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By establishing a transcendental theory of concrete subjectivity, the new-Kantian philosopher 
Richard Hönigswald radicalized Kant’s Copernican turn and described the human body as 
principle and factum in a manifold cultural philosophy. For this purpose, he had to overcome his 
close relationship to the realistic-metaphysical neo-Kantianism of Riehl and Liebmann, who fell 
behind Kant’s Copernican turn and his rejection of epistemological relevant things in themselves. 
Thus, Hönigswald went through his own Copernican turn, before he refined the Kantian concept. 

Localizing the Kantian ‘I think’ in the concrete human-being offers the possibility to combine 
several parts and aspects of the Kantian philosophy and its components like ethics, aesthetics, 
and anthropology. Here Hönigswald concentrates on the capacities of human-beings who explore 
and form their living world, while Kant’s Copernican turn shows their ambivalences of freedom 
and determination, understanding and alienness. To regard these ambivalences, we can look 
ahead in philosophical body theory and refer to Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology and today’s 
postphenomenological approaches that stress alienation and contingency by highlighting human-

beings’ entanglement with the world. 

In this process postphenomenology partly tries to go beyond the Copernican turn by establishing 
a praxeology that rejects the constitutive relevance of intentionality. If we go back to Hönigswald’s 
radicalization of the Kantian turn we can highlight, that each way of problematizing practices and 

theories needs a problematizing subject and thus intentionality in its bodily representation.
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Al desarrollar una teoría trascendental de la subjetividad concreta, el filósofo neokantiano 
Richard Hönigswald radicalizó el giro copernicano de Kant, posicionando al cuerpo humano como 
principio y factum dentro de una filosofía cultural multifacética. Para lograr esto, Hönigswald 
tuvo que superar su estrecha relación con el neokantismo realista-metafísico de Riehl y Liebmann, 
quienes retrocedieron frente al giro copernicano de Kant al mantener la relevancia epistemológica 
de las cosas en sí mismas. Así, Hönigswald experimentó su propio giro copernicano antes de refinar 

y ampliar el concepto kantiano.

Situar el „yo pienso“ kantiano en el ser humano concreto permite integrar múltiples dimensiones 
de la filosofía kantiana y sus componentes, como la ética, la estética y la antropología. En este 
contexto, Hönigswald se centra en las capacidades del ser humano para explorar y dar forma a su 
mundo vivido, mientras que el giro copernicano de Kant resalta las ambivalencias entre libertad 
y determinación, comprensión y alienación. Para abordar estas ambivalencias, es posible recurrir 
a la teoría filosófica del cuerpo, como la fenomenología de Merleau-Ponty, y a los enfoques 
postfenomenológicos contemporáneos, que enfatizan la alienación y la contingencia al destacar la 

implicación del ser humano con el mundo.

En este proceso, el postfenomenologismo intenta, en parte, superar el giro copernicano mediante el 
establecimiento de una praxeología que rechaza la relevancia constitutiva de la intencionalidad. 
Sin embargo, al regresar a la radicalización del giro kantiano realizada por Hönigswald, se 
resalta un punto crucial: toda forma de problematizar prácticas y teorías requiere un sujeto 
problematizador, y, por ende, la intencionalidad en su representación corporal sigue siendo 

indispensable.

Palabras clave: Filosofía, Kant, Hönigswald, giro copernicano, subjetividad concreta, cuerpo
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1. Introduction
This article tries to shed light on the relevance of Kant’s Copernican turn for the neo-Kan-
tian approach of Richard Hönigswald (1875-1947) and the chances of Hönigswald’s current 
reception. No longer interested in a metaphysical foundation of epistemology, Kant concen-
trated on the way we put ourselves into relation to our objects. By rejecting the epistemic 
relevance of things in themselves in his Copernican turn (Kant 1787/1998, A 359, B XVI-
XVII), he highlighted the observing transcendental subject. If we are not entitled to claim 
knowledge about what things are, we can problematize especially and exclusively how they 
can be observed by us.

Kant’s Copernican turn can be seen as the fundamental starting point for neo-Kantian 
reflections on activities of experiencing, thinking, judging, shaping, and expressing relations 
between human-beings and their world. These relations were thematized in manifold ways. 
While the founder of the genuine logical orientated Marburg neo-Kantianism Hermann 
Cohen focused on a logic of pure reason (Cohen 1922), Ernst Cassirer overcame Coehn’s 
approach by developing his philosophy of symbolic forms (Cassirer 1923, 1926, 1929) and 
regarding the worldly human-being’s manifold cultural settings in fields like language, arts, 
and myth. Even the axiological southwest-German neo-Kantian direction highlighted the 
transcendental subject in several regions of knowing and judging, as we can see in Heinrich 
Rickert’s theory of values (Rickert 1921).

