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This paper analyses N. Hartmann’s contribution to the ‘metaphysical awakening’ (as 
he called it) in Kantian studies during the 1920s. Alongside central figures like Heinz 
Heimsoeth and Max Wundt, Hartmann played a crucial role in the 1920s 
interpretative turn in Kantian philosophy. Although the emphasis on the ontological 
element specific to Kantian thought drew him close to the perspective of the so-called 
‘metaphysical interpretation’ of Kant, Hartmann forged his distinctive path alongside 
this philosophical movement. As he argued in Diesseits von Idealismus und 
Realismus, an essay partly presented in 1922 and published in 1924 in a special issue 
of the Kant-Studien, his purpose was to suggest the plan of a Kantbuch – in fact an 
interpretation of critical philosophy – that had to be written but which he could not 
write himself. Nevertheless, he argued, he ‘couldn’t help but collaborate’ 
(mitarbeiten) with this new philosophical orientation (Diesseits...., Kant-Studien, 
29/1924, 160-161). Indeed, Hartmann’s writings would prove highly influential, 
particularly for his criticism of the Neo-Kantian approaches dominant in the 1920s 
and his impact on thinkers like M. Heidegger and G. Martin, among others. This 
paper focuses on the abovementioned essay, Diesseits von Idealismus und Realismus, 
and on the Grundzüge einer Metaphysik der Erkenntnis of 1921 in order to investigate 
and situate more precisely Hartmann’s contribution to the metaphysical shift in Kant’s 
reception. 

This analysis is important because it will clarify two aspects of this movement, 
the ontological and metaphysical, which are often considered together and thus 
insufficiently explained. The two are nonetheless distinct and strongly determine the 
main features of this ‘complete shift’ (Vleeschauwer, 1954) to which authors as 
diverse as Heimsoeth, Wundt, Campo, Martin, and to a certain extent Hartmann 
himself, contributed. The present paper argues that the analysis of Hartmann’s 
perspective on Kantian metaphysics as a foundation for epistemology is essential for 
understanding the central premises and initial motivations of the 1920s metaphysical 
turn. Only a close reading of Hartmann’s writings can evince the relationship between 
metaphysica generalis or ontology and one of the branches of the metaphysica 
specialis, the theory of the eminent being, as defined in the general rehabilitation of 
Kantian metaphysics after 1924. Furthermore, the paper endeavours to show that 
Hartmann’s writings were crucial not only for Heidegger’s reading of Kant from 1926 
onward, but also for the ontological movement in general as distinct from the more 
narrow metaphysical sensibility represented by Wundt, for instance. The ‘critical 
ontology’ promoted by Hartmann can be regarded as a redefinition of the traditional 
philosophia prima that takes into account Kant’s views and thus opens new 
perspectives on critical philosophy and its goals. 



Lastly, the paper investigates the influence of pre-Kantian ontology, and 
particularly Christian Wolff, on Hartmann’s reading of Kant. The formulation of a 
metaphysical interpretation of Kant and the advances in the understanding of the 
German Schulphilosophie were mutually reinforcing philosophical developments of 
the 1920s. Kant ‘the metaphysician’ could no longer be separated from the historical 
context of the German Enlightenment to which he rightly belonged and with which he 
shared the Probleme that inform his philosophical endeavours. Thus, the analysis of 
Hartmann’s ontological reading of Kant will not only shed light on the philosophical 
shifts in Kantian studies during the 1920s, but can provide the elements for a new 
reading of the German Enlightenment in general.  

 


