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Preface

The nineteenth century was one of the most diverse and creative periods in the
history of Christian theology. Its problems, challenges, and developments con-
tinue to be assimilated by theologians today, while its great thinkers — G. W. F. Hegel,
Friedrich Schleiermacher, Soren Kierkegaard, John Henry Newman, et al. —are the
subject of intensive international scholarship.

The theologies of the nineteenth century can be viewed variously as reactive,
creative, and innovative. The Enlightenment of the eighteenth century had
bequeathed a set of problems that continued to preoccupy philosophers and the-
ologians. These included the disputed rationality of religious belief; the status of
claims based upon a putative divine revelation, especially with respect to mira-
cles; and a growing awareness of the multiplicity of religions across the world.
While recognizing the pertinence of these questions, many later thinkers were
deeply dissatisfied with the responses developed by deists and rationalists
throughout the preceding century. Their reliance on the traditional arguments
for the existence of God was queried. The notion of an essential natural religion
that could be identified as the kernel of all historical variants was found to be
problematic. And, at the same time, the predominantly dry and cerebral approach
to religion did not appear adequate to the affective and spiritual dimensions of
life. In much of this reaction to the eighteenth century, Immanuel Kant func-
tions as a key transitional figure both in his criticism of the powers of reason and
in his attempt to establish religion as an article of moral faith. In his work, how-
ever, much of the Enlightenment is affirmed, there being no way back to a pre-
modern era.

Despite this intense intellectual scrutiny of the tenets of Christian faith, the
churches maintained their powerful social position in the confessional states of
Europe while also displaying an impressive vitality in the New World. This
ensured that theological work continued to receive the closest attention of some
of the greatest thinkers in Europe and North America, not merely those within a
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narrowly confined guild but also philosophers, historians, natural scientists, and
literary theorists. To some extent, this reflects also the absence of clear demarca-
tion lines between the academic disciplines, at a time prior to the greater speciali-
zation and sequestering of subjects that would later characterize university life.

It has sometimes been claimed that the primary characteristic of the theolo-
gies of the nineteenth century is their stronger historical sense. In many respects,
this is borne out by the essays in this collection. Standing at the beginning of the
period, Hegel’s philosophy views the divine life as itself unfolding under histori-
cal conditions. Perhaps more than any preceding thinker, atleast since Augustine,
Hegel attempts to discern a philosophical pattern in the fluctuating forces and
circumstances of world history. It is not accidental that within the Hegelian
school there emerged a tradition of biblical criticism that cast doubt on whether
historical study of the Gospels could support, in either theory or practice, the
standard doctrinal claims made for Jesus. Schleiermacher also had made a sig-
nificant contribution to the critical historical study of ancient texts. Despite his
attempt to find a solution to the problem of the historical Jesus in the Fourth
Gospel, the “faith—history” problem would rumble on well into the twentieth
century. At the same time, the search for ways around or through this problem
would generate the striking proposals of Kierkegaard, and the different accom-
modationist strategies found in kenotic Christologies, liberal Protestantism, and
Roman Catholic modernism. Developments in the natural sciences also con-
firmed a keener historical sense. In particular, Darwinism offered an account of
the natural world as itself having a history or narrative. Much older than previ-
ously surmised, the world was shown to have undergone dramatic changes over
the course of millions of years, not least in the evolution of different species
amongst which Homo sapiens was a relative latecomer.

Other assumptions about the nineteenth century, however, may be called into
question. The notion that it witnessed a steady and irreversible ebbing of faith is
hardly plausible. While agnosticism, anti-theologies, and heterodox beliefs
abounded, this was nevertheless a time of extraordinary religious and spiritual
energy. Idealist philosophers, novelists, poets, and political theorists all displayed
areligious vitality. Though sometimes far from orthodox, they revealed a sensitiv-
ity and awareness often lacking in the tone-deaf criticisms of some of our most
vociferous contemporary critics of religion. Similarly, the notion that the theo-
logical developments of the nineteenth century were somehow exposed as out-
moded and quaint by the thinkers of a later era must also be contested. It is simply
too easy to dismiss a theological proposal as “nineteenth century” in much the
same way as the media are prone to use the term “medieval.” The essays in this
volume reveal that the problems of the nineteenth century are still with us and
that many of the lines developed at that time have to be followed. In particular,
our own sense of historical context is, if anything, even stronger, and many of the
strategies of suspicion that have characterized postmodern writing have their ante-
cedents in writers such as Seren Kierkegaard, Friedrich Nietzsche, and Karl Marx.
Finally, the assumption that the nineteenth century was a sterile period for the
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development of confessional theologies is also challenged in this volume. Catholic,
Orthodox, Lutheran, and Reformed traditions continued, perhaps surprisingly, to
flourish in the hands of leading exponents. This should also caution us from sup-
posing that all the significant developments of the period are to be found in het-
erodox offshoots of Protestant culture.

