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Kant and the Jewish Question

Abstract: Kant has been famously attractive to enlightened German Jews. At the same 
time, it was partly on the basis of its own Kantian premises that German nationalism 
emerged as a specifically anti-Jewish movement. These opposing legacies are less sur-
prising once the complex attitude toward Judaism held by Kant himself, along with the 
Jewish responses it provoked, is taken fully into account. The following essay traces four 
stages in the development of Kant’s views on Jews and Judaism: (1) an early stage in 
which enlightened Jews figure as major supporters of Kant’s pre-critical thought; (2) a 
second, critical stage, in which Judaism in its early ‘ethical’ form is praised for its ‘sub-
lime’ law against the making of graven images; (3) a third stage, following upon reaction 
to the French Revolution, in which, amid mounting political pressure and disappoint-
ment with his early Jewish followers, he presents Judaism as a morally empty shell that 
the true moral religion must discard; (4) a fourth, late stage, in which he comes to re-
gard his Jewish students and followers as useful vehicles of an impending civil and moral 
revolution. Kant’s specific invitation to enlightened Jews to become apostles of the new 
moral faith prompts, I suggest, David Friedländer’s infamous letter to Probst Teller.

Kant has been famously attractive to enlightened German Jews, from 
Marcus Herz to Hermann Cohen; and enlightened Jews, for their part, 
were among the most important early disseminators of his work. At the 
same time, it was partly on the basis of its own Kantian premises that 
German nationalism emerged as a specifically anti-Jewish movement.1 

 1 Kant’s antipathy for Judaism has not gone unnoticed. (For a recent treatment, see 
Michael Mack, German Idealism and the Jew [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2003].) His anthropology lectures (published and unpublished), as well as many pri-
vate remarks, often betray highly negative feelings toward Jews, whom he routinely 
describes as cowards and cheaters. This antipathy may reflect relations between the 
burghers with whom Kant associated and the sometimes beleaguered Jewish community 
of Königsberg, which at least once had to call upon the help of Moses Mendelssohn. At 
the same time, Königsberg was an important city for the enlightened Berlin Jewish elite. 
As Steven M. Lowenstein puts it, “the association of Königsberg with the Berlin Haskala 
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These opposing legacies are less surprising than they may at first appear, 
once Kant’s own complex attitude toward Judaism—along with the Jewish 
responses it provoked—is taken fully into account.

This essay traces four general stages in the emergence of Kant’s views 
on Jews and Judaism: (1) An early stage in which Marcus Herz (and, to a 
lesser extent, Moses Mendelssohn) champions Kant’s pre-critical thought. 
(2) A critical stage, culminating in Kant’s publication of the Critique of 
Judgment (1789). Judaism in its ‘ethical’ or Hebraic form is here singled 
out and lauded for its “sublime” law against the making of graven images. 
Kant’s early Jewish friends and followers (who fail to make the critical 
breakthrough) are now left behind, even as a new, critically inspired gen-
eration—including Lazarus ben david and Saul Ascher—arises in their 
wake. (3) Following the French revolution, Kant finds himself under the 
mounting pressures of political reaction. where he had previously count-
ed on political and moral progress “from below,” he now seeks to subvert 
the orthodox establishment from within. disappointed with his own early 
Jewish followers, Kant now presents Judaism as a morally empty shell 
that the true moral religion must entirely discard. two negative aspects 
of Judaism that Kant stresses are its adherence to a purely ceremonial law 
(which encourages moral hypocrisy) and its “Mosaic messianism” (which 
encourages passivity and pious ‘waiting’). (4) At a late, fourth stage, Kant 
comes to regard his later Jewish students and followers as useful vehicles 
of an impending civil and moral revolution.2 His specific invitation to en-
lightened Jews to become apostles of the new moral faith (i.e., Jews for a 
Kantian Jesus) is, i suggest, what prompts david Friedländer’s infamous 
letter to Probst teller—a futile gesture of German Jewish hope whose 
Kantian provenance has heretofore largely been missed. 

was especially great, not only because such influential leaders of the enlightenment as 
david Friedländer and isaac euchel had lived there, but also because enlightenment in-
stitutions, especially the Hebrew periodical Hame’asef, were founded there. The Berlin 
Jewish elite also had family ties to Königsberg (above all, through the Friedländers).” 
(See Lowenstein, The Berlin Jewish Community: Enlightenment, Family, and Crisis, 1770–
1830 [New York: oxford University Press, 1994], p. 35.) on the general condition of the 
Jews of Königsberg, see also Steffen dietzsch, Immanuel Kant: Eine Biographie (Leibzig: 
reclam, 2006), pp. 171–195. Still, although one could hardly call Kant a friend of the 
Jews, his relations with individual Jewish students were cordial and, in at least one case, 
very close.
 2 Kant’s stance on Jewish emancipation was, given the political context, rather lib-
eral. if Kant had wished to curry favor by “blaming the Jews” he could have gone much 
farther. (Johann david Michaelis, the famous orientalist, was already calling Jews a for-
eign race that should be transplanted to the colonies.) Michaelis, ‘Ueber die buergerliche 
Verbesserung der Juden,’ Orientalische und Exegetische Bibliothek 19 (1782); see also 
Michaelis, Lebensbeschreibung, pp. 74–75, cited in Jonathan M. Hess, Germans, Jews, and 
the Claims of Modernity (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002), p. 221. As major im-
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1. Kant, Herz, and Mendelssohn: the early Years

Among Kant’s early Jewish students, none was more important than 
Marcus Herz. The son of a torah scribe, Herz went on to found the first 
of the famous Jewish salons that served as cauldrons of enlightened and 
post-enlightened German thought. That Kant chose Herz as his academic 
respondent in 1770 is itself a singular mark of Kant’s respect for him dur-
ing this period.3 Herz was Kant’s personal physician and closest intellectual 
correspondent during the crucial 1770s, during which he composed the 
Critique of Pure Reason. Although his later relations with Herz were more 
distant, both geographically and intellectually, there is no gainsaying their 
early intimacy. Herz, who, in Kant’s words, “delighted him as a student 
by grasping his ideas… more quickly than any of the others”4 and “pen-
etrated [them] more deeply than anyone else,”5 was also Kant’s main early 
conduit to the most important figures of the Berlin enlightenment.

pediments to Jewish emancipation, Michealis cites Jewish “national pride,” observance 
of religious laws that keep Jews from “intermingling,” and a “messianic expectation” 
that casts doubt on their political loyalty and willingness to fight for their country. As 
for the latter, “a people which nurses these hopes will lack, at the very least, a patriotic 
love for the fields of their fathers.” Although, as he adds, many Lutheran theologians 
(including Jakub Spener) deny the biblical authority of such an expectation, the Jews’ 
greatest biblical commentators say otherwise.
 3 For a compelling account, see Heinz Moshe Graupe, The Rise of Modern Judaism 
(New York: robert e. Kreiger, 1978), pp. 113–122. As Graupe observes,

the Jewish element among [Kant’s] students must have been quite large…. 
when Kant first became rector in 1786, among the nineteen signatories of his 
students, who presented him with a eulogistic poem, four were Jews. Letters of 
commendation which Kant gave to some of his Jewish students reveal an accurate 
personal knowledge of them. Among the younger members of the Mendelssohn 
circle was… a group from Königsberg which was influenced by Kant…. of Kant’s 
Jewish students two achieved special significance: Isaac Euchel… and Marcus 
Herz…. Kant had applied on [euchel’s] behalf for a lectureship in Hebrew in the 
philosophical faculty, just at the time he became rector. He himself as rector then 
had to sign the letter of rejection to his Jewish pupil. (pp. 118–119)

See also immanuel Kant, Academy Edition Xii, pp. 406, 426ff., 429. it was Herz, 
Graupe notes, to whom Kant entrusted the job of printing and binding the first edi-
tion of The Critique of Pure Reason and of distributing copies as gifts to important 
scholars and dignitaries (p. 120). on the relatively large number of Jewish students at 
the Albertina, Kant’s university, see also dietzsch, Kant: Eine Biographie, pp. 188–195. 
Among the attractions of Kant for enlightened Jewish students was his rejection of the 
divinity of Jesus and the doctrine of original sin.
 4 immanuel Kant, letter to Herz, May 11, 1781, in Kant, Academy Edition X,  
p. 269
 5 immanuel Kant, letter to Herz, May 1, 1781, in Kant, Academy Edition X,  
pp. 266–267.
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Herz’s early efforts on Kant’s behalf were helped along by Moses 
Mendelssohn, himself an important figure of the German enlightenment 
well before Kant became famous. Through Herz, Mendelssohn helped 
introduce Kant’s thought to Berlin—a city to which Kant himself never 
personally traveled.6 Their relations were thus cordial and friendly, if not 
overly warm. A poignant letter describes Mendelssohn’s unheralded ap-
pearance in Kant’s class—Mendelssohn was on a mission of mercy to the 
Jews of Königsberg, who had been forbidden to recite the Alenu prayer. 
on a personal level, Kant and Mendelssohn had much in common: each 
subscribed to a rigidly ascetic diet. They were, at least in matters of diet 
and personal hygiene, kindred souls.

Kant and Mendelssohn were also intellectual allies in the defense of 
intellectual freedom and in attacking moral skepticism. on other impor-
tant intellectual matters, however, they parted company. As a follower 
of wolff, and in his sanguine claim that the basic moral truths could 
be proven theoretically, Mendelssohn represented the old guard—well-
intentioned, perhaps, but out of step with the critical intellectual and 
moral revolution Kant was intent on carrying out. 

indeed, in several respects Kant and Mendelssohn served as each 
other’s negative amanuenses: Kant’s Dreams of a Spirit Seer provoked 
Mendelssohn’s Phaedo, which is answered in the “Paralogism” section 
of the first Critique. one could give a similar account of Religion within 
the Boundaries of Bare Reason as a reaction, in part, to Mendelssohn’s 
Jerusalem. And Kant’s late “How to overcome Morbid Feelings through 
Sheer resolution” (part 3 of The Conflict of the Faculties) is a response to 
Mendelssohn’s death, which Kant seems to have regarded as an unwit-
ting suicide.7 

The latter judgment was partly self-exculpatory on Kant’s part. 
Mendelssohn died in 1786, following a bitter dispute with Jacobi over 
the alleged ‘Spinozism’ (read: atheism) of Mendelssohn’s friend Lessing. 
At the height of that dispute, Herz called upon his old teacher to help 
Mendelssohn in his defense of ‘reason.’ Kant belatedly responded with an 
essay, How to Orient Oneself in Thinking. His defense of Mendelssohn in 
that essay was at best lukewarm; Jacobi, in Kant’s view, was indeed right 
to insist that God’s existence (along with other moral truths) could not 

 6 For some indication of the importance of this friendship to Kant’s career, see espe-
cially his correspondence with Herz between 1777 and 1781 (Kant, Academy Edition X, 
pp. 211–214, 230–232, 240–249, 265–270). For a fuller treatment of their intellectual 
and personal relations, see Susan Meld Shell, The Embodiment of Reason: Kant on Spirit, 
Generation, and Community (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996), ch. 10.
 7 Kant, Academy Edition XV, 950, pp. 235–236.
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be proven theoretically. Herz must have been deeply disappointed; and 
Kant’s failure to come immediately to Mendelssohn’s aid was rumored 
in some circles to have been partially responsible for his sudden death.8 
when Kant insisted (ten years later) that Mendelssohn had in fact been 
done in by his irrationally restrictive diet, he may have had those old ac-
cusations partly in mind.

