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Cosmopolitanisms in Kant’s philosophy

Georg Cavallar*
Department of Philosophy, University of Vienna, Austria

Abstract
Interpretations of Kant usually focus on his legal or political cosmopolitanism, a cluster of ideas

revolving around perpetual peace, an international organisation, the reform of international law,

and what Kant has termed cosmopolitan law or the law of world citizens (Weltbürgerrecht). In this

essay, I argue that there are different cosmopolitanisms in Kant, and focus on the relationship

among political, legal or juridical, moral and ethico-theological cosmopolitanisms. I claim that

these form part of a comprehensive system and are fully compatible with each other, given Kant’s

framework. I conclude that it is not self-evident that one can pick out some elements of this greater

system as if they were independent of it.

Keywords: cosmopolitanism; morality; the highest good; philosophy of history; theology

Recent years have witnessed a rising interest in the concept and theories of

cosmopolitanism.1 References to Kant are frequent, since he is usually seen as a

typical representative of 18th century cosmopolitanism. Martha Nussbaum, for

instance, considers Kant an antidote to critics of Enlightenment universalism and

cosmopolitan humanism. In his voluminous study on the development of cosmopo-

litan thinking in modern European history since Leibniz, Francis Cheneval views

Kant as its climax: his whole philosophy is said to be cosmopolitan in nature.2

Philosophers as well as political scientists do not study Kant for historical reasons.

For Garrett Brown, Kant is the starting point of a ‘viable form of Kantian

cosmopolitanism’ in our contemporary globalised world.3

Interpretations of Kant usually focus on his legal or political cosmopolitanism, a

cluster of ideas revolving around perpetual peace, an international organisation, the

reform of international law, and what Kant has termed cosmopolitan law or the law

of world citizens (Weltbürgerrecht). Toward perpetual peace (1795) is the essential and

famous text in this regard. Other types of cosmopolitanism*moral, cognitive,

cultural*are usually neglected. This is surprising, since Kant develops the idea of a

moral commonwealth in the Religion within the boundaries of mere reason (1793),
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which has a strong theological*or at least Christian*dimension, and seems to bring

Kant close to a more traditional form of cosmopolitanism, namely theological

cosmopolitanism.

In this essay, I argue that there are different cosmopolitanisms in Kant. I focus on

the relationship among political, legal or juridical, moral and ethico-theological

cosmopolitanisms. I claim that these form part of a comprehensive system and are

fully compatible with each other, given Kant’s framework. The centre of contention

is the concept of the highest good, and the debate on its proper interpretation is

closely related to discussions concerning the role of the philosophies of history and

religion within Kant’s system. I conclude that it is not self-evident that one can pick

out some elements of this greater system as if they were independent of it.

In what may appear an extreme move, I think we can press Kant interpreters into

three camps. The first group*the theologians*consider Kant’s moral theology as

inherently flawed: Kant, though perhaps a brilliant author, did not grasp the full

religious truth contained in the Christian faith.4 Along these lines, Kant’s final

synthesis would be a*more or less critically modified*theological cosmopolitanism,

expressing the idea of a commonwealth of ends or a ‘kingdom of God’ on earth or a

transcendent Kingdom of Heaven, which ultimately guarantees the harmony of

morality and deserved happiness.

Representatives of the second group, the system thinkers, believe in the co-existence

of the philosophies of history and religion within Kant’s system. Allen Wood, for

instance, tries to show that Kant’s moral theology is ‘an integral part of the critical

philosophy’,5 but not at the expense of the philosophy of history. These interpreters

keep the basic tenets of Kant, implying that all forms of cosmopolitanisms, especially

juridical, moral and theological cosmopolitanisms, harmoniously fit into Kant’s

overall system. I believe Georg Geismann is a typical representative of this group.6

Authors of the third group, who are the secularists, are diametrically opposed to

the first one. They assert that the philosophy of history replaces, or should replace

the philosophy of religion, if one follows the spirit or the inner logic of Kant’s critical

philosophy. For the secularised camp, the concept of the highest good has to be

coherently reconstructed as immanent. The moral and/or legal community of

humankind is realised in the future without divine assistance.7

In this paper, I side with the second group, offering an exegetical argument of how

Kant might have understood the compatibility and systematic coherence of moral,

legal and theological cosmopolitanisms. I start with a clarification of the concept of

cosmopolitanism in Kant, and distinguish among its various forms, namely

epistemological, economic or commercial, moral, theological, political and cultural

versions, which are related to each other (section 2). Kant’s later theory in the 1790s

focused on legal, moral and ethico-theological cosmopolitanism. There is a three-

part division in his philosophy concerning the concept of the highest good and the

future of humankind: The foundation of a cosmopolitan condition of perpetual

peace, a global legal society of peaceful states, a ‘cosmopolitan whole’8, perhaps a

world republic is the highest political good. Secondly, the establishment of a global

G. Cavallar

96

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

V
ie

nn
a 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 L

ib
ra

ry
] 

at
 2

3:
43

 1
6 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



ethical community is the highest moral good in this world. Finally, the highest good

proper coincides with the transcendent Kingdom of God, the intelligible world, the

Kingdom of Heaven or a moral realm. A secularised concept of the highest good

would have to drop the crucial element of a necessary connection of morality and

appropriate happiness, thus would no longer be what Kant himself understood as the

highest good (section 3). Next I turn to Kant’s philosophy of history, in particular his

understanding of Nature as a ‘moral facilitator’ of the education of humankind.