A third essential direction in neo-Kantianism can be characterized as realistic and 
metaphysical, because it still sticks to things in themselves as references of our knowledge. 
Although we are not able to experience things in themselves, they are seen as sources of 
knowledge that affect our ways of observing. This attitude beyond Kant’s Copernican turn 
can be criticized as a heavily epistemic throwback. With Richard Hönigswald we can find a 
seldom regarded protagonist of the younger neo-Kantianism (Marck 1987, 20; Ollig 1979, 
73; Zeidler 1995) who established and elaborated a groundbreaking theory of concrete 
subjectivity, although he initially was heavily influenced by the metaphysical and realistic 
neo-Kantianism (Zeidler 2002, 182; Noras 2020, 413). 

Th following argumentation starts with the characterization of Kant’s Copernican 
turn as a fundamental source of transcendental orientation in epistemology. Highlighting 
its concentration on the concretely observing subject, we can ask with Hönigswald how this 
subject can be described to overcome a Kantian gap between the empirical and transcen-
dental subject (2.). A second argumentative step sheds light on Hönigswald’s development 
from his early realistic-metaphysical to the later transcendental orientation. To build up and 
establish his cultural theory of the body, Hönigswald had to go through his own Copernican 
turn with the effect of radicalizing Kant’s Copernican revolution (3.). 

Like Cassirer, Hönigswald goes beyond a merely logical orientations in philosophy. 
Thus, Kant’s Copernican turn can be seen as an inspiring concept to shape a neo-Kan-
tian theory of subjectivity that does not only regard ethical and aesthetical, but manifold 
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further cultural forms of a bodily manifested being in the world (Hönigswald 1931/1997, 
1937/1970). In this context we can see not only chances of the concrete subject, stressed by 
Hönigswald. Rather, human-beings can be problematized in ambivalent scenarios of free-
dom and determination, capacity, and limitation (4.). Finally, reading Kant’s Copernican 
turn with Hönigswald can lead to a critical reflection of (post)phenomenological approaches 
that problematize intentionality in (digital) scenarios of describing and shaping cultural sce-
narios. In this contexts Hönigswald’s neo-Kantianism can be acknowledged in its bridging 
position between (neo-)Kantian and praxeological approaches that do not neglect critical 
activity of concrete subjects in the relevant practices (5.). 

2. Kant’s Copernican Turn and Hönigswald’s Epistemology of Concrete 
Subjectivity
Following Kant’s path from metaphysics to transcendental idealism, epistemology does not 
determine, how things are; it tries to observe how they can be described with human capac-
ities. Thus, Kant’s critical point of view restricts the transcendental subject’s competence of 
claiming true knowledge:

„I understand by the transcendental idealism of all appearances the doctrine that they 

are all together to be regarded as mere representations and not as things in themselves, 

and accordingly that space and time are only sensible forms of our intuitions, but not 

determinations given for themselves or conditions of objects as things in themselves.” 

(Kant 1787/1998, A 369)

If appearances are seen as “mere representations” and if space and time are described as 
“only sensible forms of intuitions” (Kant 1787/1998, A 369), the transcendental subject 
can be addressed as a merely restricted epistemological factor. On the other hand, the 
transcendental subject is esteemed as an active constructor of experience. Overcoming 
an epistemology of things in themselves, Kant highlights the constructive capacities of 
observing subjects – 

“just like the first thoughts of Copernicus, who, when he did not make good progress 

in the explanation of the celestial motions if he assumed that the entire celestial host 

revolves around the observer, tried to see if he might not have greater success if he 

made the observer revolve and left the stars at rest. […] If intuition has to conform to 

the constitution of the objects, then I do not see how we can know anything of them 

a priori; but if the object (as an object of the senses) conforms to the constitution of 

our faculty of intuition, then I can very well represent this possibility to myself.” (Kant 

1787/1998, B XVIXVII)
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With this Copernican turn Kant avoids extreme epistemological positions like objectivism 
on the one hand and subjectivism on the other hand. Neither things in themselves nor 
reality constructing human-beings can find a place in his concept. Rejecting the subject’s 
capacity to know anything about things in themselves these subjects are not only restricted, 
but, far away from passive figures, they can be seen as constructive explorers. 