But self-starvation was only part of Kant’s general complaint against 
Mendelssohn in the mid-1790s. The issue was not Mendelssohn’s excessive 
attachment to worldly well-being—how could it be when, if anything, his 
personal habits were more abstemious and restrictive than Kant’s own.9 
it was rather Mendelssohn’s pointless self-denial that displayed the heter-
onomy of his basic posture and, hence, his bad faith. Pointlessness, rather 
than material selfishness, is the charge Kant levels against Mendelssohn 
and, by implication, against Judaism as the latter understands it. 

Kant was not always so publicly critical of Mendelssohn. indeed, 
Kant’s initial response to Mendelssohn’s Jerusalem (1783) gave the latter 
considerable delight. 

Mendelssohn, an observant Jew, argues in Jerusalem that there is no 
conflict between observance of the ceremonial law and philosophic ra-
tionality. For one purpose of the law (as he surmises) is to engender 
the sort of (morally informed) critical inquiry that is likewise fostered 
by modern science and philosophy. Yet another purpose is to shore up 
the moral knowledge that is accessible to rational inquiry and ‘sound 
common sense’ alike.10 There is thus no reason to regard the special ob-
ligations of the Jews as inimical to their participation in the larger civil 
society. Judaism differs from Christianity in just this respect: Judaism 
knows “no revealed religion in the sense in which Christians understand 
the term.” The Jews possess a “divine legislation” but not a “supernatu-
ral revelation of religion” understood as creedal doctrines necessary for 
salvation.11 

Mendelssohn also argues, however, that since the destruction of the 
temple, Mosaic law is binding in conscience only. He thus urges that the 

 8 See Frederick Beiser, The Fate of Reason: German Philosophy from Kant to Fichte 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1987), pp. 92–108; Lewis white Beck, 
Early German Philosophy: Kant and His Predecessors (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 1969), pp. 353–360.
 9 Cf. Mack, German Idealism and the Jew.
 10 i am indebted to Allan Arkush for his helpful comments on an earlier version of 
this argument.
 11 Moses Mendelssohn, Jerusalem, trans. Allan Arkush with introduction and com-
mentary by Alexander Altman (New england: Brandeis University Press, 1983), p. 90. 
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Jewish community be stripped of its traditional “autonomy” and the civil 
monopoly that it conveyed in matters such as burial rites. Judaism, so 
construed, is at least as open to reason and hence maintainable with true 
sincerity as Christianity. in the name of their shared understanding of the 
importance of such sincerity, Mendelssohn challenges Christians to forgo 
imposing their own ecclesiastical doctrines as a matter of coercive law.

The truly radical character, from the standpoint of traditional Judaism 
itself, of Mendelssohn’s proposed settlement with the larger civil society 
is often ignored.12 He proposes in Jerusalem that Jews be tolerated in 
their observance of the ceremonial laws and be permitted to retain these 
laws, but that they be divested of their juridical autonomy as a commu-
nity. Judaism, thus construed, becomes a matter of individual conscience 
rather than being subject to the power of the community at large. 

But there is a price to be paid for relinquishing coercive commu-
nal autonomy. The obligations of the sacred law are now modulated by 
a question each (Jewish) individual must pose for himself: does obe-
dience help me become a better (or more enlightened) human being? 
The unchangeable ceremonial law, in Mendelssohn’s hands, becomes 
(whatever his intention) merely a means to a higher rational and moral 
end. But questions as to means are, by Mendelssohn’s own account, his-
torical rather than rational truths and subject, as such, to honest civil 
disagreement. 

it is no wonder, then, that an anonymous critic charged that 
Mendelssohn, in denying the coercive authority of ecclesiastical law, had 
“removed a cornerstone”13 of Judaism. why not then, the critic asked, 
become a Christian? Mendelssohn responds in a famous passage of 
Jerusalem that will in turn be taken up by Kant. if, Mendelssohn says,

the cornerstones of my house are dislodged, and the structure 
threatens to collapse, do i act wisely if i remove my belongings 
from the lower to the upper floor for safety?… Now Christianity, as 
you know, is built upon Judaism, and if the latter falls, it must nec-
essarily collapse into one heap of ruins…. Surely, the Christian who 
is in earnest about light and truth [the title of the critic’s pamphlet] 
will not challenge the Jew to a fight when there seems to be a con-
tradiction between truth and truth, between Scripture and reason. 
He will rather join him in an effort to discover the groundlessness 
of the contradiction. For this is their common concern. whatever 

 12 An exception is Allan Arkush, Moses Mendelssohn and the Enlightenment (Albany: 
State University of New York Press, 1994).
 13 Cf. Acts 4:10–11: “[Jesus] is the stone which was rejected by [israel’s] builders, 
but which has become the head of the corner. And there is salvation in no one else.” 
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else they have to settle between themselves may be postponed for 
a later time. For the present they must join forces to avert the dan-
ger, and either discover the paralogism14 or show that it is only a 
seeming contradiction.15

The ironies of the passage are, of course, multiple. in challenging 
Jews to a fight, Christians implicitly extend the civic honor they out-
wardly deny them. only a gentleman could receive, or be expected to 
accept, such a challenge.16 Yet among fellow citizens, subject to a com-
mon civic law, all such challenges would be inappropriate. At the same 
time, Mendelssohn’s own challenge would force his Christian interlocu-
tor to live by the standard of universal truth that he professes. either the 
Christian must admit that his doctrines are indeed contrary to reason, 
or he must be willing to join forces with whoever claims to be able to 
reconcile Scripture with the demands of reason. 

Finally, according to the biblical passage to which the image of a 
“cornerstone” alludes, the rock in question originates in israel. By the 
standards of the New testament itself, then, Jesus is the ‘rock’ of both 
Judaism and Christianity. The objection that ‘cuts [Mendelssohn] to the 
heart’17 (and might thus appear to circumcise him inwardly) is not the 
‘good news’ of the Apostles (which, as Mendelssohn implies, contains 
nothing that is not already essentially contained in Judaism) but the in-
sistence of so many Jews on communal autonomy and submission to 
coercive religious law. A second Paul, Mendelssohn holds out common 
reason as a means of uniting mankind without dispensing with Jewish 
difference. Jews can remain a separate sect, united by a shared histori-
cal opinion as to the usefulness of ceremonial law, without ceasing to be 

 14 This unusual term may obliquely allude to Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason and 
its treatment of the Paralogisms of Pure reason. if Mendelssohn was attempting to 
make ‘common cause’ against the enemies of the enlightenment, it was rebuffed in the 
B edition of the “Paralogisms,” which contains an explicit refutation of his proof of the 
immortality of the soul in his Phaedo.
 15 Mendelssohn, Jerusalem, p. 87.
 16 Moritz itzig would later famously be denied the opportunity of responding 
“as a gentleman” to what he regarded as rudeness on the part of Achim von Arnim. 
Challenged by itzig, Arnim replied that no Jew possessed the honor necessary to engage 
in a duel. (For a discussion of the incident, see deborah Hertz, Jewish High Society in 
Old Regime Berlin [New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988], pp. 258–259.) The theme is 
ironically reprised in the famous Mendelssohn-Jacobi exchange concerning Lessing’s al-
leged ‘Spinozism.’ See editor’s introduction to Moses Mendelssohn, Morning Hours and 
Mendelssohn, Lessing’s Friends, in Mendelssohn, Gesammelte Schriften Jubiläumausgabe 
(Berlin: Friedrich Frommann Verlag, 1931), vol. 3.2, pp. lix–xcv.
 17 Cf. Acts 2:37: “Now when [the Jews] heard this they were cut to the heart, and 
said to Peter and the rest of the apostles, ‘Brethren, what shall we do?’ And Peter said 
to them, ‘repent….’”
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members of the larger civic commonwealth. Coexistence is to be secured 
by their relinquishment of the coercive character of Jewish law and by 
both Jews and Christians granting that although necessary truth is eter-
nal and immutable, men may reasonably part company over historical 
truths (including those of revelation).

Kant’s immediate response to Jerusalem was apparently positive (for 
he still hoped for Mendelssohn’s support in the reception of his own 
Critique of Pure Reason). As he wrote to the author, after inveigling his 
help with the Critique, “i regard [ Jerusalem] as the proclamation of a 
reform that is slowly impending, a reform that is in store not only for 
your own people but for other nations as well. You have managed to 
unite with your religion a degree of freedom of conscience that one 
would hardly have thought possible and of which no other religion can 
boast.”18 Mendelssohn had showed, moreover, that “every religion must 
have such unrestricted freedom of conscience, so that even the Church 
will have to consider how to rid itself of everything that burdens… it,” 
a burden that lies “in making salvation contingent on belief in the truth 
of [certain] historical propositions.” Kant joins Mendelssohn not in the 
latter’s way of reconciling the truths of reason with those of Scripture 
(for here Kant had taken up a very different path, which Mendelssohn 
had shown himself reluctant to investigate) but in rejecting belief in con-
tingent truth as the necessary path to salvation. Kant does not so much 
misread Mendelssohn (as is sometimes charged) as stake out a position 
they still share. For Mendelssohn’s own reconciliation of Scripture and 
reason depended on his conviction that the fundamental moral and re-
ligious truths are indeed provable by theoretical reason19—a claim that 
Kant’s Critique (1781), which Mendelssohn had confessed himself unable 
to understand,20 directly contradicts. 

There is more at stake, however, than Kant’s measured praise of 
Jerusalem lets on. Mendelssohn’s provision for diversity in unity (and 
hence his provision for the ongoing existence of the Jews within a larger 
civic community) compels him to deny the thesis of Christian superses-
sion either in its traditional religious form or as put forward by Spinoza 
and other enlightenment figures. History is not a progressive movement 
from Judaism to Christianity and beyond. enlightenment is not the apoth-
eosis of Christianity but the shared portion of a variety of peoples and 

 18 Kant, Academy Edition X, p. 37.
 19 Mendelssohn, Jerusalem, p. 94.
 20 Mendelssohn, Letter to Kant, April 10, 1783. Mendelssohn attributes his inability 
to ill health. Kant, Academy Edition X, p. 308.
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religions spread out over time. Human history, then, does not progress; 
it only repeats.21 

Kant implicitly contests this point by making Mendelssohn’s own suc-
cessful argument a basis for belief in a better world to come: Mendelssohn 
has “so thoroughly and clearly shown the necessity of freedom” as to 
enable one to conclude that “mankind will eventually be united on the 
essential point of religion.” But if freedom, and the enlightenment that 
flows from it, makes such unity inevitable, what role will remain for 
Judaism as a separate creed? 

Both Mendelssohn and Kant hold that certain fundamental moral 
principles (such as the existence of a benign and all-powerful God) are 
universally accessible to reason. But whereas Mendelssohn holds them to 
be provable theoretically, Kant counters that they are known only prac-
tically. For Kant, the necessity of belief in God rests not on theoretical 
knowledge but on our moral need to view history as progressive. Under the 
relatively benign reign of Frederick the Great, during which Kant counted 
on progress “from below” (as he puts it in What Is Enlightenment?), this 
crucial disagreement could remain largely submerged. enlightenment, 
in the age of Frederick, could be expected to make its way without the 
direct intervention of the state—i.e., through the sheer freedom to pub-
licize.22 However theoretically flawed Mendelssohn’s defense of Judaism 
may have been from Kant’s own point of view, it tended to support the 
cause of freedom generally. Thus, for all their important differences, he 
and Mendelssohn could remain political allies.

