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That the pervasiveness of corruption does not require people to be “sunk into
evil” makes sense in light of our prior discussion: after the demons have
abandoned the “juridical state of nature” and established a sovereign, their
vices do not really disappear — they are concealed behind the appearance of
good conduct. Holding the monopoly of coercion, the state creates, at most,
the conditions for securing “freedom from the dominion (Herrschafi) of evil,”
but such freedom leaves citizens still “exposed to the assaults (Angriffen) of the
evil principle” (R 6:93). Kant calls this ambiguous situation the “ethical state
of nature” (R 6:95). Like in its political counterpart, the ethical state of nature
is one in which “each individual prescribes the law to himself,” does not
recognize an “effective public authority,” and “is his own judge” (R 6:95):
“Just as the juridical state of nature is a state of war of every human being
against every other . .. so is the ethical state of nature a public feuding between
the principles of virtue and the state of inner immorality which the natural
human being ought to endeavor to leave behind as soon as possible” (R 6:97).
The public sword is of no assistance at this juncture, for external legislation
has no “dominion over minds” (R 6:95) and cannot transform our moral
disposition: “woe to the legislator who would want to bring about through
coercion a polity directed to ethical ends! For he would thereby not only
achieve the very opposite of ethical ends, but also undermine his political ends
and render them insecure” (R 6:96). It is impossible to impose virtue by
force — only the individual can, of her own accord, make the end of peace an
end for herself.

Thus, Kant recognizes the need to keep apart the two kinds of lawgiving
to which a legislator might want to resort: the juridical and the ethical — but
the separation does not proceed along the lines of the Jeffersonian com-
promise. “Justice” and “virtue” do not divide in the same way as “public”
and “private” do in liberalism. The Kantian sphere of internal freedom
cannot be completely privatized. “What we do with our solitude” might
(under some libertarian interpretation) comprise permissible ends, and
perhaps even include the obligatory ends that depend on my freedom
alone.” But the ends associated with shared undertakings directly affect
our collective project of building a common moral world. It cannot hence
be a matter of indifference whether my neighbor believes in “twenty Gods
ot no God” at all - for, where my neighbor places her ultimate conception
of the good (i.c., the meanings that govern what she does with her freedom)
affects the way she goes about her more prosaic political business, how far

17w

What we do with our solitude” is a phrase Rorty rakes from Whitehead, He uses it to describe the
eminendy private role religion should play in a liberal polity (see RCS 160).

Kant's religious constructivism

she is willing to uphold justice and respect the rule of law. To the extc
the use of my internal freedom in adopting common ends depends on
sociable virtues have an inextricably “public” dimension. Peace is a
cannot sustain alone — mutual dependence and cooperation are esse
the endeavor. Thus, like some contemporary liberals, Kant leaves the
of forming “a union which has for its end the prevention of evil
promotion of the good” (R 6:94) up to the individual agent. Yer,
those thinkers, Kant refuses to consider the choice “private” in the
sense of the term. Liberalism, in Kant’s mind, slices agents throt
wrong joints: even if, as a demon, my indifference to common ends d
ensue in any harm to others, the moral disposition it conceals is non
a marter of public concern, for my attitude undermines the cc
chances of establishing an ethical community and securing a lasting

It is true that the ethical community “can exist in the midst of a
community and even be made up of all the members of the latter” (4
But it cannot possibly be confused with it, since it has a “special u
principle of its own (virtue) and hence a form and constitution ess
distinct from those of the other” (ibid.). The battle for communa
starts where politics ends: since the demons’ commitment to cir
remains utterly contingent without sociable virtues, only good
can make good citizens. The task of Kant’s religion is thus determ
the inability of politics to moralize human beings — or, to put it po
Kantian religion is designed to account for how the demons could sh
selfishness and become good people.

5

The contribution of religion in this process is best understood by
guishing between two different levels of moral analysis. First, rel
supposed to help the single individual with a morally evil dispos
become a “new man,” acquire a “good heart” (Herz) and be “well-]
to God.” Second, religion is supposed to allow all virtuous persons w
been released from the dominion of evil to gain victory over the u
propensity to evil (Hang zum Basen).™ Victory requires them to unit
in an ethical community. This division of labor between units o
analysis is reflected in the structure of Kant’s book: the possit

*® This group contains the newly converted and those who, in spite of unsocial sociability, ha
a good disposition to begin with, but nonetheless remain, as isolated individuals, “in incess
of relapsing into [evil]” (R 6:04).
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individual conversion is the concern of Religion Part Two, while the
communal project of overcoming evil is the topic of Part Three. I have
argued elsewhere about the importance of this distinction, and will not
rehearse those arguments here.”” What I want to do instead is to discuss
Kant’s views in light of the conflict between advocates and resisters of
religious privatization.