„Kant’s Copernican revolution in philosophy reconceives what we know by claiming 

that it depends on the activity of the observer.” (Altman 2018, 6)

This observer is not just registering and absorbing what she or he is confronted with. If 
objects were regarded as things in themselves, observing subjects could just be internaliz-
ing recipients. Their constructive engagement would be quite limited and restricted. Thus, 
overcoming the metaphysics of things in themselves, Kant stresses not only limitations, but 
also constructive chances of observing subjects in manifold ways: 

„The ‘Copernican revolution’, such as it is presented in the Critique of Pure Reason, 

consists in the idea that the – eminently epistemological – project of grounding a priori 

knowledge demands, on the ontological level, that this ‘knowledge’ be born not by the 

‘things’ such as they are in themselves, but on ‘objects’ understood as phenomena, i. e., 

insofar as they appear as a result of the pure forms of sensibility and insofar as they are 

synthesized (unified) by the categories of the understanding. These ‘objects’ are depen-

dent on the ‘transcendental subject’ which Kant analyzes with respect to its faculties, 

among which sensibility, understanding, and imagination play a leading role in account-

ing for the conditions of the possibility of any and all knowledge.” (Schnell 2020, 392)

Kant’s Copernican turn does not inevitably lead to an ontological concept, because he 
wants to problematize preconditions of understanding and not those of being, but we 
can highlight with Schnell manifold involved human faculties that enable sensations, 
comprehension, judgment, and creativity. If we want to deal coherently and conse-
quently with our objects in these manifold ways, we must synthetize our experiences 
and reflections in our own consciousness. Here we can take up Kant’s ‘I think’, that 
he describes as a consciousness in general (‘Bewusstsein überhaupt’) by explaining 
it as a transcendental precondition for experience and reflection (Kant 1787/1998, B 
133f.). Kant assumes that “the I think must be able to accompany all my representa-
tions”(Kant1787/1998, B131). Experiences and thoughts are those of a certain subject 
who constitutes and combines them. With the ‘I think’ ‘Kant paves the way to concrete 
subjectivity in transcendental philosophy without intending an empirization of the 
consciousness in general (Krijnen 2008, 267). 
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“All my representations in any given intuition must stand under the condition under 

which alone I can ascribe them to the identical self as my representations, and thus 

can grasp them together, as synthetically combined in an apperception, through the 

general expression I think.” (Kant 1787/1998, B138)

Hönigswald overcomes Kant’s merely formal consciousness, characterized by the just 
“general expression I think” (Kant 1787/1998, B138); he takes up the ‘I think’ as a fac-
tuality. If all experiences must be somebody‘s (e.g. my) experiences, all my referring to 
something must be a referring to myself as well. Otherwise, these experiences would not 
be my experiences. That each referring to something also needs a constitutive referring to 
the subject that refers to that something is expressed by Hönigswald in a row of self-refer-
ence (‘Ich-Reihe’: “die Reihe ‘ich weiß’, ‘ich weiß, daß ich weiß usf.’ als Bewußtheitseinheit” 
(Hönigswald 1965, 106)). Monika Witsch calls this “the sequence of presence of the ‘I’ 
that knows about its re-presence in the form of ‘Me’” (Witsch 2016, 161). If I must refer to 
myself to be able to refer to something does not mean self-knowledge, but self-coherence.
as a pe-condition for coherent and methodical experiencing and thinking, judging, and 
planning.

Provided that an object of observing must be observed by somebody (‘I’), we can 
describe Kant’s Copernican turn as a starting point for Hönigswald’s correlation between 
is-determination (Ist-Bestimmtheit) and I-determination (Ich-Bestimmtheit), object- and 
subject-determination (Hönigswald 1927, 37), in which both are determined by each other. 
While Kant describes the ‘I think’ as a strictly formal precondition for observing something, 
Hönigswald locates it in the concretely observing human-being.

“The human is principle and factum, because experiencing has the structure of ‘I-to 

me’, ‘I-me’.” (Witsch 2016, 162)

If we consider with Hönigswald, that we always live and act in the present moment, we must 
combine our thoughts and experiences by back reference and anticipation. Otherwise, there 
would not be a coherent thinking and experiencing. Thus, according to Hönigswald there 
must be a continuity of self-reference to overcome the punctuality of the present moment. 