2. Mosaic ‘Sublimity’ in the ‘Critique of Judgment’

The religious and political restrictions that followed the death of Frederick 
the Great gravely complicated the alliance between Kant and Mendelssohn. 
No longer able to count on freedom to publicize his views directly, Kant 
would turn increasingly to the Church establishment itself as the most 
efficacious vehicle of popular enlightenment. Hereafter, progress would 
have to come “from above,”23 i.e., through a cooption of the organs and 
agencies of the state—and, indeed, of organized Christianity itself. with 
that change of tactic comes increasing emphasis on what distinguishes 
Kant from Mendelssohn.

 21 Mendelssohn, Jerusalem, p. 96.
 22 This is the main point of Kant’s famous What Is Enlightenment? (1784); 
Mendelssohn prepared an essay on that topic for the same prize competition.
 23 Kant, Academy Edition Vii, pp. 92–93.
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in the initial years of the French republic, such drastic measures did 
not yet seem necessary. in his Critique of Judgment Kant insists upon the 
primacy of ethics over religion with an unembarrassed vigor and direct-
ness that would prove impossible two years later. He also presents early 
Judaism in a favorable light that strikingly contrasts with his treatment 
of Judaism and the Jews elsewhere: 

Perhaps there is no sublimer passage in the Jewish law book than 
the command “Thou shalt not make to thyself any graven image, 
nor the likeness of anything which is in heaven or in the earth or 
under the earth,” etc. This command can alone explain the enthu-
siasm that the Jewish people in their ethical period felt for their 
religion, when they compared themselves with other peoples, or 
explain the pride that Mahommedanism inspires.24

 it is the same, Kant says, with the moral law and our tendency to-
ward morality. “when the senses see nothing more before them,” and 
only the idea of morality remains, its power is strengthened rather than 
weakened. it is for this very reason, he adds, that governments willingly 
allow religion to be adorned with childish images, thereby discouraging 
subjects from extending their spiritual powers and thus rendering them 
more tractable. 

The Jewish nation (in its ethical period) is here the forerunner of 
the revolutionary enthusiasm that Kant will subsequently praise as the 
sublime sign that mankind is constantly progressing. And historical 
Christianity—in its resort to childish images and rituals—is here the pre-
ferred tool of despotism. 

in sum, the Critique of Judgment seems to lift Judaism, at least in its 
‘ancient,’ radically iconoclastic form, above Christianity as historically 
practiced. This elevation, as we shall see, contrasts sharply with Kant’s 
treatment of Judaism only two years later, when he presents it as unique 
among historic faiths in having no moral content at all. in Kant’s later 
work, Judaism’s radical rejection of all sensual mediation of the transcend-
ent becomes a fatal defect rather than a strength. it is understandable that 
Jewish figures like Saul Ascher (and later ernst Cassirer), in their own 
efforts to construct an ‘enlightened’ Kantian religion, will be drawn espe-
cially to the Critique of Judgment. 

 24 immanuel Kant, The Critique of Judgment, in Kant, Academy Edition V, p. 274.
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3. Kant’s treatment of Judaism and the Jews in the early 
 to Middle 1790s

(a) ‘Religion within the Boundaries of Bare Reason’

in Religion within the Boundaries of Bare Reason (1792), Judaism rep-
resents all that Christianity must shed in order to become the true, 
moral religion of Jesus. This new, radically negative public attitude toward 
Judaism can be partially explained by Kant’s own worsening personal 
circumstances. Religion was written at a time when Kant and his criti-
cal project were under intense political and religious pressure, following 
upon the ascension of Friedrich wilhelm ii and his reactionary responses 
to the French revolution. 

Kant’s critical teaching on religion had heretofore stressed two things: 
the strict priority of morality in religion as to both content and incentive. 
Neither religious faith nor a specific revelation is needed either to know 
what we ought to do or to motivate obedience to the moral law. The con-
tent of morality is universally accessible through reason alone, and acting 
morally means doing what we ought without regard for earthly or divine 
reward and punishment. The purpose of religion is, rather, to support 
morality by providing assurance that the good we strive to realize mor-
ally is in fact attainable. That assurance, Kant argues in the Critique of 
Practical Reason (1787), requires us to believe both in a just and omnipo-
tent God and in our own immortality. These postulates of pure, practical 
reason cannot be known in a theoretical sense to be either true or false; 
instead, they are practically necessary assumptions we must make if we 
are to overcome the dialectical challenges to which practical reason is 
otherwise prone. Kant already notes the importance of establishing the 
right relationship between morality and religion, whose perversion dam-
ages moral attitudes.

By the early 1790s, the government’s abridgments of religious freedom 
had reached what were from Kant’s point of view crisis proportions.25 A 
new state edict imposed a confession of orthodox faith on all clerics, who 
were, perforce, also officials of the state. Under such conditions, no one 
who subscribed to Kantian principles could ascend to the pulpit without 
concealing his true opinion in violation of those very principles. What Is 
Enlightenment? had proposed the following compromise: ministers pri-
vately required, in their capacity as state officials, to promulgate official 

 25 For a detailed discussion of changes in government policy, see Klaus epstein, The 
Genesis of German Conservatism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1966), ch. 7.
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religious teachings contrary to reason, were still free, as members of the 
‘public,’ to call things as they saw them. The new king’s edicts closed 
that loophole, and with it, prospects for reform “from below.” Kant could 
no longer count on the eventual transformation in the “people’s way of 
thinking” that had seemed possible, and even likely, within the previous 
climate of relative intellectual freedom. Religion—whose publication en-
tailed some personal risk to Kant himself—was intended to address this 
new and alarming situation.

Religion counterattacks on two parallel fronts. on the one hand, it 
seeks to reassert a morally empowering, progressive view of history de-
spite evident contemporary obstacles and setbacks. on the other hand, it 
seeks to isolate the precise point within the human character that gives 
rise to threats of historical reversal, the better to oppose them: hence the 
famous doctrine of “radical evil” that so dismayed Goethe and others. 
That doctrine is most accurately understood, i believe, not as a dogmatic 
assertion about human nature but as an exercise in what Kant calls “mor-
al discipline,”26 i.e., identification of the target against which we can best 
direct our practical effort to be “better human beings.” radical evil—an-
other name for that target—lies in our “hesitation” to act as we ought. 
every normal human being knows right from wrong. And yet, instead 
of immediately doing as we ought, we look about for a further reason to 
obey the moral law. Something in us resists doing right just because it’s 
right, i.e., acting autonomously. Kant identifies this moral “hesitation” 
with a perversion of the correct relation between morality and religion. 
every assertion of the priority of religion over morality endorses the in-
ner hesitation in which radical evil essentially consists. recapture of the 
religious establishment is thus crucial to Kant’s purpose. 

to this end, Religion lays out a threefold designation: those aspects of 
historically practiced Christianity that are contained within the bound-
aries of unaided human reason, those aspects that are outside those 
boundaries but abut them in a decorative though non-supportive capac-
ity (the parerga), and those aspects that must be entirely discarded if the 
relationship between religion and morality is not to be perverted. 

Kant grants in Religion that the spiritual message of Christianity—
pure moral religion—must first be sensualized, especially for purposes 
of popular education.27 Christianity is superior to all other known his-
torical faiths in maximizing the effect of such sensualization at minimum 

 26 immanuel Kant, Religion within the Boundaries of Bare Reason (1792), in Kant, 
Academy Edition Vi, see p. 51.
 27 See Yirmeyahu Yovel, Kant and the Philosophy of History (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1980), p. 202.
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spiritual cost. The key to Christianity’s superiority, for Kant, lies not only 
in the moral teaching of the Gospels (which on a strict Kantian under-
standing must be accessible at all times and places); it lies even more 
in the figure of Jesus himself as an ‘ideal’ that makes concrete the idea 
of moral holiness.28 Kant explicitly rejects, on moral grounds, the di-
vinity of Christ along with the doctrine of redemption. Morality itself 
precludes both the orthodox notion of original sin and that of Christ as 
its substitute. The importance of the figure of Jesus lies, rather, in its sen-
sualization, as a limit case of undeserved suffering, of the sublime ideal 
of moral holiness itself; hence, as Kant sees matters, that figure’s mani-
fest historical power. Jesus not only presents a pure, moral teaching; his 
suffering and death bring that teaching home to the popular mind in a 
uniquely compelling way. 

How, then, to account for the very different teaching of the Church as 
generally understood? The history of Christianity is itself a story of the 
emergence of its pure, moral germ, as exemplified in the life and mes-
sage of Jesus, from its inessential shell.29 At every stage, a “counterservice” 
of “spiritual bondsmanship” has had to be contested for this process to 
go forward. what is now required is rejection of everything morally ex-
traneous—that is, everything that cannot be justified on strictly moral 
grounds—in the service of an eventual emancipation of the human will 
from all authority external to itself. only if their subsidiary and tempo-
rary status is admitted can such morally extraneous acts as public prayers 
and other ceremonial rites be performed in a truly Christian spirit. Seen 
in this light, Mendelssohn’s attempted reconciliation of Judaism and uni-

 28 See, for example, Kant, Academy Edition Vi, pp. 82–83: “The representation of 
[Jesus’] death ought to have had, and could have had, the greatest influence on human 
hearts at that time—indeed, so it can at any time—for it most strikingly displays the 
contrast between the freedom of the children of heaven and the bondage of a mere son 
of earth.” The true meaning of the redemption thus lies here: “it is easy to see, once we 
divest of its mystical cover this vivid mode of representing things, apparently also the 
only one at the time suited to the common people, why it [its spirit and rational meaning] 
has been valid and binding practically, for the whole world and at all times: because it 
lies near enough to every human being for each to recognize his duty in it. its meaning 
is that there is absolutely no salvation for human beings except in the innermost adop-
tion of genuine moral principles….” Christianity, rightly understood, thus answers with 
special force the “natural need of all human beings to demand for even the highest con-
cepts and grounds of reason something that the senses can hold on to,” a need that must 
especially be taken into account when the intention is “to introduce a faith universally” 
(Academy Edition Vi, p. 109). it is for this reason, presumably, that Kant claims, in The 
Conflict of the Faculties, that of all historic faiths, “Christianity is, so far as we know, 
the most adequate” (Academy Edition Vii, p. 36). Sacred narrative serves moral ends by 
making moral principle “vivid” (Academy Edition Vi, p. 132). The purpose of historic 
faith is essentially “aesthetic.”
 29 See Kant, Academy Edition Vi, p. 121.
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versal reason could not be more counterpurposive. For what he stresses is 
precisely Jewish acceptance of the ceremonial law in perpetuity. to carry 
out ceremonial rites forever on the basis of an authority that cannot in 
principle be shared by all rational human beings is to put heteronomy, as 
Kant conceives it, at the core of one’s faith. 

to be sure, Mendelssohn is here following in the footsteps of Maimonides, 
who also argues that the revealed law is given for the sake of reason. They 
start, however, in different places: Maimonides does not deny the right of 
the community to coercively enforce religious obligation. An obedience 
that is, for Maimonides, a condition for free, rational inquiry as well as 
for remaining a Jew becomes, in Mendelssohn, a matter of free choice. 
observance of the ceremonial law is no longer a prerequisite both for en-
gaging in philosophy and for remaining a Jew. Mendelssohn’s argument 
makes more sense as an apology for his own observance of the law before 
non-Jewish rationalists than as a plea to fellow Jews to remain observant. it 
is hardly surprising that in general his enlightened coreligionists (including 
his own children) did not follow his observant example.30