For Kant, “Religion is (subjectively considered) the recognition of all our
duties as divine commands” (R 6:153). This is not to be confused, however,
with a duty toward another being called God — there are no such duties for
Kant (MS 6:443-44). It is, rather, a perspective we are led to assume when
considering the overall effect of our moral endeavors. Were we to recognize
God’s will as the objective ground of obligation - “objective” in the sense of
something external and different from the “subjective” stance we adopt in
observing his commands - complying with those duties would count as no
more than heteronomy on our part.”™®

Kantian religion is, then, a “subjective matter,” for it is entwined with our
moral disposition (Gesinnung), not with an alien, divine will existing
independently from us. Yet, for all its subjectivity, religion is not something
“private” or “idiosyncratic” in the liberal sense — that is the kernel of truth
Kant would recognize in Wolterstorff's position. Faith in God for Kant is
not contingent — it manifests a natural predisposition (Nazuranlage) in our
reason, deeply connected with our moral aspirations, and which cannot be
eradicated (R 6:11). Such a predisposition is certainly in need of criticism
and restraint. Yet, to want to extirpate it is as pointless as is the attempt to
remove the equally original predispositions that generate metaphysics and
morality. All we can do with these tendencies is to educate them - i.e., guide
them to enter “the secure path of science.”

In the case of traditional religion, this entails purging it from “all
empirical grounds of determination, all statutes that rest on history and
unite human beings provisionally for the promotion of the good through
the intermediary of an ecclesiastical faith” (R 6:121). Such is the kernel of
truth Kant would recognize in Rorty’s position: although morality hallows
all that follows from it, not everything that passes for religious is moral.*

¥ See Muchnik, Kant’s Theory of Evil, Chs. 2 and 4.

* See Allen W. Wood, “Religion, Ethical Community, and the Suuggle Against Evil,” in
Chatlton Payne and Lucas Thorpe (eds.), Kant and the Concept of Community (University of
Rochester Press, zo11)y.p. 122.

* The later Rorty captures this difference by distinguishing between ecclesiastical and faith-based
religion, and excluding only the former from the public square. See Rorty, “Religion in the Public

Square: A Reconsideration.”
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For instance, Wolterstorff’s appeal to Psalm 72, with its defense of “t
widows, the orphans, the aliens, and the poor” (RLRR 162) Kant wou
consider compatible with our duties and hence a legitimate candidate
be part of divine commands, On the other hand, those homophot
passages of Leviticus Rorty so dislikes, or Psalm 59, “where we find
prayer for revenge that borders on the horrific” (R 6:110n), give us “cau
to consider [the alleged divine statutory law] as spurious, for [the
contradict a clear duty, whereas that it is itself a divine command «
never be certified sufficiently on empirical evidence to warrant violatis
on its account an otherwise established duty” (R 6:100n). In cases li
this, Kant suggests, I must “either fit the passage to those of my mos
principles which stand on their own” or, if this proves to be impossib.
assume that the passage is a historical contingency, not really part
the rational core of religion (R 6:110n). Kant would wholehearted
endorse Rorty’s appeal to privatize or discard such “spurious” clairr
“Because the Bible says so” is a conversation-stopper — but those religio
enthusiasts who hinder the democratic dialogue in liberal societies ma
the same mistake that Kant criticized in his own contemporaries. As |
argues in What does it Mean 1o Orient Oneselfin Thinking?, Mendelssohr
alleged insight into God’s will and Jacobi’s alleged inspiratic
equally undermine the principles of “rational faith” (Vernunfiglaut
(O 8:140—41) — the first by ignoring the boundaries of cognition, t
second by pitting faith against reason. Even more disturbing, Ka
thought, are the views of Johann David Michaelis, who claimed: “T)
psalms are inspired; if they pray for revenge, they cannot be wrong:
should have no holier morality than the Bible’ (R 6:11on). The prop
response to ascribing moral infallibility to the Bible is to “ask wheth
morality must be interpreted in accordance with the Bible, or the Bib!
on the contrary, in accordance with morality” (R 6:110n).