„Verständnis ist immer auch Vorwegnahme des durch die Empfindungsendrücke 

vermittelten Sinns, freilich immer auch erneut Korrektur des sinnhaft vorweggenom-

menen durch das sinnbezogene Gegebene“ (Hönigswald 1937/1970, 394).

Observers need a spatial location of their consciousness that can cope with the fleetingness 
of the present moment. This can be seen as a precondition to combine intuitions over time 
in acts of back reference and anticipation With Hönigswald we can ask, in how far Kant’s 
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‘I think’ needs an extended bodily representation (Hönigswald 1931a/1997, 1931b/1982) 
in an organic system, comparable to the natural teleology Kant described in his “Critique 
of the Power of Judgment” (Kant 2002). In this context Hönigswald establishes the human 
organism as a transcendental principle to locate the constitutive activity of the observer. The 
observing human-being needs not just any body, but the own organism as a precondition 
for experiencing something coherently in the ongoing correlation of self-reference and the 
relation to that something. Thus, my organism offers me the possibility to avoid a subjection 
to the present moment, isolated from past and future. It can be seen as the precondition for 
being a constructive Copernican subject.

„Dem Vollzug im Sinne des ‚jetzt‘ entspricht eben ein ‚hier‘ mit jeweils verschiedenen, 

nach dem gewählten Bezugssystem wechselnden Größen. Das ‚Jetzt‘ erfordert m.a.W. 

einen Zeitort im Raume, – ein Naturobjekt von spezifischem Gefüge; ein Naturobjekt, des-

sen Kontext mit allen anderen unangetastet bleibt, das sich aber vor allen anderen durch die 

Funktion auszeichnet, den ‚Zeitort‘ jenes ‚jetzt‘ darzustellen.“ (Hönigswald 1970, 6)

Hönigswald’s concept can be valued as an often-neglected approach to a meanwhile estab-
lished combination of Kant’s ‘I think’ (Kant 1787/1998, B 132-34) with the concrete subject 
(Nussbaum 2010, Nida-Rümelin 2013). Founding his transcendentalism in a bodily rela-
tionality, Hönigswald overcomes the merely formal Kantian ‘I think’ and focuses on the 
actual human-being. This concrete subject can be described as a philosophical principle, 
not despite of, but because of its factuality.

3. Hönigswald’s Copernican Turn as a Radicalization of Kant’s Transcendental 
Idealism
Reading Kant’s Copernican turn with Hönigswald’s transcendentalism can be seen as a 
radicalization of this turn. By stressing the activity of the observer, Kant gives the starting 
point for concentrating not primarily on the is-determination (Ist-Bestimtheit), but also on 
the I-determination (Ich-Bestimmtheit) of the epistemological correlation between object 
and subject. But before Hönigswald started this radicalization, he had to go through his 
own Copernican turn. Following his academic teacher Alois Riehl and the metaphysical 
approach of Liebmann, the young Hönigswald sticked to a realistic-metaphysical new-Kan-
tianism that still claimed the epistemic relevance of things in themselves (Hönigswald 1903, 
1904, 1906, 1910; Riehl 1876; Liebmann 1880), before he grounded his theory of organism 
in a transcendental-philosophical approach (Hönigswald 1931a/1997, 1931b/1982; Zeidler 
1995; Redecker 2001). Consequently, his theory of the organism has two sources – a real-
istic and a transcendental one. Before he characterized the human organism as principle 
and factum of transcendental philosophy, Hönigswald had to overcome metaphysical and 
realistic influences of new-Kantian approaches, mainly represented by Riehl and Liebmann. 
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In his third volume of “Critical Philosophy, Introduction to the Theory of Science and 
Metaphysics” (1887) Riehl argues, that “sensation reveals something which does not orig-
inate exclusively with ourselves” and that they “point to a reality outside ourselves, so that 
trough them and their relations we get a mediate knowledge of things themselves” (Riehl 
1894, 42). This meets the position of Liebmann, who came back to claiming the epistemic 
relevance of things in themselves (Liebmann 1880, 1904, Überweg 1923) after spreading 
his early slogan ‘Back to Kant!’. While this slogan can be seen as a request to come back to 
the Copernican turn of transcendental philosophy ((Liebmann 1865, Heidenreich 2022), 
Liebmann fell back to things in themselves. This can be seen as a seldom regarded example 
of an inconsistent, partly retrograde reception of the Copernican turn during the 19th cen-
tury. Positioning Riehl and Liebmann in the context of neo-Kantianism, their sticking to 
things in themselves can be characterized as a dramatical throw-back. It is contradictory to 
Kant’s transcendental-idealistic argumentation, that 

“everything intuited in space or in time, hence all objects of an experience possible 

for us, are nothing but appearances, i.e., mere representations, which, as they are 

represented, as extended beings or series of alterations, have outside our thoughts no 

existence grounded in itself ” (Kant 1787/1998, A 491/B 519).

