Paul Ziche
‘Thresholds’: From Psychology and Psychophysics to the Human Condition

Department of Philosophy and Religious Studies
Utrecht University

The Netherlands

e-mail: p.g.ziche@uu.nl

The term ‘threshold’ (‘Schwelle’ in German) has an unusual career. It is a well-established
term with literal and metaphorical meanings that, in the 19th century, is given a very precise and
quantifiable meaning in the disciplines psychology and psychophysics. Johann Friedrich
Herbart and Gustav Theodor Fechner make the notion ‘threshold’ into a key term in their
innovations in these disciplines, by discussing, in particular, the idea of a ‘threshold of
consciousness’, i.e. the fact that certain representations can remain below a ‘threshold’ and thus
are not consciously represented. They turn the established term ‘threshold’ into a novel term,
even calling it a ‘term of art’ — but at the same time the dramatic implications inherent in the
traditional metaphor of ‘threshold’ remain present: ‘Thresholds’ continue to be used for
dramatic transitions, up to Fechner’s panpsychistic and pantheistic ideas. This paper
reconstructs this term’s career from an everyday notion to a technical term in psychology and
psychophysics and then back to a comprehensive term for the human condition when Friedrich
Nietzsche investigates what it means to live on a threshold.