But Kant has additional reasons for making Judaism a symbol of het-
eronomy. His Jewish students and associates, who had their own reasons 
for disparaging their unenlightened coreligionists, may have (unwit-
tingly) confirmed his prejudices concerning the moral insufficiency of 
ordinary Jews. An early letter from his student Marcus Herz is telling; 
Herz writes (in the same year that he served as correspondent for Kant’s 
dissertation):

eternally unforgettable teacher,

esteemed Herr Professor,

Forgive me, dearest Herr Professor, for only now paying my respects 
to you, though i have been here since last Thursday…. [After the 
discomforts of the journey back to Berlin] i was unfit for any other 
important business, and how much more unfit for communication 
with you! The mere thought of you fills my soul with reverential 
amazement…. it is you alone that i must thank for my change in 
fortune, and to you alone am i indebted for what i am; without you 
I would still be like so many of my kinsmen, pursuing a life chained 
to the wagon of prejudices, a life no better than that of an animal. I 
would have a soul without powers, an understanding without efficacy, 
in short, without you I would be that which I was four years ago, in 
other words I would be nothing…. Let the ignorant always seek to 

 30 None of his children remained observant, and all but two eventually converted 
to Christianity.
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console themselves by claiming that with all our science we have 
not progressed beyond them; let hypochondriacal savants complain 
that our knowledge only increases our misery. i scorn the former 
and pity the latter; i shall never cease to regard the day that i dedi-
cated myself to the sciences as the happiest and the day you became 
my teacher as the first day of my life.31

even discounting the excesses of an intellectually besotted young 
student, Herz’s statement is remarkable. rousseauist fantasies as to the 
moral superiority of simple men do not excuse the animal-like prejudices 
of his religious brethren, from which Kant has single-handedly deliv-
ered him. (Maimon’s Autobiography will later give a similar account of 
talmudic “backwardness.”) Mendelssohn himself was forced to concede 
that his enlightened view of Judaism was fiercely opposed by a major-
ity of his coreligionists. Given these internal struggles within the Jewish 
community at large, Kant’s very friendship with enlightened Jews may 
have further reinforced his prejudices as to the moral bankruptcy of 
traditional Judaism as such. Adapting Spinoza’s views as to the wholly 
political character of biblical legislation, Kant concluded that the “eth-
ical” aspect of Judaism had also vanished with the destruction of the 
temple.32 As with Hobbes, the Jewish state is the prototype of a “merely” 
juridical condition, without ethical content or motivation. The Jewish 
notion that one can obey the law without improving morally makes it a 
“pure” cult, without intrinsic moral content. The sublimity of Judaism in 
its ethical period consisted wholly in its iconoclasm rather than in any 
alleged moral universalism. indeed, as the above passage from Critique 
of Judgment goes on to make clear, the sublimity of Mosaic law served 
only to support an arrogant pride with respect to other nations. And, in 
any case, the Jewish state was intrinsically aristocratic and hence inimi-
cal to the essentially republican structure of authority that is prefigured 
in the Christian trinity.33 in sum: Kant’s qualified admiration for the 
sublimity of Judaism and his no doubt genuine affection for individuals 
like Herz did not interfere with the general view, expressed in his last 

 31 Kant, Academy Edition X, pp. 101–102, emphasis added. The letter follows with 
a description of the first phase of what would prove to be Herz’s tireless efforts to 
introduce Kant’s thought to the intellectual worthies of Berlin. His ‘first visit’ is to 
Mendelssohn. And it closes with solicitous inquiries, on the part of the young physi-
cian, as to Kant’s challenged health.
 32 Hermann Cohen’s later attempt to blame Kant’s negative portrayal of Judaism al-
most entirely on Spinoza cannot, however, be supported. For an instructive discussion 
of Kant’s and Spinoza’s divergent rhetorical uses of the Bible, see Yovel, Kant and the 
Philosophy of History, pp. 214–215.
 33 Kant, Academy Edition Vi, p. 142.
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published work, that the “Palestinians” of europe were “a nation of cheat-
ers.”34 indeed, the Jews would not have lasted historically as a nation, in 
Kant’s view, without the Muslims and, even more, the Christians, whose 
adoption of the old testament preserved an exhausted—and even per-
verse—way of life that left to its own devises would have faded away (as 
it had in india and China).35

These divergent strands of thought support a governing argument in 
Religion as to the relationship between Judaism and Christianity: Judaism 
only occasions a Christian revolution continuous in spirit with the free-
dom of ancient Greece and rome. reduced to a metaphor: The Jewish 
people is the passive, maternal womb or husk; freedom is the active pa-
ternal germ.36 The spiritual “rebirth” of the human species out of nature 
can now take on the sensualized form of a progressive separation of 
the Church from its initially supportive Jewish “integuments.” 37 Paul’s 
circumcision of the heart is recast as the literal ‘cutting off ’ of the burden-
some remnant that weighs down the newly resurgent spirit of humanity 
that is even now emerging from its Jewish matrix.38

in this account, historical Judaism merely furnished the “occasion” for 
a “moral revolution” without itself actively causing it. on the one hand, 
its theocratic constitution—devoted, at least in name, to the principle of 
good—kept in scriptural “remembrance” the original idea of right.39 on 
the other hand, its burdens, and a related discontent, readied its people 
for the influences of Greek wisdom:

Now there suddenly appeared among these very people, at a 
time when they were feeling the full measure of all the evils of 

 34 Kant, Academy Edition Vii, p. 205n.
 35 Kant, Academy Edition Vi, pp. 136–137n.
 36 ibid., p. 80n., 121.
 37 The integuments within which the embryo is first formed into a human being

must be laid aside if the latter is to see the light of day. The leading-string of holy 
tradition, with its appendages, its statutes and observances, which in its time did 
good service, become bit by bit dispensable, yea, finally, when a human being 
enters into adolescence turns into a fetter. So long as he [the human species] 
‘was a child, he was clever as a child’ and knew how to combine learning too, 
and even a philosophy helpful to the Church, with propositions imposed upon 
him without any of his doing: ‘But when he becomes a man, he puts away the 
childish things.’ The degrading distinction between laity and clergy ceases, and 
equality springs from true freedom, yet without anarchy, for each indeed obeys 
the law (not the statutory one) which he has prescribed for himself, yet must re-
gard it at the same time as the will of the world ruler as revealed to him through 
reason. (Kant, Academy Edition Vi, pp. 121–122)

 38 Kant, Academy Edition Vi, p. 121.
 39 ibid., p. 79.
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a hierarchical constitution, and were feeling it as well, perhaps, 
because of the Greek sages’ moral doctrines on freedom which, 
unsettling as they were for the slavish mind, had gradually gained 
influence over them and had induced most of them to reflection—
they were thus ripe for a revolution—a person whose wisdom, even 
purer than that of the previous philosophers, was as though de-
scended from heaven; and he announced himself indeed as a true 
human being, so far as his doctrines and example were concerned, 
yet also as an envoy of heavenly origin.40

Christianity thus does not stem from Judaism (as Mendelssohn had 
rhetorically assumed in calling Judaism Christianity’s “ground floor”) but 
arises out of an “entirely new principle.”41 if elements of Judaism were 
retained “as a connected strand,” it was only as a temporary concession 
to an initiating people that was habituated to its uses. The “total revolu-
tion” effected by Christianity is a “total abandonment” of the Judaism in 
which it originated, a Judaism with which much Greek thought was al-
ready “intermingled.”42

Thus from a Judaism—but from a Judaism no longer patriarchal and 
uncontaminated, no longer standing solely on a political constitu-
tion (which had already been shattered); from a Judaism already 
mingled, rather, with a religious faith because of the moral doc-
trines which had gradually gained public acceptance within it; at a 
juncture when much foreign (Greek) wisdom had already become 
available to this otherwise still ignorant people, and this wisdom 
presumably had the further effect of enlightening it through con-
cepts of virtue and, in spite of the oppressive burden of its dogmatic 
faith, of making it ready for revolutions which the diminution of 
the priests’ power, due to their subjugation to the rule of a people 
indifferent to every foreign popular faith, occasioned—it was from 
a Judaism such as this that Christianity suddenly though not un-
prepared arose.43

Thus, far from being essential to religion, the doctrine that every 
Christian must be a Jew whose Messiah has come is merely the “apt” pro-
cedure of Christianity’s first propagators, who sought thus to introduce 
its teaching among their people. indeed, Christianity owes its own dark 

 40 ibid., p. 80.
 41 For a useful discussion of some of these themes, see also Yovel, Kant and the 
Philosophy of History, p. 207.
 42 Kant, Academy Edition Vi, p. 127.
 43 ibid., pp. 127–128. 
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history solely to the fact that “what should have served at the beginning” 
to “win over to the new faith” a people full of prejudices was “subsequent-
ly made” (owing to man’s perversity) into the basis “of a universal world 
religion.” Thus Kant can now say “without hesitation” that in the entire 
history of the Church, the present period is “the best.”44 

Mendelssohn, exhibiting the same national “cleverness” (Kluglichkeit) 
as those first propagators,45 seized on the weakness in their procedure, 
Kant now claims, to “preempt any suggestion of religious conversion 
made to a son of israel.” Any such suggestion, according to Mendelssohn, 
would amount to asking someone to “demolish the ground floor in or-
der to feel secure on the second.” His true opinion, however, shines 
forth, Kant says, in a manner agreeable to Kant’s own teaching. what 
Mendelssohn meant was that Christians should first remove the Judaism 
in their religion (in which case nothing would be left but “pure, moral 
religion”), after which enlightened Jews would be “able to take [conver-
sion] under advisement.” Understood in light of Kant’s own interpretive 
principles, Mendelssohn becomes an unlikely ally in the effort to disen-
cumber Christianity of its Jewish husk (though the latter might remain as 
an “antiquity”).46 The charge of being a destroyer of traditional religious 
faith—a charge that Mendelssohn’s image of the two-storied house was 
intended to combat—is truer, on Kant’s new reading, than Mendelssohn 
was willing openly to admit.

it is hard to escape a certain uncomfortable and uncanny parallelism: 
Kant’s Jewish associates are to be his own witting and unwitting disciples; 
raised from ignorance, like their Hellenized forebears, by their exposure 
to a foreign philosophic culture, they have now been primed to spread a 
new revolution “in thinking” beyond their narrow circle into the educat-
ed public world beyond. The Jewish gift for priestly propaganda, formerly 
in the service of an aristocratic “oral law,” can finally be enlisted on behalf 
of human freedom.47 

(b) The History Writings of the 1790s

For that effort to succeed, however, Mendelssohn’s continuing hold on 
proponents of enlightened progress must be firmly laid to rest. in both 
Theory and Practice (1792) and in An Old Question Raised Again: Whether 

 44 ibid., p. 131.
 45 ibid., p. 166.
 46 ibid., p. 166n.
 47 ibid., p. 132. Cf. Mendelssohn, Jerusalem, pp. 127–128.
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the Human Race Is Constantly Progressing (1798), Kant singles out the 
“pointlessness” of history as Mendelssohn conceives it. in Theory and 
Practice he writes (in a section subtitled “Against Moses Mendelssohn”):

is the human race as a whole likeable, or is it an object to be regard-
ed with distaste? Must we simply wish it well (to avoid becoming 
misanthropists) without really expecting its efforts to succeed…? 
in order to answer such questions we must first answer the follow-
ing one: does man possess natural capacities which would indicate 
that the race will always progress and improve…? if this were the 
case, we could at least admire the human species for its constant 
advance towards the good; otherwise we should have to hate or 
despise it, whatever objections might be raised by pretended phi-
lanthropists…. [otherwise] we may not wish to arm men, but shall 
not want to have any more to do with them than we can help.

