as a basis on which to curtail the advance
of such groups exactly because philosophy provides an
interdisciplinary and unbiased forum where knowledge
can be discussed and scrutinized.  Interesting to note here
is that some countries have already adopted a special
relationship towards philosophy.  In Norway the teaching
of philosophy is used as an introduction to academic study
demonstrating that the Norwegian government
understands the value of philosophy for getting fresh
university students into the proper mindset of academic
enquiry.

Given the implications of Fichte’s views for the scholarly
class and wider society as I argued above, it is now
appropriate for me to ask: What are the implications of
Fichte’s views to Philosophical Counselling and to
Philosophy for Children?  Let us look at Philosophical
Counselling first.  In Philosophical Counselling a trained
philosopher helps an individual deal with a problem or an
issue that is troubling the individual.  Most people are
quite capable of solving daily problems or issues on their
own, or with the help of family and friends.  However,
sometimes a complex problem may arise in this
individual’s life, a problem that involves for instance
values, or contradictions, or circularity, or meaninglessness
in life.  These are problems that go beyond most sound-
minded people’s daily trouble-shooting capacities. These
are problems that may arise from issues such as career
moves, family affairs, cases of illnesses, and/or one’s
personal standing in one’s own community - it is in such
cases that the philosophical counsellor may be of help.
Given this characterisation of Philosophical Counselling
Fichte’s views imply that the philosophical counsellor
ought, at first, help his patient by guiding him/her towards
a solution to the problem or issue that so much troubles
him.  By doing this the philosophical counsellor fulfils the
task of guiding individuals towards self-improvement.  I
suggest that this guidance should conform with usual
philosophical practices such as reading relevant texts that
are pertinent to the problem at hand, discussing the text at
length, and then starting the whole process again.  For
instance, let us take an individual A, who is concerned
about a particular career move, e.g. from being an officer
in the British army to being a private security adviser to
private companies in Iraq.  The underlying philosophical
problem underlying A’s concerns are connected with
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ethical values.  Once the underlying issue has been
identified the philosophical counsellor should suggest
readings from philosophical or major literary works that
deal with the particular issue at hand and then discuss
these texts with the patient at length.  As a strategy to this
methodology I would suggest introductory texts to start
with and then more complex texts as discussion meetings
progress.  Through this process the individual should be
able to reach a solution to his problem with the guidance
of the philosophical counsellor.  But the philosophical
counsellor does not aim simply to guide the individual to
reach a solution to his immediate problem; rather, the
philosophical counsellor aims also at educating the patient
in more philosophical ways of thinking, in more efficient
ways of reasoning, so that if a new complex problem arises
in the future the individual would be able to identify the
underlying philosophical problem and seek the solution
to the problem without the help of a counsellor.  That is to
say, the counsellor also aims at providing the individual
with the tools to complex problem solving.  By doing so,
and according to Fichte, the counsellor fulfils his task of
guiding the individual towards self-improvement;
moreover, by helping the individual to improve himself
the counsellor also helps the immediate community and
society as a whole because an individual seeking self-
improvement is an individual who helps with the
improvement of his immediate community and wider
society because he will work with his fellows in their
pursuit of self-improvement and the improvement of the
society they live in.

And what would Fichte say concerning Philosophy for
Children? Generally speaking, Philosophy for Children
aims at encouraging children to think for themselves, to
develop their own views on issues, and to become
intellectually confident. This is achieved through sessions
where a teacher of philosophy and students use a particular
stimulus, such as a reading, and then ask questions about,
and discuss issues pertinent to, this particular stimulus.
These sessions can focus on issues such as ethical values,
free will, and the nature of truth.  I can suggest here that
Fichte would say that the philosophical teacher, as a
scholar, is fulfilling the task of guiding individuals towards
self-improvement by teaching philosophy to children, and
in doing so the teacher is also helping to improve the
immediate community and wider society, as a child who
grows up seeking self-improvement is more likely to help
improving her community and society than a child who
grows up without this characteristic. I also suggest that
Fichte would say that these philosophical sessions with
children should aim, whatever the philosophical topic on
hand is, at the improvement of the individual and society
as a whole. Perhaps the mere fact that these children will
develop a taste for thinking for themselves, for questioning,
will suffice to achieve this goal.  But I believe there is a
case here for trying to instigate into children through these
sessions the idea that they must try to develop some talents,
whichever talent they see fit for themselves (and without
any sort of parental or educational coercion - only guidance
about talents and how to develop these talents should be
offered), because in doing so they will be more likely to
fare better in life for they will be fulfilling their vocation
qua individual human beings, and they will also help

improve the society they live in and thus fulfilling their
vocation qua social beings.

In conclusion, Fichte’s philosophical views in general have
remained dormant for a long time.  A recent interest in his
philosophical views, especially concerning his account of
rationality, has generated quite a sizeable body of
literature.  This paper aims to extend the literature on Fichte
by providing a brief account of his ethical views and by
demonstrating its relevance for today’s scholar and for
practical philosophy, especially for Philosophical
Counselling and for Philosophy for Children. Further
research into Fichte’s ethical views is required and the
argument regarding the implications of Fichte’s views for
today’s society and for practical philosophy needs to be
extended.  I hope readers find this paper challenging and
that it may prompt some to investigate this issue in further
detail.
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