Regarding the dynamic activity of subjects shown in Kant’s Copernican turn, we also must 
acknowledge the dynamics human-beings can show, if they go through several stages of 
observation. Revitalizing the Copernican metaphor, we can describe observers who move 
around their objects as movers of perspectivity and ongoing proving. They do not stop 
questioning what they have proved. This also concerns Hönigswald. That he is localized 
in different, partly contradicting philosophical traditions and directions can be a sign for 
the necessity to regard his thinking in its multi-perspectivity and dynamics. If we stick 
to Hönigswald’s early stage, we can see him in the direction of realistic Neo-Kantianism, 
like Andrzej J. Noras (2020) does, while at the same time he calls Hönigswald a post-neo-
Kantian philosopher. In contrast, Helmut Holzhey (2004, 117-122) stresses Hönigswald’s 
affinity to the southwest German direction of neo-Kantianism, while Iwona Alechnowicz 
does not want to call him a neo-Kantian thinker at all and stresses his genuine Kantian 
position (Alechnowicz 2007, 56f., Noras 2020, 413). 

By criticizing the threatening dogmatism of scientific schools (Hönigswald 1913, 
245), Hönigswald developed his original approach. In his critical-eclectic manner he 
proved, chose, and refined several elements of philosophical concepts. Criticizing his early 
realistic-metaphysical orientation, we can go beyond a location of his relation to Kant in an 
ontological direction (Breil 1992) and acknowledge his later transcendental-philosophical 
theory of organism. This later approach results from Hönigswald’s own Copernican turn in 
overcoming the early reference to Riehl and Liebmann.
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If we take into consideration that the Copernican dynamic shows observers in 
motion, every new answer that is found can offer new questions to doubt previous answers. 
To make this ongoing proving and investigating possible, human-beings need an almost 
partly coherent consciousness and its localization in their own organism, as Hönigswald 
pointed out. This can be seen as a radicalization of the Kantian turn by Hönigswald’s own 
Copernican revolution. Hönigswald’s concept of concrete subjectivity now offers the pos-
sibility to combine the subject of philosophy with the subject of psychology. The human 
Copernican observer comes into interest. 

4. Ambivalences and Contingency in Cultural Scenarios – Recognizing the 
Creativity and Dignity of ‘crooked woods’
Hönigswald’s further development of Kant’s Copernican turn beyond objectivism 
and subjectivism lead him to a bodily grounded correlation of is- determination and 
I-determination. According to this correlation, things in themselves are neither realistic 
fundaments of our knowledge nor epistemically relevant imaginations of an abstract logic. 
In the correlation of is-determination and I-determination Hönigswald did not only reject 
an objectivism that can be built on things in themselves. He also denied an overstressing 
of the subject’s capacity of pure thinking, as we can find it in the Marburg approach of 
neo-Kantianism (Cohen 1922). Like Cassirer, Hönigswald overcame a merely logical direc-
tion of neo-Kantianism and problematized concrete human-beings in various ways of being 
in their lifeworld and putting themselves into relation to it (Redecker 2005). In his “Essay on 
Man” Cassirer points out his overcoming of the merely logical orientated ‘animal rationale’ 
by a culturally omnipresent ‘animal symbolicum’. Shifting from a preferred logical theory 
to a neo-Kantian philosophy of concrete subjectivity, manifold acting human-beings come 
into interest. The Copernican turn becomes a matter of cultural philosophy.

„Reason is a very inadequate term with which to comprehend the forms of man’s 

cultural life in all their richness and variety. But all these forms are symbolic forms. 