This question introduces a Copernican turn into religious mattei
Kant’s method here is analogous to the one he had employed in tl
Groundwork, where the design of the book followed a twofold move: fir:
to analyze the assumptions implicit in common moral consciousness
order to discover its supreme principle (the regressive argument th
organizes Groundwork 1 and 1), and then to engage in a progressiv
synthetic style of argument that allows us to move from “the examinatic
of this principle and its sources back to the common cognition in whic
we find it used” (G 4:392) (section III). The “two expetiments” Ka
refers to in the Preface to the second edition of Religion replicate the
moves:
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Since, after all, revelation can at least comprise also the pure religion of
reason, whereas, conversely, the latter cannot do the same for what is
historical in revelation, I shall be able to consider the first as a wider sphere
of faith that includes the other, a narmower one, within itself (not as two
circles external to one another but as concentric circles); the philosopher,
as purely a teacher of reason (from mere principles @ priori), must keep
within the inner circle and, thereby, also abstract from all experience.
From this standpoint I can also make this second experiment, namely, to
start from some alleged revelation or other and, abstracting from thé pure
religion of reason (so far as it constitutes a system of its own), to hold
fragments of this revelation, as a historical system, up to moral concepts,
and see whether it does not lead back to the same pure rational system of
religion from which I have abstracted. The latter, though not from the
theoretical point of view . .. may yet, from the practical point of view, be
independent and sufficient to genuine religion, which, as a rational con-
cept a priori (remaining after everything empirical has been removed), only
obtains in this relation. If this is the case, then we shall be able to say that
between reason and Scripture there is, not only compatibility but also
unity, so that whoever follows the one (under the guidance of moral
concepts) will not fail to come across the other as well. (R 6:12-13)

One must keep in mind, however, two important qualifications: first, the
experience in question in Religion is not moral but religious, and hence the
starting point of Kant’s analysis is “revelation,” not the alleged common
conception we have of a good will. Yet, here, as much as in morality, religious
experience contains empirical impurities and contingencies that threaten
its a-priori core with “all sorts of ¢orruption as long as [it is] without that
clue and supreme norm by which to appraise them correctly” (G 4:390).
Second, the supreme principle Kant discovers to appraise religious experi-
ence is zoz a competing moral principle, offering an alternative form of
justification to the categorical imperative. For Kant, there is one morality
just as there is one religion (R 6:107-8) — and the former inevitably leads to the
latter, “and through religion it extends itself to the idea of a mighty
moral lawgiver outside the human being, in whose will the ultimate end (of
the creation of the world) is what can and at the same time ought to be the
ultimate human end” (R 6:6). Since, according to Kant, the belief in God
supervenes and completes morality, we can move, in the second experi-
ment, from the supreme moral principle we discovered by abstraction to
the religious consciousness from which we started the analysis. There is thus a
benign circularity in Kant’s Copernican method — the same circularity that
governs all our other rational undertakings, where we find in the objects what
our a priori concepts have put into them (Bxii).

Kant’s religious constructivism 2¢

6

The two experiments in Religion, then, are not substantially different fro
the experiments Kant performed in speculation and morality, disciplin
which underwent a similar purge from their empirical grounds of deterr
nation. From this purge, pure a-priori metaphysics and morality emerge
preserving what was rational in their pre-critical ancestors. This means th
an unspoken thought accompanies the title of Kant’s work: to redu
traditional religion to the bounds of mere reason also implies that critic
religion is 7ot a transitional genre, a concession to superstition that w
eventually vanish once the Enlightenment has done its secularizing jo
Religion, like everything that wants to procure “unfeigned respect” in d
“age of criticism,” must enter the tribunal of reason in order “to withstar
free and public examination” (Axiiin). But it will not vanish after it leav
the court, because religion expresses a fundamental interest of hum:
rationality.”” As Kant puts it in the Canon:

All interest of my reason (the speculative as well as the practical) is united
the following three questions:

1- What can I know?

2- What should I do?

3- What may I hope?

The first question is merely speculative ... The second question is mex
practical . . . The third question, namely, “If I do what I should, whart ma
then hope” is simultaneously practical and theoretical, so that the practis
leads like a clue to reply to the theoretical question and, in its highest for
the speculative question. (A804/B832 ~ A 806/B834)

The question of hope pertains to religion and cannot be satisfactor:
answered by either metaphysics or morality, for it involves the problem
the combination of the causality of nature and the causality of freedos
These causalities belong to incommensurably different domains in ¢
Kantian system, and hence cannot be thought of as deriving analytica
from one another (KpV s:tir). While metaphysics can account for ¢
causality of nature, it assures us only of the possibility of freedom; as
while morality proves the reality of freedom, it is impotent to determi

** 1 disagree with Yirmiahu Yovel's analysis in “Bible Interpretation as Philosophical Praxis: A Study
Spinoza and Kant,” Jeurnal of the History of Philosophy 11.2 (1973), pp. 189—212. Yovel consic
religion as a ladder to be disposed of as soon as we have climbed to the (moral) top. In my view, he
raises questions reason cannot pass over in silence but which morality is not prepared to answer. T
secures a distinctive place for religion in Kant's critical system.