Moses Mendelssohn was of the latter opinion… which he put 
forward in opposition to his friend Lessing’s hypothesis of a divine 
education of mankind. He regards it as sheer fantasy to say “that the 
whole of mankind… must constantly progress.” He continues, “we 
see the human race as a whole moving slowly back and forth…. 
Man as an individual progresses; but mankind constantly fluctuates 
between fixed limits. regarded as a whole… mankind maintains 
roughly the same level of morality, of religion and irreligion, of 
virtue and vice, of happiness and misery.”48

Kant counters that such a sight is unfit “not so much for a god” as 
for an ordinary, decent human being, for whom the drama thus unfold-
ed eventually becomes a “farce.” An otherwise decent and upright man 
(Spinoza, perhaps), as Kant had argued in Critique of Judgment, cannot 
adopt such an unbelieving view without damaging his own morality by 
sapping his eagerness to make the world a better place.49 in Theory and 
Practice, Kant adds that one has an “inborn duty to influence posterity 
in such a way that it will make constant progress” and that “this duty 
may be rightly handed down from one member of the species to the 
next.” The “worthy (gute) Mendelssohn” must in fact have reckoned upon 
“hope in better times to come” given his ‘zealous’ promotion of the “en-
lightenment” and “well-being” of his own nation.50 (Mendelssohn, then, 
is not quite a lover of humanity at large, whatever his attachment to ‘en-
lightenment.’) Kant had earlier held, in his gloss on Spinoza, that we 

 48 Kant, Political Writings (second, enlarged edition), ed. Hans reiss (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1991), pp. 87–88; Kant, Academy Edition Viii, pp. 307–308.
 49 Kant, Academy Edition V, p. 452.
 50 Kant, Academy Edition Viii, p. 309.
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must believe in God in order to understand moral acts as disinterested 
yet not pointless. Kant now adds that history itself must have a point. 
Confronted by the “sorry spectacle” of the evils men inflict on one an-
other, our spirits can be raised only by the assumption of moral progress 
in and by the species. 

Kant’s own ultimate purpose, in part 3 of Theory and Practice, is to 
proclaim the moral necessity of hope in an eventual world state—that is 
to say, a condition of international right based upon enforceable public 
laws.51 Three years later, in his famous essay Toward Perpetual Peace, he 
will replace that expectation with more modest hopes for a voluntary 
federation of states—hopes, he says, that do not constitute theoretical 
“soothsaying” (Weissagen) but suffice for purposes of practice.52 in a work 
published three years later, he will advance his claims as to the constant 
progress of mankind even more emphatically than in Theory and Practice. 
Progress is no longer merely a “well-meaning and commendable” moral 
assumption but a “prophecy” (Wahrsagen) valid “for the most rigorous 
theory and despite all skeptics.”53 

in the same work Kant takes up again the “Sisyphusian” views of 
Mendelssohn (though he does not mention him by name),54 which he 
now links to what he calls “the abderitic hypothesis of the human race 
for the predetermination of its history”:

Busy folly is the character of our species; people hastily set off 
(einzutretten) on the path of the good but do not persevere (be-
harren), instead, if only for the sake of not being bound to a single 
end, indeed, if only so that there may happen diversion/alternation 
(wenn es auch nur der Abwechselung wegen geschähe), they reverse 
the plan of progress… and lay upon themselves hopeless exertion 
(hoffnungslose Bemühung)…. The principle of evil in the natural 
disposition of the human race and that of the good seem here to be 
not so much amalgamated (melted down together) as to be mutu-
ally neutralizing, which would result in inactivity (or “deedlessness” 
= Thatlosigkeit)55 (which is here called stasis [Stillstand]): an emp-
ty business (Geschäftigkeit), to so alternate/exchange (abwechseln) 

 51 ibid., pp. 312–313.
 52 ibid., p. 368.
 53 Kant, Academy Edition Vii, p. 88.
 54 Mendelssohn’s name appears, however, in earlier, unpublished versions of the es-
say. See the ‘Krakauer fragment’ and the discussion by Peter Fenves, A Peculiar Fate: 
Metaphysics and World History in Kant (ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991), p. 186n.
 55 Kant elsewhere defines “deeds” as actions that are morally imputable. See his 
introduction to The Metaphysics of Morals.
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the good with the bad through going forwards and backwards, 
that the entire game of commerce (Spiel des Verkehrs) of our spe-
cies (Gattung) with itself on this globe would have to be regarded 
(angesehen) as a mere farce (Possenspiel), which can endow our 
species with no greater value (Werth), in the eyes of reason, than 
other animal species (Thiergeschlechter) have, who drive (treiben) 
this game with fewer costs (Kosten) and without expenditure of 
understanding (Verstandesaufwand).56

“Abderitism” is here explicitly associated with “the many” who adopt 
an incorrect (or unjust) (unrecht) standpoint on the course of human af-
fairs. The correct standpoint would take the disinterested enthusiasm of 
revolutionary spectators as a sign of mankind’s preponderant goodness, 
and hence of the inevitability of progress over time. But why does Kant 
call the opposing view that mankind neither advances nor recedes the 
abderitic hypothesis?

The ancient Greek city of Abdera was the home of the materialist phi-
losopher democritus. its citizens were also legion for a certain sort of 
folly pertaining to dramatic spectacles.57 Christopher Martin wieland’s 
Geschichte der Abderiten had recently brought the term into popular cur-
rency. in The Conflict of the Faculties, part 2, Kant conflates the position 
of the ancient prophets of israel with contemporary “politicians” whose 
denial of the possibility of moral progress similarly becomes a self-ful-
filling prophecy:

Jewish prophets were able to prophesy (weissagen) well that sooner 
or later not merely decadence but also complete dissolution await-
ed their state; for they were themselves the authors of its fate. As 
leaders of the Volk they burdened its constitution with so much 
ecclesiastical and accompanying civil freight that their state became 
totally inept to subsist for itself and especially alongside neighbor-
ing peoples. Hence the jeremiads of its priests were in a natural way 
thrown away into the air; because they stiff-neckedly persisted in 

 56 Kant, Academy Edition Vii, pp. 82, 147.
 57 on the meaning of this term, see Alexis Philonenko, La théorie kantienne de 
l’histoire (Paris: Vrin, 1986), pp. 47–51. Kant may have had partly in mind Christoph 
Martin wieland’s Geschichte der Abderiten (1774–1780). See especially wieland’s de-
scription of this dramatic susceptibility (the so-called “Abderite sickness”) (book 3, ch. 
12). According to wieland, the citizens of Abderite, originally Athenians, were not (as 
Juvenal claims) lacking in liveliness. instead their “liveliness took a strange turn…. 
[They] never lacked ideas, but rarely were their ideas suitable to the occasion in which 
they were applied, or they did not occur to them until the occasion passed” (book 1, 
ch. 1). See Fenves, A Peculiar Fate, p. 192.
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their design for an untenable constitution of their own making, and 
thus they could infallibly foresee its issue.58

 “our politicians,” Kant adds—and even some ecclesiastics—do exactly 
the same thing, so far as their influence extends, by way of self-fulfill-
ing prophecy: that is to say, they make civic and moral improvement 
impossible. in each case, what is properly required, according to Kant, 
is a willingness to reform the letter of the (positive) law according to its 
“spirit” as understood by his own critical philosophy. Mendelssohn’s po-
sition in Jerusalem—namely, that the ceremonial laws of the Jews were 
given by God “as a remembrance” to be followed in perpetuity 59—here 
becomes an emblem for all that is or might go wrong in contemporary 
europe. reception of the French revolution replaces Mosaic law as the 
“sign” ever more “to be remembered” on which Kant pegs the certainty 
of mankind’s constant progress.

 we are now in a better position to discern why Mendelssohn is, from 
Kant’s late point of view, an Abderite. indeed, Mendelssohn’s appeal in 
Jerusalem to a certain “Athenian philosopher” already seems to makes 
Kant’s point:60 in rejecting progress,61 Mendelssohn turns Judaism into 
something essentially pagan.62 

it would have been logically open to Mendelssohn to reject both horns 
of Kant’s dilemma in one of two ways: First he might have insisted on the 
rational and moral superiority of Judaism as such. This would have meant 
falling into the apologetic trap in which Lavater had earlier lain: convert 
or prove that Bonnet (who had allegedly demonstrated the superiority of 
Christianity) is wrong. Mendelssohn refused to attempt such a proof—an 
attempt that would only have played into the hands of the Jews’ civil and 
religious enemies. But he also had a second option, which would be taken 
up by some of Kant’s Jewish followers: accept progress without conced-
ing Christian supersession. The price of that alternative, however, was the 
abandonment of ceremonial law as inessential to the spirit of Judaism. 
what was retained as the essential core, as we shall see, proved even less 
tolerable to the Christian majority than Jewish orthodoxy.

 58 Kant, Academy Edition Vii, p. 80.
 59 Mendelssohn, Jerusalem, pp. 99, 129. on the subject of remembrance, see Fenves, 
A Peculiar Fate, pp. 279ff.
 60 Mendelssohn, Jerusalem, p. 75.
 61 in the mid-1760s Kant had himself experimented with an oscillating, or non-
progressive, theory of history rooted in rousseauian principles.
 62 The charge of paganism had already appeared in Johann Georg Hamann’s 
Golgatha and Scheblimini, which accuses Mendelssohn (with whom Hamann was on 
friendly terms) of “attic infidelity” to the faith of his fathers. 
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what, then, was the third way for enlightened Jews that Kant’s Jewish 
followers found so enticing—even if it meant ignoring, or otherwise 
contesting, his manifest anti-Jewish prejudices? The one path closed to 
Prussian Jews at this time was the liberal one, so beautifully captured in 
the exchange between George washington and the Jewish congregants 
of Newport, rhode island, which deemed confessional faith irrelevant 
to the requirements of citizenship once certain minimal civil and mor-
al conditions were met. Thus Locke argued that Jews (but not atheists 
or Catholics who refused to foreswear allegiance to the pope) should 
be granted full civil rights. Judaism as traditionally practiced was pre-
sumed by many Prussians otherwise sympathetic to the enlightenment 
to fall short of meeting such requirements.63 They turned, instead, to 
Kant’s own hopeful promise as to the possibility of a Jewish-Christian 
Kantian vanguard. 

4. ‘the Conflict of the Faculties’ and Kant’s Jewish reception  
 in the late 1790s

whatever his earlier successes and disappointments, Kant was not yet 
finished with the Jews. A new easing in his own political circumstanc-
es, following the death in 1797 of King Friedrich wilhelm ii, permitted 
him to bring out another major work on the subject of religion: The 
Conflict of the Faculties. Composed over a number of years, it appeared 
in the autumn of 1798, the last year Kant actively published. Given that 
the work also included a sardonic essay on his own declining powers, 
one can assume that it constituted a kind of final statement on matters 
religious.