Hence, instead of defining man as an animal rationale, we should define him as an 

animal symbolicum. By so doing we can designate his specific difference, and we can 

understand the new way open to man – the way to civilization. “ (Cassirer 1944, 44)

Overcoming a preferred glance on the ‘animal rationale,’ we can ask with Hönigswald how 
the ‘animal symbolicum’ can be described. This leads us to Hönigswald’s theory of organism 
as the manifestation of the not only observing, but also judging, expressing, constituting, 
creating, and shaping subject in several cultural fields of research like language (Hönigswald 
1937/1970) , arts (Hönigswald 1961), pedagogy (Hönigswald 1927), morality, rights, and 
religion (Hönigswald 1931/1997). Our body enables us to combine, express and evaluate 
impressions, experiences, emotions, and thoughts. This offers Hönigswald the possibility to 
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combine several elements of the Kantian approach, referring to aesthetical, ethical, anthro-
pological, and biological relevant reflections. According to the subject of Kant’s Copernican 
turn, Hönigswald shows a dynamic activity in dealing with Kantian objects of interest. This 
is initiated and prepared by Kant whose Copernican turn leads him to a transcendental 
subject beyond a preferred focus on theoretical philosophy. With the Copernican turn, the 
subject of morality and ethics comes into special interest. 

„Kant’s ultimate ‘Copernican’ hypothesis is that our pure practical reason makes up 

for the otherwise seemingly pointless spinning of the excess rationality in general that 

reason, as one complex but unified faculty, brings with it, and that makes our species 

fundamentally unlike all others on earth.” (Ameriks 2013, 71)

In the Copernican turn we can find a fundamental link between several ways of regarding 
human beings in their manifold capacities, e.g. as subjects of theoretical and practical rea-
son. This can also be stressed with Pradelle (2020, 379), who points out that „the Copernican 
revolution carried out in the theoretical realm is also valid in the practical realm; just, 
indeed, as the a priori structures of the object were supposed to follow the formal structures 
of the finite subject, so here the form of the categorical imperativeness proper to the moral 
law follows the finite character of the will. This principle of the Copernican reversal is just 
as valid for the analysis of respect: to the extent to which it has an effect on sensibility, the 
respect for the moral law presupposes, as a moral feeling, that the being endowed with rea-
son is also endowed with sensibility”.

In the ethic relevance of the Copernican turn we can find sensitive, vulnerable and respon-
sible subjects who have the possibility and duty to make use of their practical reason and “treat 
humanity” in their “own person, as well as in the person of every other, always at the same time as 
an end, never merely as a means“ (Kant 1786, 66), Referring to the Categorical Imperative, Kant’s 
Copernican turn shows ambivalences of moral subjects who have to be moral not only because 
of their dignity, but also because of their desires. Without their limitations they would not be 
addressees of a categorial imperative. While Hönigswald stresses subjects of capacities, we can 
also focus their restrictions and ambivalences in referring to Kant.

Taking into consideration that “nothing entirely straight can be fashioned from the 
crooked wood of which humankind is made” (Kant 1784, 8:23), human-beings have the 
possibility to act against a senseful and responsible orientation and thus must think about 
moral questions. These ‘crooked woods’ are autonomous and determined (Esser 2001, 
Konhardt 2004; Redecker 2018), while they are dealing with capacities and restrictions 
(Bielefeld 2001, Himmelmann 2009), duty and desire (Höffe 1983), reflection and emo-
tion (Kant 1764/2007, Recki 2001, Ameriks 2004). Subjects of the Copernican turn are 
subjects who face freedom and contingency (Sturma 2004), distance and involvement 
(Böhme 2012, Klemme 2006, Schönecker 2014, Loidoldt 2014, Esser 2014), progress and 
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perspectivity (Höffe 1989, Waldenfels 2011), responsibility and restriction (Gerhardt 
2002, Sturma 2001). These ambivalences seem to be constitutive for their condition as 
‘crooked woods’ with dignity.

Focusing human-beings as a connective factor of several topics in Kantian and 
neo-Kantian philosophy, concrete subject can be seen in their ambivalences, not only 
regarding capacities, but also limitations, vulnerability, contingency and finiteness. As 
human-beings in motion (Altman 2018, 6), who try to put themselves into relation to their 
objects (Ameriks 2013), these ‘crooked woods’ are principle and factum, subject and object 
of recognition at once. They must be acknowledged because of their vulnerability (Redecker 
2018) and treated as “an end in itself ”, because they have an “inner worth, that is, dignity” 
and are “elevated above all price” (Kant 1786, 77). 