There is a tension between the human species propelled or instigated by Nature

towards moral ends on the one hand and an understanding of human history as a

collective learning process, whereby humans are seen as autonomous agents not

manipulated by Nature (section 4). Section 5 focuses on the ethical commonwealth

and its cosmopolitan dimension. God and humans together try to realise it, with

humans promoting (befördern) and ‘preparing’ this ethical community while God is

offering fulfilment (attainment, realisation or Verwirklichung). I offer some reasons

why Kant’s ethical commonwealth has a theological dimension. The purpose of the

paper is to show that the different cosmopolitanisms form part of a greater system

and are compatible with each other, and that contemporary attempts to pick some

elements out of this system as if they were independent is quite problematic.

COSMOPOLITANISMS ACCORDING TO KANT

Before I turn to this issue, I will briefly comment on the racist statements against non-

Europeans which are scattered all over Kant’s published writings. For instance, Kant

asserts in 1764 that there is an ‘essential’difference between whites and blacks and that

‘it seems to be just as great with regard to the capacities of mind as it is with respect to

colour’.9 Kant seems to be just another white western male whose universalism masks

naked Eurocentrism. Most interpreters conclude that Kant’s racist statements are

incompatible with his normative universalism and moral cosmopolitanism.10

Interpreters have offered various explanations for these tensions between Euro-

centric and cosmopolitan statements. A straightforward historical argument would

be that Kant did not manage to overcome the prejudices of his time, and was unable

to see the glaring contradiction between his professed cosmopolitan stance and his

racist statements. This, however, would be surprising, given Kant’s intellectual

stature. Robert Louden offers another explanation. He asserts that Kant was

logically committed to a cosmopolitan approach, but ‘personally’ prejudiced, and

that ultimately Kant’s theory with its element of universality is stronger.11 Pauline

Kleingeld has offered a more lenient and ultimately convincing interpretation. She

claims that Kant dropped his earlier race theory in the 1790s, restricted the role of

race, and arrived at a coherent version of moral cosmopolitanism by the time he

wrote Zum ewigen Frieden in 1795.12 Then Kant granted full juridical status to non-

Europeans like the Hottentots, rejected slavery and criticised European colonialism.

He also revised his views concerning migration, asserting that it was Nature’s will

that all humans, regardless of race, would eventually live everywhere in the world.

Cosmopolitanisms in Kant’s philosophy
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Finally, the issue of race disappeared almost completely from his writings, for

instance in his Anthropology (1798).

This interpretation would let Kant off the hook. He would be the sage who, after

decades of autonomous thinking in accordance with, but also against the ‘spirit of the

times’, finally got rid of (almost all) prejudices. This favourable interpretation is

supported by recent interpreters, who challenge the familiar and widespread

distinction between the pre-critical and critical Kant, and favour a more nuanced

approach than this blunt binary juxtaposition. They emphasise the evolutionary

aspect of Kant’s thought, and convincingly show that Kant continuously refined his

theories. So basically, the Kant of the early 1780s is very different from the Kant of

the late 1790s. For instance, Francis Cheneval illustrates how Kant rethought,

rewrote and refined his concept of the highest good in subsequent writings.13 Eckart

Förster outlines how Kant’s rational theology changed, also in the years after 1781.14

Cheneval, Kleingeld, Byrd and Hruschka demonstrate how Kant repeatedly changed

his opinion on key issues of international law such as the enforcement problem or the

status of hospitality rights.15

Although this lenient interpretation is supported by textual evidence, it is also

plausible to argue that Kant endorsed a form of ‘western-Eurocentric gradualism’.16

Non-Europeans were backward children, but then according to the later Kant were

capable of Bildung or education and possible future members in good standing in the

international community. Finally, Ian Hunter offers a totally different approach. He

denies the possibility of timeless truths and interprets Kant’s cosmopolitan theory as

the offspring of a metaphysical tradition regional within Europe and hostile towards

different philosophical cultures.17 I can’t debate these claims here, which would

require another essay (though I tend to side with Pauline Kleingeld). My aim is to

show that Kant’s personal convictions have been under scrutiny, and usually found

incompatible with the moral universalism formulated in (most of) his later ethical

and political writings. In the following pages, my focus is on Kant’s express

cosmopolitan theory, and I attempt a coherent reconstruction. The question whether