The Conflict of the Faculties adds two new elements to the position 
Kant had previously staked out: a final, ‘dramatic’ presentation of human 
history and a concrete proposal for emancipating the Jews. As we shall 
see, the two are not unrelated.

in 1793, shortly after Religion was published, Lazarus ben david had 
written an extraordinary essay, Notes regarding the Characteristics of the 
Jews. Ben david, a German-Jewish mathematician and educator, was a 
devoted follower of Kant. indeed, he brought out many volumes in the 
1790s seeking to explicate Kant’s thought for a wider audience—volumes 
that cannot have escaped Kant’s attention amid his deepening polemi-
cal crisis involving former advocates like Johann Gottlieb Fichte. That 

 63 The Jews, as Kant wrote in his late work Anthropology, were known to be a na-
tion of cheaters. See Kant, Academy Edition Vii, pp. 205n.–206n.
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Fichte’s own brand of Kantianism had taken a decidedly anti-Jewish turn 
was also widely known.64

Ben david does not so much defend Judaism (from which he is as 
far, he says, as he is from [Kant’s hated] indifferentism) as the small 
class of enlightened Jews ready to abandon it for “the pure teaching of 
Moses,” that is to say, “pure, moral religion” in the Kantian sense. As 
for the rest, Ben david distinguishes a first class of Jews that is both 
the largest and still sunk in superstition; a second, dissolute class that 
has abandoned the ceremonial law for wholly venal reasons; and a third 
class of “worthy Jews” who remain tied to ceremonial law owing to 
an inferior education. Among the first class, he insists, are many who, 
despite their superstition, are exceedingly worthy men, at least with 
respect to their sincerity and unstinting zeal to help their fellow Jews. 
it would therefore be wrong to conclude (with Michaelis) that the or-
dinary Jew is by nature morally and civilly inadequate. the third class 
is more promising: though their intellects have not been cultivated by 
proper education, their “hearts are without blemish,” and they remain 
tied to ceremonial law only out of “fear of immorality.” Given these 
conditions, men of the fourth class (such as himself ) face an intoler-
able civic situation, both personally and as “disciples of the genuine 
natural religion.” on the one hand, their own moral integrity prevents 
them from making the even formal confession of faith that would al-
low them to become Prussian citizens. on the other hand, Jews of the 
other classes take them for wicked men who have abandoned Judaism 
owing to its obligations. in light of this predicament, their exceptional 
mental faculties and acquaintance with “men of the better sort” are in 
fact “misfortunes.” 65

it is important to note what Ben david, in leaving Judaism behind, 
is unwilling to concede: its moral inferiority, as a historical faith, to 
Christianity. The “genuine moral religion” is nothing other than “the pure 
teaching of Moses.” Kant’s 1798 response ignores or mutes this crucial 
qualification. From his own point of view, Christianity as a historical faith 
is indeed decisively superior to Judaism. it is thus acceptable for Catholics 
and Protestants to retain their old dogmas; for this need amounts, in 

 64 As deborah Hertz notes, this did not stop the salonnière rachel Levin and her 
brother, Ludwig robert, from happily attending Fichte’s Berlin lectures of 1807–1808, 
which aimed at arousing a new Prussian patriotism in the face of the French occupa-
tion. Hertz, Jewish High Society, p. 147. Like several major figures in the intellectual turn 
against Jews and Jewish converts, Fichte had himself frequented the Jewish salons.
 65 Lazarus ben david, Etwas zur Charackteristick der Juden (Leipzig, 1793), quoted 
in Paul r. Mendes-Flohr and Jehuda reinharz, eds., The Jew in the Modern World (New 
York: oxford University Press, 1980), pp. 92–94.
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principle, to nothing more than a difference of opinion as to the most ef-
ficacious means of bringing about a final moral end.66 Jews, on the other 
hand, need to exchange their old garment for a new one:

without dreaming of a conversion of all Jews (to Christianity in the 
sense of a messianic faith), we can consider it possible even in their 
case if, as is now happening, purified religious concepts awaken 
among them and throw off the garb of the ancient cult, which now 
serves no purpose and even suppresses any true religious attitude. 
Since they have long had garments without a man in them (a church 
without religion) and since, moreover, a man without garments (re-
ligion without a church) is not well protected, they need certain 
formalities of a church—the church best able to lead them, in their 
present state, to the final end. So we can consider the proposal of 
Ben david, a highly intelligent Jew, to adopt publicly the religion 
of Jesus (presumably with its vehicle, the Gospel), a most fortunate 
one. Moreover it is the only plan which, if carried out, would leave 
the Jews a distinctive faith and yet quickly call attention to them as 
an educated and civilized people who are ready for all the rights of 
citizenship and whose faith could also be sanctioned by the govern-
ment. if this were to happen, the Jews would have to be left free, in 
their interpretation of the Scriptures (the torah and the Gospels), 
to distinguish the way in which Jesus spoke as a Jew to Jews from 
the way he spoke as a moral teacher to human beings in general. 
The euthanasia of Judaism is pure, moral religion, freed from all 
the ancient statutory teachings, some of which were bound to be 
retained by Christianity (as a messianic faith). But this division of 
sects, too, must disappear in time, leading, at least in spirit, to what 
we call the conclusion of the great drama of the religious change 
on earth (the restoration of all things), when there will be only one 
shepherd and one flock.67

Kant does not strip away all vestiges of Jewish difference: his ‘Jews 
for Jesus’ will still have their torah, in addition to the Gospel, to inter-
pret “in their own way.” The essential point lies in their acceptance of 
Jesus, rather than Moses, as the moral figure par excellence.68 once that 
is granted, the Jews will have marked themselves as ready for all rights 

 66 Kant, Academy Edition Vii, p. 52.
 67 ibid., pp. 52–53.
 68 Kant is also careful to exclude Abraham, who was willing to ‘butcher’ his son 
at God’s (alleged) command, from the list of biblical exemplars (Academy Edition Vii, 
p. 63). Kant’s insistence that Jesus was wholly human saves him from the orthodox 
Christian reply that God, too, sacrificed his only Son. Kierkegaard will famously take 
up the challenge on Abraham’s (and Christianity’s) behalf.
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of citizenship in a manner that the government can readily sanction. 
Kant does not quite say that this is the only way Jews can qualify for 
citizenship.69 it is, however, the only way they can make their readiness 
immediately obvious to the larger community without ceasing to remain 
in some way “distinctive.”

Kant’s modification of Ben david’s plan is thus a most ingenious at-
tempt to preserve the uniqueness of the Jews while absorbing them into 
the “great drama of religious change on earth.” Judaism, thus transformed, 
becomes one Christian sect among others. Unlike Michaelis, who exclud-
ed the Jews from citizenship on the grounds that they constitute an alien, 
oriental race, Kant invites them to join the civil community through a 
“common brotherhood of faith.”70

Mendelssohn’s own cleverness, which Kant had touted, now does no 
“credit” to his “good will.” implicitly weighing in Ben david’s side, Kant 
amends his earlier appropriation of Mendelssohn in Religion: although 
the latter “apparently” meant Christians should give up the Judaism in 
their faith before Jews give up theirs, “it is up to his coreligionists to de-
cide” whether he was indeed justified in thus cutting them off from any 
hope of relief. Mendelssohn’s own stiff-necked willingness to wait in per-
petuity for an improvement on the part of Christians that (in his own 
view) will never come marks him as less than kind even toward his fel-
low Jews.71 Mendelssohn, so understood, does not measure up to those 
“worthy” benefactors that Ben david commonly found even among Jews 
of the least educated class. Mendelssohn’s former honorific (as in “the 
worthy Mendelssohn”)72 has silently been dropped. 

As to the second point, it now proves essential—if the sacred narrative 
of Christianity is to be “authentically” interpreted—to ascribe its “mes-
sianic” elements not only to “clever” policy, given the popular conditions 
in which the first propagators found themselves (as Kant had maintained 
in Religion), but also to a “happy thought” that enabled them (psychologi-
cally, as it were) to regard pagans as admitted to the Jewish covenant:

The disciples of the Mosaic-messianic faith saw their hopes, based 
on God’s covenant with Abraham, fail completely after Jesus’ death 
(we had hoped that he would deliver israel); for their Bible promised 

 69 As Hess mistakenly states. See his Germans, Jews, and the Claims of Modernity, 
p. 157.
 70 Kant, Academy Edition Vii, p. 52.
 71 ibid., p. 52n.
 72 Cf. immanuel Kant, How to Orient Oneself in Thinking, in Kant, Academy Edition 
Viii, see p. 138n. (the term is here specifically applied to Mendelssohn as author of 
Phaedo); Kant, Theory and Practice, in Kant, Academy Edition Viii, see p. 309.
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salvation only to the children of Abraham.73 Now it happened when 
the disciples were gathered at Pentecost, one of them hit upon the 
happy thought ( glücklichen… Einfall), in keeping with the subtle 
Jewish art of exegesis (subtilen jüdischen Auslegungskunst), that pa-
gans (Greeks and romans) could also be regarded as admitted to 
this covenant, if they believed in the sacrifice of his only son that 
Abraham was willing to offer God (as the symbol of the world sav-
ior’s own sacrifice); for then they would be children of Abraham in 
faith (at first subject to circumcision, but later even without it). it is 
no wonder that this discovery, which, in a great gathering of people, 
opened so immense a prospect, was received with the greatest re-
joicing as if it had been the direct working of the Holy Spirit, and 
was considered a miracle and recorded as such in biblical (apostol-
ic) history. But religion does not require us to believe in this as a 
fact, or obtrude this belief on natural human reason. Consequently, 
if a church commands us to believe such a dogma, as necessary for 
salvation, and we obey out of fear, our belief is superstition.74

it is no “miracle” that the apostles of a “Mosaic-messianic faith” thus 
succumbed to a sublime enthusiasm, but entirely consistent with the laws 
of nature, given their continuing acceptance of the Abrahamic covenant. 
Contemporary disciples of the “pure teaching of Moses” are more morally 
enlightened, in this respect, than Christianity’s earliest Jewish apostles. 
The old Jewish national pride had been sublated, in that earlier moment 
of enthusiasm, by the “immense prospect” opened up by the idea of a 
universal, Abrahamic covenant. But it was still marred by the acceptance 
of that messianic covenant in principle. Messianism is the consequence 
of a quid pro quo whose ‘quid’ is the willingness to butcher innocents 
in exchange for some future good. The new “brotherhood in faith” en-
tirely avoids such messianic haggling and the morally disabling passivity 
it encourages.

Kant’s identification, in part 2 of The Conflict of the Faculties, of con-
temporary Machiavellian politicians with the ancient Hebrew prophets 
is now easier to understand: Both predetermine human history and thus 
turn what ought to be the “great drama” of religious change on earth into 
a mere Poppenspiel (puppet show). Freedom and nature can be aestheti-
cally united only if the self-fulfilling prophecy of Mendelssohn and his 
ilk is canceled by a new “sign of remembrance” that testifies definitive-
ly to the ultimate accomplishment of that true revolution—a sign Kant 

 73 Note Kant’s misreading of the Hebrew Bible, which leaves room for the salvation 
of righteous Gentiles.
 74 Kant, Academy Edition Vii, p. 65n.; cf. Acts 2.
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locates in the (near) enthusiasm of Prussia’s own French sympathizers.75 
revolutionary sympathy supplants the Pentecost as the true moment in 
which spirit enters human history.

one is here reminded of rousseau’s assertion that the great reli-
gious founders be regarded not as imposters (as Voltaire had insisted) 
but as figures of “genius” whose minds have been disturbed by “contin-
ual meditation on divinity and enthusiasm for virtue.” 76 Kant projects 
rousseau’s insight across a progressive series of religious moments: 
the original Mosaic command to make no graven image; the “happy 
thought” at Pentecost that opened the sacrifice of Abraham to humanity 
at large, and the reception among revolutionary spectators of the re-
publican idea. only the third moment, which “borders on enthusiasm” 
without succumbing to it,77 counts as the “sign,” nevermore to be forgot-
ten, that mankind is continually progressing.78 only with this moment 
can the end of the “great drama” of the human race finally be brought 
into view.79 

Kant’s three religious/revolutionary moments thus suggest a thought that 
Fichte and other members of the Christlich-deutschen tischgesellschaft 
will run with: dejudaization as the negative image of the republican idea. 
to be sure, Kant’s own intentions toward Judaism and the Jews remain 
decidedly more friendly. in thus rewriting Christian Scripture (“Now it 
happened…”), Kant marks out a new religious path for his newfound 
Jewish disciples.80 By eschewing all vestiges of messianism, they can 
be followers of Jesus and the Gospel while remaining loyal to the pure 
teachings of Moses. educated Jews can adopt ben david’s plan without 
sacrificing either their intellect or their moral integrity. 

