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Ian Hunter’s The Kantian Religion presents special challenges for the reader. It is, at once, a deep 

dive into Kant’s philosophy (covering the theoretical, moral, and religious writings) and an astute 

commentary on its reception by its Protestant, Catholic, Jewish, and German Idealist audiences. 

Yet, it presents itself as a daring and provocative re-reading of the entire Kantian enterprise. No 

longer are we to read Kant’s philosophy as a critical attempt at showing the functions of reason in 

different realms of life. Instead, we are to understand it as a philosophical-religious therapy, given 

to ascetic-cognitive practices, in order to create a new religious community made up of the elect 

Kantian philosophical community: “One could do worse as a shorthand for the present study than 

to say that, in elucidating the religious disposition of Kantian philosophy, it seeks to provide an 

account of the ‘solemn rites of the mind’ [as the historian Peter Brown calls them] through which 

the godlike Kantian philosophical self is awakened and roused to action.”(19). 

 Hunter’s text takes issue with Kant’s self-presentation as a secular, rational philosopher and 

with the tradition of reading Kant in this manner—his foils include Paul Guyer, Allen Wood, 

Henry Allison, and Dieter Henrich. These practitioners of ‘philosophical history’ inherit from Kant 

the idea that Kant ‘was necessarily called into being’ in order to solve philosophical problems. The 

idea of being necessarily ‘called’ into being or historical existence (e.g., 335, 337, 361, 362)—or 

that Kantian philosophy ‘had to happen’ in order that certain ideas get expressed, or that “a 

timeless intellectual intuition stepped into history” (335) infuses Hunter’s text as the counterpoint 

to the form of historical account he wishes to give—one that is contingent, circumstantial, 

dependent on the situations of institutions and their membership: “To signal; the required 

historiographical reorientation, let us declare that, rather than signifying the necessary surfacing of 

reason in time, the emergence and fate of Kantian philosophy was entirely circumstantial. It was, 

we will show, the unpredictable outcome of two interacting contexts or sets of historical 

circumstances, one religious and academic and the other political and juridical.”(28). Not 

‘philosophical history’, but empirical history will be the court of opinion for Hunter’s reading of 

Kant. And not Kant’s explicit statements, but the idea of an ascetic-therapeutic philosophical 

religion will be the motor of Hunter’s account. 

There is certainly nothing wrong with reading a figure, or exploring a topic, from a different 
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disciplinary vantage-point than the one from which it originally comes. Surely Shakespeare’s 

Tempest can profitably be read as a commentary on colonialism? Why can’t Kant’s philosophy be 

shown to actually be a philosophical religion? Here is where the difficulty in Hunter’s account lies: 

Hunter presumably wants to claim that his account is the right one, that (let us call it) the orthodox 

Kantian account of Kant is wrong. But Hunter does not make an argument to this effect. He does 

not demonstrate it. Rather, Hunter proceeds by manner of something like Rortian re-description. 

Kant, to be sure, never outright states that he is involved in creating his own philosophical religion. 

And when passages are adduced to be examined, the reader is left with Hunter’s re-description 

buttressed by his historiographical approach. This is puzzling. 

 One example of this is Kant’s famous correspondence with Jacob Sigismund Beck. In this 

correspondence, Beck holds that Kant “‘leads your reader gradually to the highest point of 

transcendental philosophy, viz., to the synthetic unity. First, you draw his attention to the 

consciousness of a given, then make him attentive of concepts by means of which something is 

thought.’” (73; italics mine). For Hunter, the verbs which I have italicized do much work here; they 

show that Beck “was fully aware that the deduction was something far more important than a 

philosophical argument. It was the exercise through which Kant was leading his followers to a 

condition of illuminated insight into the ultimate conditions of knowledge” (73). Now, one might 

argue that this is precisely what philosophy is supposed to do and has done since its inception. But 

Hunter means by this that Beck understood Kant to be initiating his potential elect followers into 

the Kantian religion. I respectfully beg to differ. The entire correspondence with Beck shows that 

he was interested in the conceptual structure of Kantian thought. The reading of such verbs as 

amounting to an initiatory right—lacking further evidence—is an idiosyncratic reading. Hunter 

notes that Beck worries that Kant’s procedure might be too taxing for most readers and may well 

turn people away from Kant’s thought. He holds that this, too suggests that Beck understood the 

initiatory intent of Kant’s religion. (74) But another equally plausible explanation is a pedagogical 

one: Beck was concerned that people would not be able to learn from Kant’s writings (irrespective 

of whether Kant ultimately thought such learning is possible). 

 As a justification for this reading of Beck’s correspondence with Kant, Hunter pivots to a 

critique of ‘philosophical historians’: “Historians of philosophy are not accustomed to treating the 

success or failure of philosophy as dependent on something other than its truth or falsity. But as 

soon as we approach a philosophy in terms of the ascetic exercises that it requires, then the 
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question of the degree of difficulty of the exercises becomes central and intrinsic to the 

accomplishment of the philosophy’s purpose, and thence to its survival. If the transcendental 

deduction is too hard, the question of its truth or falsity falls by the wayside” (74). But this can’t be 

right. One only decides to undertake ascetic exercises based on the idea that such exercises lead to 

a fundamental . . . truth (about the world, the self, or what have you). If one gives up on the 

exercises because of excessive difficulty, that may just mean that said person is ultimately not that 

interested in the truth. Similarly, again, Hunter presumably believes that his interpretation of Beck 

on Kant is true, else he would not have expended so much ink and deeply deliberative thought on 

his interpretation of Kant. 

 The reader might also justifiably wonder who, exactly, is the ‘philosophical historian’ that 

Hunter has in mind in his critique. While Guyer, Wood, Allison, and Henrich are all historians of 

philosophy and concerned about truth and falsity, I somewhat doubt that any of them would hold 

that Kant’s philosophy was ‘called into being’ by a need of reason itself (at least without 

explaining and qualifying that language considerably). Hegel might (depending on how one 

interprets him). Would Kant? Hunter believes the answer to be affirmative based on Kant’s account 

of the history of religions (in Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason). But that account is a 

specific account of (Western) religious movements, not an account of history itself. Interestingly 

enough, Hunter does not deal with Kant’s essay “The Idea of a Universal History with 

Cosmopolitan Intent” (despite the fact that, in some ways, it might support Hunter’s overall 

project). In that text, Kant says that we have reason to hope that history is improving as a result of 

(among other things) the American and French revolutions, which show that more and more people 

take the idea of freedom to be important. This, in my view, fits the circumstantial conception of 

history with which Hunter operates insofar as it attributes no necessity to the revolutions’ 

occurrences, does not discount the fact that more bloody wars may very well happen, and claims no 

certainty for the movement of history. Readers are left to wonder not only who is the real foil in 

Hunter’s study (Kant? Kantians? Philosophers?) but in fact what Hunter’s conception of 

philosophy ultimately is. 

 It gives me no great pleasure to launch these criticisms at a study that was doubtless the result 

of much work. In the end, Hunter’s treatment of the Protestant, Jesuit, and Jewish contexts for 

Kant’s reception shows his strengths as a historian. Unfortunately, the second half of the book, in 

which those strengths occur, is overshadowed by the initial attempt at re-description of Kant as a 
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philosophico-religious leader. Hunter’s interpretation of Kant, while not prima facie invalid, is 

simply lacking in the kind of support that it would need in order to be taken as a serious alternative 

to the orthodox Kantian account. In the end, Hunter’s interpretation leaves me unconvinced. 
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