This collection is offered as a guide to the leading thinkers and trends within
Christian theology during the nineteenth century. It acknowledges the impor-
tant interaction with philosophy, history, literature, and the natural sciences,
while also seeking to understand the different social and confessional contexts
within which all this took place. It is intended as a guide for senior students and
other scholars seeking to find their way into the field, while also registering the
latest insights and developments within the study of the period. Throughout the
final stages of the project, I have been indebted to my research student Frances
Henderson for her excellent contribution as editor, translator, proof reader, and
index author.

Sadly, the production of this volume was interrupted by the premature death
in 2003 of its initial editor, Colin Gunton. His was the original vision, and several
of the essays were already completed at the time of his death. However, the
present editor is grateful to those who so willingly joined the project at a later
stage, as well as for the patience of earlier contributors who revised and awaited
the publication of their initial work. This book is offered in grateful memory of
Colin Gunton, a friend and theologian much appreciated and often missed.

David Fergusson
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CHAPTER 1

Kant

Nicholas Adams

Introduction

“I had to deny knowledge in order to make room for faith” (Critique of Pure
Reason, B xxx). This remark, taken from the preface to the second version of the
Critique of Pure Reason, is one of Kant’s most famous. The philosophy of
Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) has unparalleled significance for the theology
and philosophy of the nineteenth century and beyond. The roles of knowledge
and faith are central to that philosophy, a fact that until recently was heavily
downplayed by philosophers who investigated epistemology and ethics in ways
that ignored theological and historical questions. In this chapter, Kant’s phi-
losophy will be presented in two sections in ways that make his theological
commitments explicit. The first section will sketch the shape of Kant’s thinking,
and the second will present some of the technical arguments in relation to what
are known technically as his theoretical, practical, and aesthetic philosophy.
These divisions will be explained in due course.

Theologians continue to be interested in Kant today because he transforms
certain questions inherited from his predecessors, especially those related to clar-
ifying types of investigation, shifting from intuition to discursive reasoning,
attempting to offer a “rational” account of respectable habits of thought and
action, exploring the character of human freedom, and reconceiving the rela-
tion of philosophy to theology. Kant’s influence extends far beyond his signifi-
cance for particular subsequent individual thinkers. His thought has left its mark
on the shape of the modern state, not least the university, and the place of reli-
gious life and theological reflection within it.

Kant bequeathed a variety of questions to his successors, including those dealing
with the scope of modern investigations in metaphysics, epistemology, and ethics.
Questions of religious life and theological topics lie at the heart of all of those inves-
tigations. He is best known for his “Copernican Revolution” in epistemology, his
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criticism of arguments for the existence of God, his claim that the concept of “God”
is an “idea of reason,” and — perhaps most importantly of all — his insistence that
persons are autonomous, self-legislating agents who need not and should not rely
on the authority of tradition, institutions, and other persons when making judg-
ments. Kant is also credited with or blamed for a number of other inventions, includ-
ing a division of entities into “noumena” and “phenomena,” distinguishing the
“thing in itself” from “objects of experience,” the claim that consciousness of the
“moral law” is a fact of reason, and the development of the notion of “radical evil.”
These topics will also be explained in what follows. The principal texts in which these
ideas are explored, and which Kant wrote in German, are the Critigue of Pure Reason
(1781, revised 1787), Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals (1785), the Critique
of Practical Reason (1788), the Critique of Judgement (1790), Religion within the
Boundaries of Mere Reason (1793), and the Metaphysics of Morals (1797).

Kant's interest in questions about God was prompted by wide-ranging changes
in European society in the eighteenth century. Developments in natural philoso-
phy (today, natural science) had changed the kinds of investigation thinkers
employed when describing the world. Rival or novel claims were tested not only in
the customary ways — namely, by consulting the great authorities of the tradition —
but also by increasingly refined methods for constructing and testing hypotheses.
Claims that had been taken as axiomatic began to be taken as hypotheses. These
included the claim that the sun rotates around the earth, or that God exists: claims
that came to be treated as hypotheses from the sixteenth century onward.