There is one point, however, that Kant leaves disturbingly unclear. if 
the Church, he says, commands belief in the dogma (of an infusion of 
the Holy Spirit, speaking in tongues, etc.) as necessary for salvation, it 
commands superstition—if one “obeys out of fear.” But what if one obeys 

 75 Kant, Academy Edition Vii, p. 85.
 76 immanuel Kant, Letter to Beaumont, in Kant, Academy Edition iV, at pp. 796–797. 
i thank Natalie wills Culp for bringing this passage to my attention.
 77 Kant, Academy Edition Vii, p. 85.
 78 ibid., p. 88.
 79 See Kant, Conflict of the Faculties, Part 2: “An old Question raised Again: whether 
the Human race is Constantly Progressing” (1798), in Kant, Academy Edition Vii,  
pp. 87–89. Nietzsche singles out this claim, which he calls ‘absolutely anti-historical’ 
for special ridicule; cf. Nietzsche, Anti-Christ 11; Beyond Good and Evil 38; The Will to 
Power 382. See also Kant, Religion, in Kant, Academy Edition Vi, p. 6:129n.
 80 Acts 2 recounts the story of those gathered at Pentecost and specifically concerns 
the Jewish remnant saved through fear of the Lord.
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for reasons more honorable? Precisely which historically based dogmas, 
if any, might Kant’s Jewish disciples reasonably be required to accept for-
mally in order to “mark” themselves as “educated” and “civilized”? This 
issue remains unsettled.

The largely ignored fact of Kant’s remarks and their uncertain mean-
ing helps explain, i would suggest, the infamous public letter that david 
Friedländer, himself a semi-Kantian,81 sent anonymously the following 
year to wilhelm Abraham teller, a liberal theologian and local church of-
ficial. in that letter, Friedländer asked what dogmas he and other Jewish 
subscribers to a “pure, moral religion” must publicly accept in order to 
join the Church.82 The spirit of that letter was no doubt misunderstood. 
even liberal Christians found it arrogant, and posterity has for the most 
part treated it as a dishonorable act of communal abandonment and be-
trayal. More likely Friedländer was merely testing Kantian hopes for 
the minimal conditions necessary for Jewish civic improvement.83 After 
all, Kant himself had confidently claimed that Ben david’s plan “would 
quickly call attention to the Jews” as an enlightened people “ready for all 
the rights of citizenship.”84 in the event, those hopes proved wanting. or 

 81 Although Friedländer, an early acquaintance of Kant’s, is better known as a disci-
ple of Mendelssohn, it seems fair to say that after the latter’s death, Friedländer moved 
closer to the views of the younger members of the Berlin Haskala, who were deeply 
influenced by Kant. even before Mendelssohn’s death, Friedländer resisted the latter’s 
identification of Judaism with ritual observance. Friedländer was for many years the sen-
ior member of a wealthy Königsberg family with particularly close connections to the 
Jewish enlightenment. He supported both Marcus Herz and isaac euchel financially and 
owned several prized sets of transcripts of Kant’s course lectures, including the 1775–
1776 anthropology lectures that now bear his name. Friedländer later donated several 
such transcripts to the royal Prussian Library (25:CXXXV). on Friedländer’s rejection 
of Mendelssohn’s views on ceremonial law, see Lowenstein, Berlin Jewish Community, 
pp. 99–101; see also Christophe Schulte, Die jüdische Aufklärung: Philosophie, Religion, 
Geschichte (Munich: C.H. Beck, 2002), p. 205. on his financial support of Herz and 
euchel, see Schulte, Die jüdische Aufklärung, pp. 94–95.
 82 david Friedländer, Sendschreiben an seine Hochwuerdigen Herrn Oberconsistorialrat 
und Probst Teller zu Berlin, von einigen Hausvaetrn juedischer Religion (Berlin, 1799). 
Among the many Kantian concepts and phrases he invokes is the charge of Jewish 
slavishness and messianic passivity, a charge Friedländer grants vis-à-vis rabbinic 
and kabbalistic practices, which in his view contradict Judaism’s essence. Friedländer, 
Sendschreiben, pp. 34–36.
 83 telling in this regard is the letter’s adoption of certain Kantian formulations, 
e.g., war as the “goad of humanity”—a goad that is becoming milder “thanks to 
enlightenment” and increasing “conviction as to the dignity of human beings and their 
rights.” Reden, pp. 76–77. 
 84 Kant, Academy Edition Vii, p. 53. Also arguing in favor of this interpretation is 
Friedländer’s energetic leadership in the struggle for Jewish emancipation throughout, 
both between 1786 and 1793 and between 1808 and 1812. For a sympathetic portrayal 
of his role, see Lowenstein, Berlin Jewish Community, pp. 78–83.
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perhaps Friedländer could not bring himself to concede the moral infe-
riority of Judaism to Christianity understood as strictly historical faiths, 
a concession Kant had himself taken for granted.85 instead, Friedländer 
spends a good deal of the letter defending the moral character of Judaism 
in its “essence,” which has nothing, he claims, to do with messianism as 
such. The pathway tentatively opened up by Kant through his sugges-
tion that Jews could become like Christians in all essential respects by 
giving up their messianism thus proved an unwitting trap. Far from re-
ceiving the promised encouragement of morally enlightened Christians, 
Friedländer’s letter mainly angered all sides. 

if one genuinely believed Judaism (minus the messianism) was mor-
ally on par with Christianity, teller replied, why become Christian? why 
not remain a Jew and reform Jewish practice from within? to make his 
point with utter clarity, teller held out, as a condition of entering the 
Church, a specific profession, unique to converting Jews, that “Christ 
is the founder, chosen and sent by God, of a better religion than your 
entire previous ceremonial practice was and could be.” 86 For his part, 
Friedländer, who remained an active figure in the enlightened Jewish 
community, seems never again to have seriously broached the subject 
of conversion. 

 85 Friedländer writes:
Beyond ceremonial laws, Judaism contains at its core [principles] which we deem 
to be the foundation of every religion. The principles upon which the religion of 
Moses is built have for us the highest certainty. we do not doubt that the creed of 
the Church corresponds to the principles of our faith in spirit, if not in wording, 
and we would [be ready to] embrace it. [Moreover,] we would [be ready to] make 
a public confession of that which the Christian teacher has taught, for we do not 
[merely] believe in his teaching as an aggregate of truths but are convinced of 
their correctness. From this direction, therefore, there is no obstacle facing us, 
and we need not fear that we would be repulsed [by the Church]. These principles 
are not all that we will bring with us from Judaism, however. in addition to them 
we shall bring other principles of the utmost significance, the truth of which is 
equally clear to us and which we are obligated to accept with equal conviction. 
will these principles conform to the teachings of the religious society that we 
are choosing? will the teachers of the Christian Church be prepared, if not to 
accept these principles, then at least to display tolerance toward them, allowing 
us to publicly acknowledge these other principles which for us are convincing and 
beyond all doubt? we do not venture to answer this question in the affirmative. At 
the very least we must not make a decision regarding this without the consent of a 
teacher of religion as respectable, learned, and noble as you, worthy Sir.” (cited in 
Mendes-Flohr and reinharz, The Jew in the Modern World, p. 132)

teller, from whom Friedländer might have reasonably expected a sympathetic recep-
tion, publicly replied that conversion to the Church would require both a confession 
of the superiority of Christianity to Judaism and an acceptance of baptism and other 
sacraments symbolizing Christ’s founding of the Church.
 86 teller, p. 132.
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in the complex image of human history as “drama”—so important, 
given Kant’s late and urgent fears as to his own philosophic legacy—Jews 
play the highly ambiguous role of a ‘remnant’ that must be both saved 
and cast aside. The old Lutheran “dream” of Jewish conversion is here 
refigured in a new, politicized form. even for Kant, the price of civic ac-
ceptance of the Jews is the explicit sacrifice of Jewish national pride. 

 
was there an acceptable alternative consistent with basic Kantian prin-
ciples? Might Prussian Christians and Jews have been incorporated 
conceptually, on coherent Kantian grounds, into a common civic order? 

The unusual career of Saul Ascher, a Jewish bookdealer and prolific 
writer, suggests such a possibility. Ascher, himself a student of Kant’s crit-
ical philosophy, published his own response to Mendelssohn’s Jerusalem 
in 1792, a year before Religion within the Boundaries of Bare Reason ap-
peared.87 Ascher, in short, reacts to the work of Kant prior to the latter’s 
elaboration of a theory of religion that takes ‘anti-messianism’ as a cen-
tral theme. instead, his Leviathan 88 takes its bearings from the principles 
of regulative judgment presented in Kant’s Critique of Judgment, apply-
ing them to the problem of Jewish law and its compatibility with civic 
emancipation of the Jews. Unlike Mendelssohn, he urges Jews to free 
themselves from ceremonial law as incompatible with the moral autono-
my in which the true spirit of Judaism consists: “Judaism posits the true 
autonomy of the will.”89 “Hope for redemption through the agency of his 
Messiah”90 is not inconsistent, in Ascher’s view, with Kantian autonomy. 