210 PABLO MUCHNIK

the causality of nature.”® This is why, in the dialectic of the Critique of
Practical Reason (1788), Kant introduces the idea of God as a moral creator of
the world, i.e., as a being in whose will the two causal orders are united.

Kant returns to this strategy in Religion. But the idea of God has in the
meantime undergone a significant transformation. In the second Critique,
God setved as a postulate necessary to ensure the possibility of achieving “the
exact correspondence of happiness with morality” (KpV s5:125), ie., the
combination Kant calls the “highest good.” At that time, however; Kant
conceived of the highest good as a goal every virtuous agent is devoted to
bringing about in isolation. This goal required endless moral progress in order
to artain full “conformity of dispositions with the moral law” (i.c., virtue), and
hence entailed the assumption of the immortality of our soul as a second
postulate (KpV 5:122). The God of Religion is no longer exclusively linked to
the moral needs of the individual agent. God becomes the head of the “ethical
community.” In that capacity, He provides a focal point of reference to 4/
moral agents and relations, allowing them to build a system of mutual support
based on the laws of virtue (R 6:95). This new God assumes an unmistakable
communal role: his ethical laws “unfurl a banner of virtue as rallying point for
all those who love the good” (R 6:94). This banner allows separate agents to
converge under a common goal, binding their wills in a moral undertaking
whose success requires mutuality of pursuit.

Kant conceives of the ethical community as an alternative model of inter-
subjective relation, exempt from the unsociable tendencies ruling all other
aspects of our lives. God’s legislative function is important, because it gives
public sanction, valid for all agents, to the same ethical commands each
individual can find in her own reason. This element of publicity extricates
religion from the privacy of conscience: worship of God allows isolated
individuals to abandon the ethical state of nature, in which each prescribes
the law of virtue to herself and is her own judge (R 6:95). The God they
worship, however, does not express the will of another being. His laws are
anchored in the will of each agent: divine legislation is identical with the
demands of our own reason and compatible with our autonomy. The same

&,

* In the third Critigue (1790), Kant resorted to reflecting judgment to bridge the “incalculable gulf fixed
between the domain of the concept of nature, as the sensible, and the domain of the concept of
freedom, as the supersensible” (KU 5:176). This mediation, however, could satisfy only the reflecting
needs of judgment, not the determining demands of practical reason. See Paul Guyer, “Bridging the
Gulf: Kant’s Project in the Third Critique,” in Graham Bird {ed.), A Companion To Kant (Hoboken,
NJ: Wiley Blackwell, 2009), p. 424, and Kristi Sweet, “The Moral Import of the Critique of
Judgment,” in Pablo Muchnik (ed.), Rerhinking Kant. Vol. 1 (Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge
Scholars Press, 2010), pp. 222-37.
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duality that explains the emergence of individualist virtues in th
Metaphysics of Morals — namely, the duality between the obligating I (4.
verpflichtende Ich) that imposes a duty and the obligated I (das verpflichte
Ieh) who endorses it (MS 6:417) - Kant uses in Religion to explain th
emergence of sociable virtues. In the new context, however, the 7 whic
gives rise to the obligation assumes the guise of God. As Kant puts it:

There must therefore be someone other than the people whom we cz
declare the public lawgiver of an ethical community ... [Someone] wil
respect to whom all zrue duties, hence also the ethical, must be represented
at the same time his commands; consequently, he must also be one wt
knows the heart, in order to penetrate to the most intimate parts of tl
disposition of each and every one, and, as must be in every community, gi
to each according to the worth of his actions. (R 6:99)

God is the obligating I'in its legislative role of sociable virtues — the sour
of a “we” that requires more than my agency, but which cannot exi
without my freedom.