The civil service in Germany had become increasingly important in running
the affairs of various princes during and after the Protestant Reformation; it
also became increasingly well educated over the course of the eighteenth cen-
tury. This led to a transformed public sphere in which many questions, hitherto
considered inappropriate for public discussion, were hot topics of debate. These
topics included the authority of the church, the scope of sovereign power, and
the nature of human freedom. These questions became more urgent after the
Revolution of 1688 in England, the American Declaration of Independence of
1776, and the French Revolution of 1789. Religious matters were at the heart
of these political transformations, and questions of ecclesial authority had
themselves become more urgent during the period of reformations from the
fourteenth century onward, culminating two hundred years later in the
Protestant Reformations in Europe in the sixteenth century. The relatively sta-
ble views of natural and social order inherited from classical Greek philosophy
were subject to new questions about how best to describe the world. It contin-
ued to be taken for granted that there is an analogy between the natural world
and the social world, as it had been by the Greeks, but as descriptions of the
natural world changed, the nature of that analogy changed too. As debates
(about the authority of the Church, for example) grew more intense, questions
about how to settle them grew more urgent. What counts as a good argument?
How can claims be justified in public debate? What authority does “the public”
have? What kinds of investigation are suitable for testing rival claims?
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Kant’s work focused and drove these debates in Germany for a brief period of
perhaps fifteen years, after which rival figures simultaneously claimed the
Kantian heritage for themselves and attempted to correct what they saw as its
radical shortcomings.

The shape of Kant’s thinking is best appreciated by considering eighteenth-
century transformations in scientific method and in social life, and the relation
of these to each other. Kant inherited well-formed questions about them, above
all from Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679), René Descartes (1596—-1650), Baruch
Spinoza (1632-1677), John Locke (1632-1704), Gottfried Leibniz (1646—
1716), Pierre Bayle (1647-1706), Christian Wolff (1679-1754), George
Berkeley (1685—-1753), David Hume (1711-1776), Jean-Jacques Rousseau
(1712-1778), and Edmund Burke (1729-1797). Among these questions, and
the various answers to them, two pairs of oppositions stand out, which Kant
inherited and attempted to overcome. The first pitted “rationalism” against
“empiricism”; the second opposed “dogmatism” and “skepticism.”

Kant rejected, first, both the “rationalism” of Descartes and Leibniz, and the
“empiricism” of Locke and Hume. Although there are significant differences
between Descartes and Leibniz, they share an assumption that we have innate
(but obscure) ideas, and that the task of philosophy is to clarify them. Although
there are significant differences between Locke and Hume, they share an assump-
tion that ideas are (obscure) impressions left by objects, and that the task of phi-
losophy is again to clarify them. Instead of treating philosophy as a battle between
rationalists and empiricists, as it had been, Kant indicated that two common
assumptions generate both rationalist and empiricist approaches: (a) our knowl-
edge is a matter of clarifying our ideas, whether they are innate or acquired — Kant
called this shared assumption “empirical idealism,” because it implies that what
we experience is our ideas; and (b) the conditions for our knowledge — what makes
that knowledge possible — are objects in the world, whether reflected in innate
ideas, or leaving impressions on our minds. Kant called this shared assumption
“transcendental realism.” The word “transcendental” here means “the condition
under which something is possible.” Kant attempted to correct these assumptions,
and called hisrepairs “empirical realism” and “transcendental idealism.” Empirical
realism names the view that what we experience are objects in the world, rather
than our ideas of them. Transcendental idealism names the view that the condi-
tions for our knowledge are our ideas, rather than objects in the world.

Kant rejected, second, both the dogmatism of Leibniz and Wolff and the criti-
cism of Bayle and Hume. This cluster of arguments centers on the scope of
enlightenment. “Enlightenment” is a key term in Kant’s time. It means different
things for different thinkers but has at its core the idea that ordinary people should
be able to debate freely, in public, the important issues of the day. Leibniz and
Wolff, in Germany, had insisted on a “principle of sufficient reason.” This formu-
lation expressed two things. First, there is the claim that everything happens for a
reason; second, there is the philosopher’s task to defend such a notion of reason
against objections. If anything seems to contradict reason, one can presume that
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in fact it does not, and the philosopher should demonstrate this. Bayle in France
and Hume in Britain had insisted that there is no convincing way to prove the
reason of everything. Hume had further claimed that people’s core beliefs are best
described as conventions or habits with particular histories rather than as expres-
sions of an ahistorical reason. The debates here express differing perspectives on
order in the world. The rationalists insisted on a prior rational order in the world;
the critics denied that such an order could be defended. Kant took both sides to
share an important assumption: the task of philosophy is to defend or dispute the
discernment of rational order in the world. Kant aimed to correct this assumption
by articulating an alternative: the task of philosophy is to defend or dispute claims
asserting the rational order of human thinking. Topics such as “cause and effect,”
for Kant, do not name questions about whether there is cause and effect in the
world, but about what it means for persons to attribute cause and effect in their
thinking about the world. This is his transcendental idealism.