If we interpret Hönigswald’s definition of the concrete subject as principle and factum 
of philosophy, we can highlight human ambivalences with the aim of rejecting a postmodern 
view on modernity that neglects the modern sources of postmodernity and characterizes 
postmodernity as totally different from modernity. Beyond a manifold disputation on the 
question, whether Kant had a real Copernican or Ptolemaic concept of the turn (Gerhardt 
1987; Miles 2006; Brandt 2007; Schönecker et al. 2011; Lemanski 2012), we can refer to the 
mentioned ambivalences of the Copernican turn to avoid a Ptolemaic interpretation that 
glorifies human-beings as self-sufficient subjects of domination who put themselves into 
the middle of an anthropocentric universe.

If we regard the factuality of concrete subjects and if we stress, that they can be 
seen as philosophical principles, because they are facts, we can come to a differentiated 
problematization of their ambivalences and ambiguities, their alienness and conceal-
ments with the aim of dealing with Kant’s Copernican revolution as an “ongoing project” 
(Vater 2018, 759).This project can consider Hönigswald’s reflection of the Copernican 
turn, especially if we take into consideration that Hönigswald’s systematical concept of 
philosophy is open-ended (Meder 1995, 287) and can be reflected and problematized even 
in new fields of interest and concern.

5. Looking ahead – Kant, Hönigswald and (post)phenomenological Approaches
With Kant’s Copernican turn intentionality comes into s special interest. While the rele-
vance of intentionality combines Hönigswald’s approach with Husserl’s phenomenology 
(Orth 1993), Hönigswald’s theory of organism overcame the Cartesian Ego cogito that is 
still constitutive in Husserl’s early philosophy (Husserl 1987). Constituting and combining 
my experiences, I need my bodily extension. This can be stressed with Hönigswald not only 
against a neo-Kantian philosophy of pure thinking (Cohen 1922), but also against a phe-
nomenology that neglects the bodily manifestation of (inter-)subjectivity. With his theory 
of organism Hönigswald avoids difficulties of the early Husserlian phenomenology, that 
does not acknowledge the bodily foundation of (inter-)subjectivity. 
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Highlighting bodily experience, we can find more and closer relations between 
Richard Hönigswald and Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1984, 1986) than between Hönigswald 
and Husserl, but in contrast to Hönigswald, Merleau-Ponty stresses the contingency 
of a bodily being in the word by explaining a phenomenological interconnectedness of 
subject and object that goes beyond Hönigswald’s correlation of is-determination and 
I-determination. Merleau-Ponty and postphenomenological approaches that refer to him 
focus ambivalences of human capacities and restrictions in a very elaborated and differen-
tiated manner. Experiencing subjects are described as part of and entangled with the world 
they are dealing with (Merleau-Ponty 1984, 1986; Verbeek 2005b; Rosenberger 2020; Ritter 
2021), facing perspectivity and limitation. Thus, Merleau-Ponty considers, that our bodily 
experience is pervaded by alienness, unconsciousness and contingency (Waldenfels 2005, 
2009; Welsch 2012).

This approach is shared in today’s postphenomenological positions (Verbeek 2005b; 
Rosenberger 2020; Ritter 2021) that are explicitly situated in the tradition of phenomenol-
ogy (Verbeek 2005a; Ritter 2021), especially Merleau-Ponty (Ihde in Ihde/Kaminski 2020, 
274). Postphenomenologists thematize human-technology relations (in digital scenarios) 
and stress the technical mediated interwovenness of man and world (Ihde/Kaminski 2020; 
Richardson 2020). Here the Copernican turn is transformed into an approach that describes 
the observing subject as determined by technical mediation. This subject is no longer a sub-
ject of knowledge, but of plausibility. Thus, postphenomenologists try to understand the 
world without demanding to reach the truth. 

Besides the question, whether the observing subject is described as a knowing or just 
explaining subject, this observing subject needs intentionality to do so (Redecker 2024) 
and thus can rather be seen in the tradition of Kant’s Copernican turn than in an onto-
logical direction, while some thinkers of post-phenomenology leave the phenomenological 
tradition (Verbeek 2005b) and try to overcome intentionality as a basic element of phenom-
enology. Ritter stresses that

“postphenomenology has gradually diverged from phenomenology. With its inter-re-

lational ontology, postphenomenology now pays attention to relations rather than 

intentionality.” (Ritter 2021, 1512; cf. Ihde 2022) 

