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In the Preface to the first edition of the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant talks about a critique of 

religion and legislation; he suggests that some aspects of religion and legislation may 

withstand critique and, as such, are worthy of reason's respect: “Our age is properly the age of 

critique and to critique everything must submit. Religion and legislation commonly seek to 

exempt themselves from critique, religion through its sanctity and legislation through its 

majesty. But in doing so they arouse well-deserved suspicion and cannot lay claim to 

unfeigned respect; such respect is accorded by reason only to what has been able to withstand 

reason’s free and open examination”.[1] (Axi n) 

 

What does in Kant’s critical system withstand the free and open examination of religion? In 

Section III (On Opinion, Knowledge and Faith) of Chapter II (The Canon of Pure Reason) of 

the Transcendental Doctrine of Method, the following answer is offered. There are 

specifically two types of faith that Kant considers (A820-31/B848-859): doctrinal and moral. 

The latter, he says, is “shaky”, since it is linked to the idea of a purposive unity of nature, 

which is speculative in character; by contrast, however, the former is “inescapably” 

established, through our compliance with the moral law. (A827-8/B855-6) 

 

Reading Kant’s answer in the broader context of the philosophy of the Enlightenment 

(Popkin: especially 1952, 1954 and 2003[2]), we can notice a startling similarity between the 

conceptual background of Kant’s answer here and the solution that Fénelon’s Scottish 

disciple, the Chevalier Andrew Michael Ramsay (1686-1743) thought he discovered to the 

challenge raised by Pyrrhonian scepticism. Very likely an answer influenced by Pascal’s 

approach to religious faith in the Pensée (1670), Ramsay's response included as a crucial 

element a distinction between the levels of assurance that we can have when making 



knowledge claims, a discussion he offered in his popular Voyages de Cyrus (1727) and which 

was further developed in Andrew Baxter’s (1686-1750) An Enquiry into the Nature of the 

Human Soul (1737). 

 

In my talk, I plan to start with an examination of Kant’s critique of religion, with the focus on 

the result of this critique: the separation between levels of assent in the distinction between 

knowledge, belief/faith and opinion, and his justification of moral faith. I continue with a 

comparison between Kant and Ramsay with particular emphasis on the crucial role that 

morality plays in Kant. I offer then an example of the role this notion of moral faith has in 

Kant’s political philosophy, in particular in his account of the highest political good 

(perpetual peace). I conclude with some reflections on the fate of this Kantian approach to 

religion and the role of religion in politics in the context of today’s “fact of pluralism”. 

(Rawls 1993) 

 

 

[1] References to Kant’s First Critique, follow the standard A (first edition)/B (second 

edition) convention. The translation used is listed in the Bibliography. 

 

[2] But see also Perler (2004). 