It can already be seen from these two examples — rationalism/empiricism, and
dogmatism/criticism — that Kant attempts to overcome pairs of oppositions.
There are many other such pairs, such as materialism/skepticism and mind/
body. In philosophical arguments, once one assumes a split between two things
it becomes formidably difficult to avoid unacceptable one-sidedness and almost
impossible to show how the two now-separated things are related to each other.
Most significant philosophical developments repair the cause of such splits rather
than trying to force the split-off elements together, and Kant’s philosophy exem-
plifies this well. He investigates the rule (the habit of thinking) that generates
those pairs, and attempts to repair the rule, not merely the claims that character-
ize the pairs. He turns to transcendental idealism in order to cure the split between
innate ideas and acquired ideas, and to cure the split between reason-in-the-
world and its denial; this displays a repair of the causes of the split. Kant’s dis-
tinctive turn is away from the structure of “the world” to the structure of
“thinking” (more specifically, of “experience”). He calls this his “Copernican
Revolution” because of its analogy with the new cosmology. Copernicus had
recast many cosmological problems by a turn to a heliocentric model, where
planets revolve around the sun. Kant sees himself as recasting many metaphysical
problems by a turn to a transcendental-idealist model, where it is the structure of
our thinking rather than the structure of the world that needs investigating. In
one way, however, Kant’s revolution is significantly anti-Copernican: whereas
Copernicus had displaced “us” from the center of the universe (it is now the sun
and not our planet that is the center), Kant emphatically placed “us” at the center
of knowledge (it is now our thinking and not the world that is the center).

Kant’s arguments can be seen as an attempt to save the Enlightenment
from self-destruction. The “Enlightenment” names, for Kant, two tendencies in
European eighteenth-century intellectual life. The first was to promote the prac-
tice of criticism. This meant taking well-established beliefs and examining the
evidence for them. It meant converting axioms into hypotheses and construct-
ing tests for them. The second was to widen the scope of explanation. Rather



KANT 7

than seeing clusters of phenomena and associating them with relatively
independent clusters of categories and modes of investigation, it became
common to try to discern the big picture into which all phenomena can be fit-
ted, accompanied by one overarching mode of explanation. This meant show-
ing that particular events or occurrences were expressions of general laws. Kant
understood clearly that the practice of criticism threatens to collapse into skep-
ticism, where no claim can be defended against any other. All inferences rest on
axioms, and any axiom can in principle be converted into a hypothesis. This
pulls the rug from under any absolute objectivity. The practice of explanation
likewise threatens to collapse into materialistic determinism, where every event,
including all human action, is the product of natural causes. This pulls the rug
from under certain conceptions of human freedom. Kant saw that the search for
impregnable axioms concerning the world and attempts to defend human free-
dom in the light of the laws of causation in the world were doomed, at least in
their current form. The turn from “world” to “thinking” was an attempt to relo-
cate assumptions: his axioms would be about thinking; his laws would likewise
govern thinking. One can see quickly that this solution creates a new separation
between terms: this time between “world” and “thinking.” Over a century ear-
lier, Descartes had famously appealed to a split between world and thinking, but
Kant means something different by it, because he sees all claims about “world”
as “thinking” dependent. Yet it is a split all the same, and his successors set
themselves the task of identifying and repairing the problematic assumption in
Kant’s work that causes this split. The philosophical projects of J. G. Fichte and
F. D. E. Schleiermacher can fruitfully be viewed as rival forms of repair.

Kant’s revolution sets philosophy the task of defending reason and freedom in
human thinking. He tends to treat forms of thinking as universal or invariant: as
the same at all times and in all places. In contrast to Hume, Kant does not treat
either forms of logic (the rules for drawing inferences) or moral maxims (the
rules for making ethical judgments) as conventions or habits. Although he
addresses the principal philosophical topics as answers to questions about think-
ing, rather than questions about the world, he reproduces certain rationalist ten-
dencies. Kant treats the structure of thinking, including the structures of moral
and creative thinking, as expressions of universal laws. These laws now govern
thinking rather than the world, but for Kant they are still universal. He was heav-
ily criticized for this at the time by J. G. Hamann and later again by G. W. E. Hegel.
Hamann followed Hume in claiming that patterns of thinking, just as much as
discernible patterns in the world, express habits with histories. Hegel developed
this further in describing concepts as products of social action, thus reintroduc-
ing the dimension of social life that appears almost absent in Kant.