Leaving the Copernican direction by neglecting the observing subject can lead to a praxe-
ology that does not acknowledge human-beings’ possibility to put themselves into relation 
to the practices they are involved in (Redecker 2019). They are rather seen as objects of 
subjectivation than as subjects of reasoning, critique, and resistance, while even postphe-
nomenologists characterize the experience of a mediated world is a typical human one 
(Rosenberger/Verbeek 2015; Richardson 2020). If “it is impossible to speak about the world 
in the absence of human involvement with it” (Verbeek 2005b, 110), this human involve-
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ment can be problematized to revitalize Hönigswald’s concentration on critical thinking. 
With Hönigswald we can remember the bodily founded subject of sensitivity, reason, and 
creative imagination as a precondition for problematizing practices and praxeology, while 
even praxeologists need their intentionality, if they want to investigate practices. 

If we consider that our way of referring to objects is permeated by alienness, we 
can regard ourselves rather as questioning subjects than as knowing subjects. To admit to 
that we can go back to Kant’s rejection of things in themselves in the Copernican turn, its 
radicalization in Hönigswald’s theory of the organism and its transformation in phenome-
nological theories of alienation. If we interpret Hönigswald’s and (post)phenomenological 
approaches in reference to Kant’s Copernican turn, we can highlight the relevance of inten-
tionality and argue against the rejection of a “transcendental and ‘Anthropocene’ pushback“ 
(Ihde 2022, 853) in postphenomenology, because even this rejection is one of a concrete 
subject, a limited subject in motion (Redecker 2022).

6. Conclusions
Based on Kant’s Copernican turn the argumentation showed Hönigswald’s theory of 
concrete subjectivity as a radicalization of the turn. By locating the Kantian ‘I think’ in the 
concrete human-being, Hönigswald’s approach offers the possibility to combine several 
elements and aspects of the Kantian philosophy in a cultural theory that stresses diverse 
capacities of the acting human-being in fields like arts, language, pedagogy, morality, and 
rights. If we also consider limitations and restrictions of human-beings, we can address them 
as ‘crooked woods’, who are free and determined at once, while they put themselves into 
relation to others, the other and themselves in various cultural fields. Thus, Cassirer’s turn 
from the ‘animal rationale’ to the ‘animal symbolicum’ can be grounded on Hönigswald’s 
theory of organism, that offers a bodily foundation of cultural theory.

Hönigswald describes the organism as spatial location of a concrete consciousness 
that is bound to the present moment of experience and thus needs its extended body that 
offers the possibility to combine experiences by referring to past experiences and trying 
to anticipate new ones. To establish his transcendental theory of bodily subjectivity, 
Hönigswald had to go through his own Copernican turn by overcoming his early stage of 
realistic-metaphysical neo-Kantianism. His originality can widely be seen in his later sep-
aration from Riehl’s and Liebmann’s epistemology of things-in themselves. While Riehl an 
Liebman fall back behind Kant’s Copernican turn, Hönigswald radicalizes it by describing 
the bodily subject of experience as principle and factum of critical philosophy.  

This radicalization of the Copernican turn overcomes a Cartesian Ego cogito and 
thus a Husserlian phenomenology that is not able to regard the fundamental relevance of 
concrete (inter-)subjectivity. Remembering that Kant’s Copernican turn puts emphasis on 
ambivalences of observing subjects who are restricted and constructive at once, Hönigswald’s 
focus on the knowing subject of autonomy can be enriched by regarding aspects of limitation, 
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contingency and vulnerability. The subject of Kant’s Copernican turn can be seen as a con-
structive observer and actor, far from knowing things in themselves. Kant’s subjects of dignity 
are ‘crooked woods’, who are esteemed in their imperfectness and vulnerability.

While Hönigswald preferably stresses the capacity of human-beings, we can refer to 
Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of the body to acknowledge even restrictions of bodily 
experience and human capacities. That both approaches refer to intentionality as an essential 
factor in the attempt to understand and explain objects of interest shows Hönigswald’s and 
Merlau-Ponty’s connection to Kant’s Copernican turn. In contrast, several postphenomeno-
logical approaches try to explain relations between man and world without intentionality. 
Here we can argue with Hönigswald’s theory of the concrete bodily subject of intentionality. 
This subject, although restricted and limited, is indispensable to problematize practices and 
theories. Hönigswald’s approach can remind us of the importance of Kant’s Copernican 
turn and its ongoing critical reflection.
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