Leviathan, which appeared the same year as Fichte’s Critique of 
Revelation (published with Kant’s help), was, as Hess points out, one of 
the first extended attempts to apply Kant’s critical principles to religion 
as such. There is no sign that Kant ever read it, though Ascher’s subse-
quent career as a critic of Fichte’s peculiar brand of anti-Semitism may 
have come to his attention. in 1793 Fichte published his Contribution to 

 87 As Hess notes, Ascher, “like his friend Salomon Maimon (1754–1800) and con-
temporary Lazarus ben david (1762–1832), … enthusiastically praised the philosophic 
revolution unleashed by Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason (1781), a work that Mendelssohn 
in his final years was not ashamed to admit he simply could not understand” (Hess, 
Germans, Jews, and the Claims of Modernity, p. 139). Ascher belonged to what Shmuel 
Feiner has called a second generation of Jewish intellectuals in Berlin, who departed 
both from Mendelssohn’s commitment to philosophic rationalism and from his particu-
lar view of Judaism.
 88 Saul Ascher, Leviathan, oder ueber Religion in Ruecksicht des Judenthums (Berlin, 
1792).
 89 Mendes-Flohr and reinharz, The Jew in the Modern World, p. 90.
 90 ibid., p. 92.
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the Correction of the Judgments of the Public on the French Revolution—a 
defense of the revolution that went much farther than Kant ever would. 
it also contained a particularly radical declaration as to the absolute un-
suitability of Jews for european citizenship of any kind. Jewry, according 
to Fichte, not only constituted a “state within a state”; it also grounded 
itself “in hatred of the entire human race.” Jewry and the principles of 
the French revolution were thus fundamentally at odds. “i would see no 
other way to give the Jews civil rights,” he declared, “than to cut off their 
heads in one night and put others on them in which there would not be a 
single Jewish idea.” Ascher answered Fichte in a book called Eisenmenger 
the Second (1794) and continued to oppose, in his later Germanomania, 
the rising anti-Jewish sentiments that followed the Napoleonic invasions. 
(Germanomania was burned by German nationalists at the wartburg 
Festival of 1817.)

despite his ambitions, Ascher’s program for a reformed Judaism con-
sistent with emancipation does not seem to have gotten much positive 
response from his contemporaries.91 Ben david, referring perhaps to 
Ascher’s qualified retention of certain Jewish traditions, called his early 
book “dried cod” rather than a “leviathan.” Something of a social outsid-
er, Ascher did not even enlist the sympathy of Heinrich Heine, who later 
mocked him for his “special malice” toward Christianity.92 

Specifically advanced as an application of Kantian principles, Leviathan 
makes Judaism, rather than Christianity, the true basis for a genuinely 
universal moral religion. in thus privileging Judaism over Christianity, 
Ascher no doubt went farther than could have been acceptable to a 
Christian majority, however well-wishing toward the Jews. in the face 
of an increasingly respectable, philosophic anti-Judaism, it can only 
have seemed inflammatory. Still, Ascher’s presentation of the early his-
tory of the Church has this in common with that of Kant himself: Jews 
(as Jewish Christians) play a crucial role in the early dissemination of 
Christianity.93

in his critique of the alternative account of that dissemination present-
ed in Kant’s Religion, Ascher specifically takes issue with Kant’s treatment 
of the early history of the Church, which Ascher finds contrary to true 
Kantian principles of critical historiography.94 to treat Jesus’ message as 

 91 it established, however, a tradition of which Hermann Cohen’s Religion of Reason 
out of the Sources of Judaism was a late fruit.
 92 For a more detailed discussion, see Hess, Germans, Jews, and the Claims of 
Modernity, pp. 165–166.
 93 ibid., p. 163.
 94 Yovel makes a similar point in Kant and the Philosophy of History, pp. 221–223.
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something “altogether new” is to do violence to the actual evidence, which 
reveals clear precedents among Jewish writings. to this charge, however, 
Kant would no doubt reply (as he almost does in so many words) that the 
early period of the Church, like all other events recounted in Scripture, 
predates a learned public that could validate any testimony in a critically 
reliable fashion. The early years of the Church, like all (other) stories 
of the Bible, falls outside “history” proper.95 Thus the methodology that 
rightly applies to the period beginning with the Greek historians must 
yield, where biblical matters are concerned, to less direct approaches. 
with a nod to the orientalist historian Johann david Michaelis,96 Kant 
dismisses the entire rabbinic tradition as an authority on Judaism’s past.97 
Given the essential doubtfulness of all evidence that falls outside doc-
umented public history, historical reconstructions of such periods will 
inevitably be fragmentary and hypothetical. Consequently, they can be 
rationally conducted only on the basis of regulative principles that them-
selves ultimately serve a moral end. Among narratives consistent with 
whatever facts can tentatively be gleaned from ancient relics, one should 
choose the one that is most morally edifying. This, in a nutshell, would 
seem to sum up Kant’s reason for adopting an account of the early Church 
(as in his version of the illumination of the Pentecost) that lacks clear 
documentary support. Ascher’s objection—that Kant’s denial of Judaism’s 
essential contribution to Christianity contradicts the facts—carries no 
weight (even assuming his Jewish sources can be trusted), given the de-
cided advantage that such an account offers from the standpoint of Kant’s 
own “moral aesthetics.” 

in sum, it is hardly shocking that Ascher’s efforts to recast Judaism 
in the light of Kantian principles mainly fell on deaf ears. Kant himself 
may have had the intellectual resources, but he lacked either the confi-
dence or the sympathy that might have led him to conceive of Jewish 
civic integration in terms other than Jews’ conversion to some version of 
Christianity. Jews could become Kant’s saving remnant only by giving up 
their Jewish burden. At the same time, enlightened Jews such as Ascher 
and Ben david failed to make Judaism sufficiently attractive to their non-
Jewish contemporaries to overcome traditional Christian suspicion and 
contempt. They did not find a way to defend Judaism without attacking 

 95 See also immanuel Kant, Idea for a Universal History, in Kant, Academy Edition 
Viii, p. 29n.: “The first page of Thucydides (says Hume) is the proper beginning of true 
history.”
 96 See immanuel Kant, Conflict of the Faculties, in Kant, Academy Edition Vii,  
p. 8.
 97 Kant, Academy Edition Vi, pp. 129–130.
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Christianity. if an important opportunity was thereby lost, it is much to 
be regretted, but it cannot be a matter of much surprise. 

There is further, regrettable irony in Kant’s complex attitude toward 
Judaism. if the argument laid out in this essay is correct, Kant initially 
saw in Marcus Herz both an avid student and a pathway to the enlight-
ened German circle that he hoped to influence. Jews like Herz and 
Mendelssohn were pivotal in the dissemination of Kant’s thought in the 
1770s. The inability of Herz and Mendelssohn to grasp the meaning of 
Kant’s final critical breakthrough must have been a severe disappoint-
ment.98 when the hoped-for favorable reviews by Mendelssohn did not 
appear, Kant turned elsewhere for support. even the qualified approval 
of Solomon Maimon, who wrote Kant many admiring letters in the early 
1790s, did not allay that disappointment; Maimon may have been the 
opponent who best understood his thought, as Kant wrote to Herz, but 
he was also, as he confided to reinholdt, one who, “like all Jews,” always 
“seek[s] to gain an air of importance for [himself] at another’s expense.”99 
The emergence of a second generation of enlightened Jews such as Ben 
david—men who were both devoted to his critical teaching and critics 
of Mendelssohn—seems to have awakened new hopes on Kant’s part for 
an enlightened Jewish vanguard.100 Like the Jewish disciples of yore, con-
temporary Jews might yet play an important role in propagating the new 
moral faith. to do so, they would have to become Jewish Christians—civ-
illy acceptable in their profession of a “religion of Jesus and the Gospels” 
yet separate in their exegetical attentiveness to what “Jesus said to Jews 
as Jews.” Kant’s Jewish Christians were to influence the larger society 
from within, as an alien elite. The problem of the Jews as described by 
Michaelis was to be solved not by colonization (as the latter proposed) 
but by putting “aristocratic” Jewish national traits in the service of Kant’s 
own moral revolution. in short, Kant’s new Jewish disciples were to swing 
both ways, with their own priestly talents benignly affecting both their 
fellow Jews and the emerging German nation. That, however, would 

 98 See, for example, Kant’s letter to Herz (“after May 11, 1781” [Kant, Academy 
Edition X, p. 270]), where he reports his great “discomfort” over Mendelssohn’s having 
put the Critique aside: “i hope,” he adds, “that it will not be forever.” “[Mendelssohn] is 
the most important of all the people who could explain this theory to the world; it was 
on him, on Herr tetens, and on you, dearest man, that i counted most.”
 99 Kant, Academy Edition Xi, pp. 494–495.
 100 Ben david echoes Kant in identifying the “main failing” of the Jews as “slav-
ishness.” Ben david, Etwas zur Characteristik der Juden, cited in Schulte, Die jüdische 
Aufklärung, p. 108. Ben david published appreciative introductions in the 1790s (when 
Kant’s thought was coming under increasing attack by former followers) to all three of 
Kant’s Critiques.
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require Jews to admit the radical inferiority of Judaism to Christianity 
as historical faiths. what Kant failed to do was to show how Jews could 
become German citizens without giving up what they and others could 
not help but understand to be their own dignity as Jews.

in the event, by encouraging men like david Friedländer and Lazarus 
ben david in the manner that he did, Kant helped make them a stalk-
ing-horse for his own critical philosophy, a stalking-horse that absorbed 
the first shock of romantic opposition. Thus Schleiermacher, himself a 
regular among the Jewish salons of the period, saw in Friedländer’s let-
ter the ominous sign of a “judaizing” Christianity on the march. Jews 
should be granted citizenship as Jews, responded Schleiermacher, pre-
cisely on the grounds that it would discourage them from infiltrating, 
and thereby corrupting, the pure spirit of the Church.101 The spectacular 
rise to wealth and influence on the part of a select group of Jews—a rise 
that attracted Kant (who had himself risen from very modest circum-
stances)—struck others as a threat, even before the Napoleonic invasions 
apparently confirmed such fears.102 Jews were thus damned any way they 
turned: if they failed to convert, they remained an internal colony of 
Prussia. if they attempted to convert in the ordinary way, the ensuing 
betrayal of their own people cast a dishonorable pall upon their motives. 
And if they converted under something like Kantian terms (to become 
a special Jewish-Christian vanguard of enlightened religious ideas), they 
raised the specter of foreign infiltration and corruption from within.

 By absorbing Christianity into a spiritualized religion of reason, the 
German enlightenment that culminated in the thought of Kant posed 
both a special opportunity for Prussian Jews seeking integration into 
the larger society and what proved to be an especially acute danger. on 
the one hand, it held out the prospect of tandem reform of Jews and 
Christians as joint (if asymmetrical) participants in a common ethical 
and civil project. This was clearly the opportunity on which Kant’s Jewish 
admirers hoped to seize. And yet, as would unfold, in holding out to 
the Jews a special (if secondary) role in his own project of civic renew-
al, Kant exacerbated the precariousness of their position vis-à-vis the 
Christian majority. Unwittingly, perhaps, Kant used his Jewish friends 
for his own purposes and at what would prove to be their own consid-
erable civic expense. At the same time, Kantian successors like Fichte 

 101 [Friedrich Schleiermacher,] Briefe bei Gelegenheit der politisch-theologischen 
Aufgabe und des Sendschreibens juedischer Hausvaeter. Von einem Prediger ausserhalb 
(Berlin, 1799).
 102 on rising anti-Semitism in the early 1800s, see Hertz, Jewish High Society,  
pp. 262–263.
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and Schleiermacher felt no compunction in excluding Jews from German 
spiritual renewal, precisely because they would at best dilute and at worst 
corrupt it. in encouraging the path to Jewish emancipation that he did, 
Kant invited the rejoinder that the Jews’ specialness, as he saw it, testified 
to their essentially alien character.

it is hard to avoid the following conclusion: Kant not only used Judaism 
for his own ends and without full regard for the available historical evi-
dence; he also made use of his own Jewish acquaintances and followers 
without full regard for the dangers to which he thereby exposed them. 
Jews might help lead others to Kant’s new promised land, but they could 
not enter without admitting Judaism’s radical inferiority to Christianity. 
Far from furthering the integration of Jews into German civil society, the 
self-abasement that was required as a “ticket of admission,” to borrow 
Heine’s words, only encouraged growing anti-Semitic claims that Jews 
were a people without honor.103 There is nothing in Kant, in this respect, 
that can match the simple eloquence of George washington, respond-
ing in 1790 to a letter of blessing and thanksgiving from the Hebrew 
Congregation of Newport: “May the children of the stock of Abraham 
who dwell in this land continue to merit and enjoy the good will of the 
other inhabitants, while every one shall sit in safety under his own vine 
and fig tree, and there shall be none to make him afraid.”

Boston College

 103 The example and fate of the Jewish salonnières is instructive here.
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