Kant'sahistorical universalism showsitself in his “theoretical” and his “practical”
philosophy, and in his remarks about nature, art, the beautiful, and the sublime.
The “theoretical philosophy” generally refers to his recasting of debates about the
soul, the world, and God along transcendental-idealist (and thus empirical-realistic)
lines. The “practical philosophy” refers to his recasting of debates about human
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freedom and divine action in the light of consciousness of “the moral law.” In both
contexts, Kant ascribes necessity and universality to what Hume called conven-
tions or habits. In his theoretical philosophy, Kant describes concepts as “rules for
judgement,” and claims that the “categories” governing such rules are invariant.
By “categories,” Kant means the building blocks of formal logic. In the practical
philosophy, Kant describes freedom as people’s capacity to legislate their actions for
themselves in a reasonable manner, in accordance with “the moral law.” He claims
that consciousness of the moral law is a universal “fact of reason.” He also claims
that the most basic maxim of all, the “categorical imperative,” applies to all persons
at all times in all places. Even more radically, he considers many of the most impor-
tant moral conventions of his time (especially the practice of telling the truth) to be
binding in a way that is universal and invariant.

Along with a strong universalism, Kant displays an emphatic individualism.
The practice of judgment that lies at the heart of his epistemology has at its core
the spontaneity of the irreplaceably individual human subject. At the heart of
his moral theory lies the irreplaceably individual responsibility of the human
subject. The human subject thinksforitself and isresponsible by itself. Institutions,
languages, communities, and conventions are all merely shells in which indi-
vidual agency is contained. Kant has no significant account of institutional
agency, linguistically shared horizons, or communal responsibility. Unsurpri-
singly, his account of the relation of divine and human action — in a word, his
understanding of “grace” — has no reference to sacramentality, cooperation,
participation, or life of the Spirit, but is merely “something incomprehensible.”
His verdict is that we “cannot incorporate it into our maxims for either theoreti-
cal or practical use” (Religion 6:53). Put plainly, in the light of the categories he
uses and the way he uses them, the role of grace in Kant's philosophy is almost
unrecognizably different from its role in theology in the previous centuries.

Kant’s work can thus be understood in terms of three significant presupposi-
tions: (a) appeals to habit do not constitute good reasons for action; (b) individual
agents are solely responsible for their free actions (including what they think);
and (c) in order to make sense of events in the world, we must treat human action
as both naturally caused and freely willed. Taken together, these three presup-
positions require a rethinking of forms of argument that rest on memory, his-
tory, or habit; of accounts that stress the corporate, social, and historical contexts
of meaning and responsibility; and of explanations which insist one-sidedly
either on human freedom or on efficient causality as the basis for human action.
Kant inherits many habitual practices like care for the vulnerable, imprisonment
of criminals, and praise of the virtuous. He sets himself the task of showing how
these practices are rational and can thus be justified independently of appeals to
history or trust in institutions. The juxtaposition of the new scientific habits of
investigation with older habits of consulting eminent authorities, both of which
intend to discover the “truth” about the world, leads to contradictions and con-
frontations of various kinds. Kant sees it as his vocation to adjudicate some of
these by adopting an ahistorical perspective.
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There are important theological implications which relate to the historical
context in which Kant was writing. Prior approaches were generally associated
not just with an easily legible cosmic order, but also with an easily legible divine
order. God orders the world and God makes it legible to us. This meant that there
were many available forms of investigation into the order of things, including
looking at things in the world, looking at Scripture, and looking at Church doc-
trine. Renaissance thinkers a few generations before Kant had often talked of
the “book of nature” and the “book of Scripture,” for example. The most widely
respected views of order were those that most successfully harmonized investi-
gations into things in the world, Scripture, and Church doctrine. Copernicus
himself made no strenuous efforts to harmonize them, and his views in De revo-
lutionibus orbium coelestium (1543) were thus treated as not merely unrespecta-
ble but also heretical. A century later, one sees increasing extremes. Spinoza’s
Tractatus Theologico-Politicus (1670) argued for a separation between what scrip-
ture teaches and what can be learned from philosophy. By contrast, Locke’s The
Reasonableness of Christianity (1695) constitutes a well-known English attempt
at harmonization between “reason” and “scripture.”

In What Is Enlightenment? Kant insists that rationality is properly ascribed to
the individual thinker rather than to institutions. Thinking is something one
must do for oneself rather than learn from or accept from anyone else. The key
words here are “rather than.” Kant does not merely recognize the difference
between the irreducibly individual quality of judgment and the unmistakably
shared quality of institutional action: he sees them as mutually opposed. This is
noticeably unlike Joseph Butler in the generation before Kant, whose Analogy of
Religion (1736) insists on the irreducibly individual quality of judgment and the
genuine possibility of shared action and responsibility. It is also unlike Friedrich
Schleiermacher in the generation after Kant, whose Hermeneutics and Criticism
(c. 1828) likewise insists on the shared quality of rule-systems and language and
on the individual quality of judgments within them. These two theologians insist
on both individual and institutional dimensions in relation to each other. Kant
separates them, in a binary opposition, and then associates institutional control
of action and thinking with “theology” and individual responsibility and think-
ing with (his) “philosophy.” Naturally, his own philosophy is deeply theological,
in the sense we normally use that word.