God’s public dimension is the appropriate response to what Kant co
ceives of as a collective moral problem, i.e., the unsocial sociability |
identifies with the propensity to evil. Yet, in direct contrast with tradition
religious views, the Kantian God does not entail 2 commitment to a tra:
scendent object, independent from our own reason. “Each individual
Kant claims, “can recognize by himself, through his own reason, the w
of God which lies at the basis of religion; for the concept of the Divini
originates solely from the consciousness of [purely moral] laws and fro
reason’s need to assume a power capable of procuring for them the full effe
possible in this world in conformity with the moral end” (R 6:104). Only t
god within, and the all-too-human need to assume his existence in order
fulfill our collective moral destiny, can be compatible with Kanti:
autonomy. Only a divine legislator, who gives at the same time (zugleic
expression to my own will, can be the source of the kind of solidari
necessary to moralize the demons.

7

We have seen that, like Wolterstorff, Kant refuses to accept the libe
assumption that religion is a merely private matter, only shared by the
who happen to be so inclined. Properly understood, religion opens uf
space, beyond the political, where agents can pursuc peace as a common go
Far from disrupting the dialogue, religion is a conversation-trigger:
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enables citizens to unite in building a peaceful world they can all share. It
does so, because it contains an essential moral core that underlies and shapes
all forms of ecclesiastical organization: “There is only one (true) religion; but
there can be several kinds of f#ith. — We can say, further, that in the various
churches divided from one another because of the difference in their kinds
of faith, one and the same true religion can nevertheless be met with” (R
6:108). This is the true religion of reason, hidden within but also structuring
the narrative form of historical revelations. The latter represertt “a wider
sphere of faith that includes the other, a narrower one, within itself (not as
two circles external to one another but as concentric circles)” (R 6:12). Just as
Kant discovered the forms of intuition by abstracting from the matter of
sensations (A20/B34), or the categorical imperative by abstracting from the
matter of desires (KpV'5:27), he also discovers rational religion by abstract-
ing frora the manifold of religious stories. This is the gist of the “frst
experiment” in the Preface (R 6:12) — its importance cannot be under-
estimated: with it, Kant can discard religious dogmas but save religion.

Yet, like Rorty, Kant refuses to accept claims that require faith in God asa
transcendent authority. Such claims are a sign of obsequiousness, imma-
turity (Unmiindigkeif), and “superstition” (Aberglaube) on our part. They
signify an attitude of mind (Denkungsart) that construes God like “a great
lord of this world,” revealing thus a kind of false consciousness which turns
religion upside-down. As Kant describes the process, the intention of those
who serve God through “passive obedience” is to perform some

service (Dienst) or other ... for God ... It does not enter their heads that,
whenever they fulfill their duties roward human beings (themselves and
others), by that very fact they also conform to God’s commands; hence, that
in all their doings and not doings, so far as they have reference to morality, they
are constantly in the service of God: and that it is absolutely impossible to serve
him more intimately in some other way (for they can act and exercise their

influence on no other than earthly beings, not on God). (R 6:103)

The urge to escape our freedom and be told by another what to do with
ourselves — the transcendent/metaphysical urge which so worties Rorty and
leads him to privatize religion ~ Kant turns to strictly immanent uses.**

* This move replicates the strategy Kant used in the first Critigue to deflect the speculative use of reason
to strictly regularive purposes, turning the unavoidable, yet self-destructive, search for the uncon-
ditioned, to the service of expanding human cognition. As Kant saw it, the critical project did not
consist in the wholesale destruction of traditional metaphysics, morality, and religion; rather, it
consists in their radical transformation to preserve wha is rational in them. This is captured by the
dictum Kant uses to sum up his philosophical enterprise: “I had to deny knowledge in order to make
room for faith” (Bxxx).

Kant's religious constructivism

The true service to God (not the counterfeir service which is a sure ¢
heteronomy) is always, at the same time, service to human beings:
“well-pleasing to God” requires no more than good life-conduct.
“second experiment” shows that appeals to faith that undermine
autonomy do not belong to rational religion — they are “convers
stoppers,” hurdles in our moral progress. With this experiment in
Kant can construct a religion that furthers human freedom while av:
dogmatism. .

As in the rest of his dynamical antinomies, Kant found the soluti
religious reason in limiting the scope of the opposing claims. This limi
allows him to avoid, with a single stroke, the transcendent tenden:
base religion in knowledge of God, as well as the atheistic dismissal o
Kant considers a fundamental need of our reason. I have tried to shoy
much both moves owe to Kant’s reflections on radical evil. The K
God is made in the semblance of human reason. His kingdom i
protected from the encroachment of the public sword, the assaults
bigots, and the doubts of the skeptics. Such making of God is what 11

» -

refer to as “Kant’s religious constructivism” in the title of this chaptc



