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This book offers a systematic examination of the place of religion 
within Kant’s major writings. Kant is often thought to be highly 
reductionistic with regard to religion – as though religion simply 
provides the unsophisticated with colorful representations of moral 
lessons that reason alone could grasp. James dicenso’s rich and 
innovative discussion shows how Kant’s theory of religion in fact 
emerges directly from his epistemology, ethics, and political theory, 
and how it serves his larger political and ethical projects of restruc-
turing institutions and modifying political attitudes toward greater 
autonomy. it also illustrates the continuing relevance of Kant’s ideas 
for addressing issues of religion and politics that remain pressing in 
the contemporary world, such as just laws, transparency in the pub-
lic sphere, and other ethical and political concerns. The book will 
be valuable for a wide range of readers who are interested in Kant’s 
thought.
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http://www.cambridge.org/9781107009332
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-00933-2 - Kant, Religion, and Politics
James J.Dicenso 
Frontmatter
More information

K a nt, R eligion, a nd 
Politics

Ja mes J.  dicenso
University of Toronto

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107009332
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-00933-2 - Kant, Religion, and Politics
James J.Dicenso 
Frontmatter
More information

c a m br i dge u n i v e r s i t y pr e s s
cambridge, new York, melbourne, madrid, cape town,  

singapore, são Paulo, delhi, tokyo, mexico city

cambridge University Press
The edinburgh Building, cambridge cb2 8ru, UK

Published in the United states of america by cambridge University Press, new York

www.cambridge.org
information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781107009332

© James dicenso 2011

This publication is in copyright. subject to statutory exception  
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,  
no reproduction of any part may take place without the written  

permission of cambridge University Press.

First published 2011

Printed in the United Kingdom at the University Press, cambridge

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloguing in Publication data
dicenso, James, 1957–

Kant, religion, and politics / James dicenso.
p. cm.

includes bibliographical references and index.
i sbn 978-1-107-00933-2 (hardback)

 1. Kant, immanuel, 1724–1804. 2. Religion. 3. Political science–Philosophy.
 4. ethics. i. title.

b2798.d458 2011
193–dc23

2011017977

i sbn 978-1-107-00933-2 Hardback

cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or  
accuracy of URls for external or third-party internet websites referred to in  

this publication, and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is,  
or will remain, accurate or appropriate.

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107009332
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-00933-2 - Kant, Religion, and Politics
James J.Dicenso 
Frontmatter
More information

v

Contents

Acknowledgements page vi
List of abbreviations vii

 1 introduction: on religion, ethics, and the political in Kant 1

 2 Religion, politics, enlightenment 24

 3 Knowledge and experience 69

 4 illusions of metaphysics and theology 108

 5 autonomy and judgment in Kant’s ethics 162

 6 ethics and politics in Kant’s Religion 219

Bibliography 283
Index 291

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107009332
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-00933-2 - Kant, Religion, and Politics
James J.Dicenso 
Frontmatter
More information

vi

Acknowledgements

The initial research for this project was supported by a University of 
toronto connaught Research grant, for which i remain deeply grateful. 
i am also grateful to Hilary gaskin of cambridge University Press, who 
wisely recommended that the text be modified from its initial structure to 
the more streamlined form it now has, and whose overall support for the 
project has been invaluable. The book has also benefited from the input 
of a number of students, colleagues and friends. i would like to thank all 
the participants in my seminar on Kant’s ethics and theory of religion 
over the past several years; their many questions and observations helped 
to sharpen my understanding of a number of key issues. in particular, a 
debt of gratitude is owed to Paul York and Babak Bakhtiarynia, each of 
whom also read the manuscript and offered many trenchant and helpful 
suggestions. William Wahl provided valuable research assistance. stanley 
Fefferman was a remarkable friend and conversation partner through-
out the long process of writing; his many insights often provided a badly 
needed stimulus to my own thinking. Finally, and above all, i would like 
to thank my wife eleanor, who was the first to read the manuscript as it 
took shape, and whose comments helped me improve the text in count-
less ways. Her patience and constant support made it possible for me to 
complete the project.

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107009332
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-00933-2 - Kant, Religion, and Politics
James J.Dicenso 
Frontmatter
More information

vii

Abbreviations

Kant’s works are cited within the text by volume number and page fol-
lowing the german academy edition. The pagination in that edition is 
given in the margins of the english translations published by cambridge 
University Press. The Critique of Pure Reason is cited according to the 
first edition of 1781 (a) or second edition of 1787 (B) pagination. (see 
Bibliography for further information.)

otherwise the following abbreviations are used:

a Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View
cB “conjectural Beginning of Human History”
cF The Conflict of the Faculties
cJ Critique of the Power of Judgment
cPrR Critique of Practical Reason
e “an answer to the Question: What is enlightenment?”
gR Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals
iH “idea for a Universal History with a cosmopolitan aim”
l Lectures on Logic
le Lectures on Ethics
lm Lectures on Metaphysics
lP Lectures on Pedagogy
lPR Lectures on the Philosophical Doctrine of Religion
mm The Metaphysics of Morals
mt “on the miscarriage of all philosophical trials in theodicy”
oP Opus Postumum
oPa  The Only Possible Argument in Support of a Demonstration of 

the Existence of God
ot “What does it mean to orient oneself in thinking?”
PP “toward Perpetual Peace”
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PR Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysics
R Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason
RPt   “on a recently prominent tone of superiority  

in philosophy”
tP “ on the common saying: That may be correct in theory, but it 

is of no use in practice”
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