Many of Kant’s subsequent interpreters do the same. Theologians should
thus expect to read accounts of Kant which claim simply that he broke with the
theological approaches of his predecessors. Of the many strands associated with
this word “theological” as used by Kant's interpreters, we can discern three.
They are related to each other. “Theological” refers, first, to the idea that divine
order is readily legible; second, to the enforced demand that there be harmony
between the outcomes of investigations into things in the world and into scrip-
ture and doctrine; and, third, to the subordination of individual judgment to
institutional control. Although it is possible in theology to offer subtle accounts of
legibility, to distinguish different forms of inquiry, or to account for the relation
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between individual and institutional action, philosophically informed accounts
of Kant's intellectual context often do not reflect this.

The word “reason” evidently plays a central role in these discussions. It is
worth thinking historically about the term and its scope. The Peace of
Westphalia in 1648 had established what one might call “minimal rules” for
governing relations between religious communities. The failure of political
and religious leaders to support the Peace of Augsburg of 1555 had led to the
Thirty Years War. The minimal rules articulated at its end included the two
famous principles that the ruler of a kingdom would determine the religion of
his state (whether Catholic, Lutheran, or Calvinist), and that minority denom-
inations in those states would be free to worship publicly without harassment.
The major thinkers of the period after the Peace of Westphalia — Descartes,
Spinoza, Locke, and Leibniz — set themselves the task of formulating these min-
imal rules more precisely. They sought to discern how members of different
traditions could all adopt a common set of rules for public argumentation, for
formulating and testing hypotheses, and for interpreting Scripture.

At first, these rules presupposed the continuation of distinct traditions. These
distinct traditions would continue to have their local customs, their particular
practices, their distinctive theologies, and their styles of worship. But they would
be able to live together, in the same cities, in peace, because their relations with
each other would be governed by a set of minimal rules. These minimal rules
were a response to widespread suffering: entire economies had been bankrupted
and entire regions had been destroyed by desperate armies. Many of those who
had survived armed assault were now picked off by the famine and disease caused
by the economic and agricultural collapse.

The philosophers mentioned above were, however, not satisfied with minimal
rules governing different traditions. These minimal rules were what eventually
came to be called “reason.” The philosophers expanded their scope and extended
their reach into all areas of life, including theology. When Denis Diderot and Jean
le Rond d’Alembert published their Encyclopédie in the 1750s, they explicitly
intended to organize all knowledge according to these now far-from-minimal rules.
The Encyclopédie famously includes a telling line, “Reason is to the philosopher
what grace is to the Christian.” It is the contrast between these terms that is sig-
nificant here. For previous theologians, it was obvious that reason and grace were
harmoniously bound up with each other. Now they seem to be competitors.

Kant's Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason (1793) consummated this
trend in a most intense fashion: he offered a complete view of religion, rendered
in terms of these rules. What had started as “minimal rules” formulated for the
sake of peaceful relations between communities had become “maximal reason”
which permitted universal claims about everything. What had been conceived to
regulate external interactions between communities were now extended to regu-
late meanings internal to those communities. Whereas the sphere of public inter-
action (including reasoning about institutions in which more than one tradition
played a part) had been governed by minimal rules, there was now an established
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project to have the public sphere governed by maximal reason. Scripture was
now subservient to these rules, in a quite comprehensive fashion. Instead of being
rules whose purpose was restricted to governing the relations between traditions
with decisive theological differences, they become — for Kant —rules for governing
theological topics themselves, insofar as theological claims can be justified pub-
licly. When Kant appeals to “reason,” he means this in a maximal sense.

In summary, before considering the technical details of Kant's project with an
eye on its theological details and implications, we may say that Kant attempts to
repair problems he discerns in all his predecessors. He rejects the one-sidedness
of rationalism and empiricism and attempts to mitigate the dangers of radical
dogmatism and skepticism. He does so in ways that integrate recent insights in
natural philosophy and recent trends that question the authority (and indeed
agency) of institutions. His model of the human subject is of an individual agent,
whose individual thinking is the principal condition for its individual action and
of any explanation of that action. In other words, religion will turn out to be a
distinctly private and individual matter for Kant.

Theoretical Philosophy

The questions that Kant inherits and transforms in the Critique of Pure Reason
relate to various forms of inquiry. The most important of these concerns meta-
physics. The word “metaphysics” has a confusing history, and as every student of
intellectual history quickly discovers, it means different things in different times
and places. Aristotle’s Metaphysics (a title he himself did not use, for a number of
writings he himself probably did not group together) covers the meaning of the
word “being,” the relation between substances and accidents, the prime movers
and the gods. In contemporary philosophy, however, “metaphysics” tends to
cover such topics as the mind-body problem, free will and determinism, necessity
and possibility, and so forth. In the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant undertakes a
critique of metaphysics. Before one can evaluate this critique, one needs to
understand quite what metaphysics is for Kant.

Kant’s overriding concern is to cure philosophy of reliance on immediate
flashes of certainty, which he calls “pure intuitions.” His cure is to describe the
discursive process by which persons make judgments about things. Judgments
are made about things through the joining together of things we sense (“sensible
intuitions”) by following rules for judgment (“concepts”). This process unfolds in
time: a person arrives at a judgment after something analogous to deliberation.
It is thus not immediate in two ways. First, things are mediated through sense
impressions and concepts; and, second, our judgments about them are products
of a temporal process. Kant's insistence that our judgments are outcomes of a
fallible process rather than immediate intuitions is one of the most significant
shifts in modern philosophy, and no theology after Kant can respectably present
itself as other than the outcome of such fallible processes of judgment.
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Kant is interested in certain kinds of investigation into certain kinds of object.
The most important investigations and objects, which dominate the Critique of Pure
Reason, are overtly theological. His critique of metaphysics concerns inquiry into
three topics: the soul, the world, and God. Kant calls these “ideas of reason” to
distinguish them from “objects of experience.” He poses the following questions.
What are objects of the understanding, and what kinds of investigation are appro-
priate to them? What are ideas of reason, and what kinds of investigation are
appropriate to them? What problems arise when one assumes, falsely, that these
objects of inquiry are the same, and that the forms of inquiry appropriate to them
are also the same?

Kant’s critique of metaphysics is thus not most fruitfully considered a critique
of the kinds of investigation that characterize Aristotle’s inquiries in Metaphysics.
His approach rather resembles Aristotle’s in certain respects. The focus of his
inquiry is the philosophy which precedes him and which investigates the soul,
the world, and God in various ways, not least through appeal to “metaphysics.”
Before one can evaluate this inquiry, one needs to understand who these pre-
decessors are, and what kinds of inquiry they conduct.

Kant inherits questions from Leibniz about what the soul does in relation to
perception, what the world is compared to individual things, and how the world
is ordered by God. He also inherits questions about the existence of the soul, the
existence of the world (in a particular sense), and the existence of God; he also
inherits widely accepted proofs for God’s existence. Leibniz’s questions about the
soul were intended to answer materialist views (like those of Hobbes) which con-
sidered human agents as machines. Leibniz argued that to talk of a soul is to talk
of something unified, whereas a machine is only ever composite or an aggregate.
A soul is something singular and “simple” in the technical medieval sense: it is
not divisible into parts, but is one thing. When the soul perceives, it unifies its
perceptions. Leibniz’ questions about the soul were also intended to answer dual-
ist views which considered human agents as divided into two wholly different
substances — thinking substance and material substance (as Descartes had
claimed). For Leibniz, a soul is unified, indivisible, and not extended in space.

Kant insists that questions about what the soul “does” can be separated from
questions about what the soul “is.” Like Leibniz, Kant rejects the dualism and
materialism of Descartes and Hobbes. Like Leibniz, Kant is deeply interested in
how the manifold of perceptions is unified by the thinking subject. Unlike Leibniz,
Kant claims it is not fruitful to treat the soul as if it were an object in the world like
the objects which the soul perceives. Kant's argument, in the Critique of Pure
Reason, is that talk about the soul is talk about how the thinking subject unifies its
perceptions, how the subject’s unity persists in time, and how change is registered
by something constant in thinking. Such talk is quite appropriate, he thinks.
However, for Kant, it is misleading to think that the soul is a thing, that it is an
object, and that it can be described or investigated. It is misleading to say that we
“have” souls, in the same sense that we have hands. Hands are objects in the world;
souls are not. For Kant it is quite understandable — and desirable — that we should
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describe the thinking subject’s unification of its perceptions; indeed he uses
Leibniz’s technical term “apperception” to describe this. The conclusion that there
is some “thing” responsible for that unification is an illusion, however.

Similar considerations apply to “the world” and “God.” By “the world,” Kant
and his predecessors do not mean (as we mean in common speech) the planet
Earth. They mean that which contrasts with individuals: it is the whole of things.
The world is the totality of objects, considered as a unity. This unity has much in
common with the unity of the soul. Leibniz distinguishes between the world con-
sidered as the totality of things, and the world considered as the totality of all
possible things, and he attributes greater reality to the latter. Kant says of the
world what he says of the soul. It is sometimes appropriate and desirable to think
of the totality of things as a unity. It is an illusion to think of this unity as a thing.
It is not a thing: thinking about “the world” is a way of thinking about how
things are unified for us as thinking subjects. The appearance of God in this kind
of discussion is at first sight rather puzzling. Why should the creator of all things,
the God of Abraham, Jacob, and Moses, or the Holy Trinity, appear in a discus-
sion about metaphysics? The short answer is that this God doesn’t, quite. Kant,
inheriting a series of debates from Spinoza and Leibniz, is not primarily thinking
about God in relation to the Bible or to worship, but to the deus sive natura (God/
Nature) of Spinoza or the ens realissimum (most real being) of Scholastic philoso-
phy. Leibniz is greatly interested in God as creator in a way that Kant is not;
whereas Leibniz considers the ways in which order in the world relates to God’s
activity as creator, Kant is more interested in what kind of unifying role a par-
ticular notion or ideal, “God,” plays for the thinking subject. Just as the soul is
a way of talking about how the subject unifies its perceptions, and the world is a
way of talking about how everything that there is can be considered as a unity or
totality, so God is a way of talking about the totality of possible judgments about
objects. The ens realissimum is the unity of thinkable objects and their possible
predicates. Just as the unity of the thinking subject should not be reified into a
“soul,” and the unity of appearances should not be reified into a “world” that is
an object, so the unity of objects of thought in general should not be reified into
a “God” that is a thing.

A pattern is emerging. Kant's critique of metaphysics is a critique of ways of
talking about the unification of particulars by and in thought. The “soul,” the
“world,” and “God” are not arbitrarily chosen topics. The kinds of unification they
represent are the three basic kinds of unification performed by human thought.
They are, moreover, ways of thinking about unification, rather than naming
things that exist.

Kant does not merely seek to identify the illusion of thingness or thinghood
that attaches to the “soul,” the “world,” and “God.” He is also interested in the
kinds of investigation that accompany them. It is obvious that he encourages
and indeed conducts sophisticated investigations of his own. His point is that
one must recognize different kinds of investigation and not confuse them. Things
in the world call for a certain kind of investigation. There were two available
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models for investigation in Kant's time: natural philosophical investigation
(what in English we call “science”) and historical investigation. Both were can-
didates as a paradigm for scientific thinking in the eighteenth century. David
Hume chose historical investigation; Kant chose natural philosophy. Because of
this choice he confronted a problem. It was obvious to him that natural philoso-
phy cannot be the model for thinking about unity, because natural philosophy
investigates particulars rather than their totality. Kant thus articulated a differ-
ent kind of investigation which he called “transcendental philosophy.” For Kant,
it is vital not to confuse the two kinds of investigation. To investigate God as if
God is an existing object on the model of natural philosophy, or to try to prove
the existence of God using arguments that belong in natural philosophy, is to
produce illusion. Other investigations, however, are quite appropriate. To inves-
tigate how it is that the unity of objects of thought in general functions in our
ways of thinking is highly desirable. The important thing is not to mistake one
kind of investigation for another. Just as Aristotle distinguished investigations
looking at things in the world and investigations into being qua being, so Kant
distinguishes natural philosophy and transcendental philosophy. In Aristotle’s
works, the latter kind of investigation is called “Metaphysics,” but for Kant
“metaphysics” means something rather different: it means forms of inquiry
which confuse “things” with “unity.”

With respect to “things,” Kant has in mind two deficient modes of philosophi-
cal investigation. The first he associates with Locke. It is the tendency to treat
sensible conditions for human knowing as if they are conditions for objects’ exist-
ence. In other words, epistemic conditions (sense) are mistaken for ontic condi-
tions (being). It is falsely claimed that sense directly reveals things. Kant's cure for
this is to show the limits of sensibility: it is this function that “noumena” dis-
charge, as we shall see. The second he associates with Leibniz. It is the tendency to
treat intellectual conditions for human knowing as if they are the conditions for
objects’ existence. In other words, epistemic conditions (concepts) are mistaken
for ontic conditions (being). It is falsely claimed that our ideas directly reveal
things. Kant’s cure for this is to show that concepts must link up with sense, in a
fallible process, rather than assume they are already in preestablished harmony.

While Kant’s approach may sound defensible, there is something odd from the
perspective of a later reader. The range of meanings of “soul,” “world,” and
“God” are much wider, in the long tradition, than merely the unity of the think-
ing subject, of appearances, and of objects of thought in general. When we speak
of someone as “soulless” or the world as “creation” or of God as “creator,” it is
not at all obvious that unities (of any kind) are in view, nor that such usages are
mistaken. There are other connections between these terms. The soul might be
thought of as a point of contact or some kind of analogy with divine action. The
world is created by the creator. The soul, the world, and God might be thought of
as in an economy of grace. These are respectable uses, and it is not obvious when
reading medieval or modern theology that they are riddled with illusion or
confusion over modes of investigation. It is thus important to notice that Kant's