Kant lived up to his own cosmopolitan ideals is of biographical interest only, and has

limited philosophical significance (if any). Perhaps Allen Wood is right when he

advises us to appreciate the complex ‘relation of important philosophical principles

to the historical conditions of their genesis’ and not see ‘a case of simple hypocrisy’.18

It is useful to distinguish among different types of cosmopolitanisms in Kant:

epistemological, economic or commercial, moral, ethico-theological, political and

cultural.19

Kant defends moral cosmopolitanism in the 1790s with the claim that all rational

beings, irrespective of their race, should be regarded as ends in themselves and as

lawgiving members of ‘the universal kingdom of ends’.20 Moral cosmopolitanism is

expressed in the idea of a ‘kingdom (or commonwealth) of ends’ or ethical

community where humans unite freely into a commonwealth based on equality

and self-legislation, rational beings are respected as ends in themselves, and a moral

whole of all ends is achieved. This moral cosmopolitanism has a basis in the moral

predispositions of humans, at least according to Kant. One of these, the love of
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human beings, is amor complacentiae, a delight in moral striving for perfection, of

oneself and of others.21 The ethical commonwealth or community encompasses the

entire human race, is distinct from a political community, which governs the external

actions of humans, is based on the moral law, coincides with the invisible church and

is the moral destiny of the human race (see below). Kant couches this commonwealth

in theological terms: it is founded by God, the author of its constitution, who also

guarantees the harmony of morality and deserved happiness.22 The ethical

commonwealth has some similarities with the religious commonwealth of the

theologians and Christian philosophers before Kant such as Leibniz, and moral

cosmopolitanism ultimately seems to coincide with a Kantianised form of theological

cosmopolitanism, namely ethico-theological cosmopolitanism. The decidedly Kan-

tian and novel element is the frequent reminder on Kant’s side that this ethical

commonwealth is a matter of practical metaphysics and moral faith, not of

metaphysical knowledge.

Kant is well-known for his political, contractual, juridical or legal version of

cosmopolitanism, and this form is also elaborated in his writings. He distinguished

between legal and moral spheres, the former focusing on mutual restrictions of

domains of external freedom, the other on the free adoption of ends, and this

distinction enabled him to draw a line between legal and moral cosmopolitanism. In

Toward Perpetual Peace, for instance, Kant claimed that individuals and states ‘are to

be regarded as citizens of a universal state of mankind’.23 This universal

commonwealth is a legal, not a moral community. The quote hides a small

revolution: unlike 18th and 19th-century international law, individuals are full

juridical persons in Kant’s international legal theory*a status that foreshadows

contemporary international law and international human rights doctrines. Then

again, states do not simply disappear in Kant’s theory, swallowed up by a future

world republic, but form with individuals a legal community which has to reform

itself so that a complete juridical state or Rechtszustand is approximated.

This distinction between forms of cosmopolitanism is useful because it clarifies

Kant’s various uses of the term in his philosophy. For instance, in his famous essay

‘Idea for a universal history with a cosmopolitan aim’ (1784), Kant refers to legal

cosmopolitanism, not to moral or cultural versions (see below). Kant understands

himself in this essay as a philosopher who writes from a cosmopolitan perspective, so

Kant implies that he practices a form of epistemological cosmopolitanism. Along

these lines, Kant argues for a cosmopolitan historiography, which is based on the

maxim that the only relevant perspective or viewpoint is ‘what nations and

governments have accomplished or harmed regarding a cosmopolitan aim’. The

two major cosmopolitan tasks are establishing a just civil society and ‘lawful external

relations between states’.24 This new, cosmopolitan historiography is distinct from an

older one focusing on courts, the dignity of princes, military campaigns, and

battles.25 It is also distinct from a 19th and 20th-century focus on the modern

nation-state, one might add. The new historiography and philosophy of history look

at historical and political phenomena from a ‘cosmopolitan perspective’, which means

‘a view to the well-being of the human race as a whole and insofar as it is conceived as

Cosmopolitanisms in Kant’s philosophy
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progressing toward its well-being in the series of generations of all future times’.26

The distinction between forms of cosmopolitanism thus helps to understand Kant’s

complex divisions in his systematic philosophy and avoids confusion.

Kant divided philosophy into theoretical and practical philosophy.27 Epistemolo-

gical cosmopolitanism relates to our cognitive faculties and thus to theoretical reason

aiming at knowledge. Moral and juridical cosmopolitanism are situated within the

two branches of practical philosophy, the doctrine of virtue (concerned with our

inner moral disposition) and the doctrine of right (governing external relations of

humans).28 Cultural cosmopolitanism has to be systematically located near political

or legal cosmopolitanism, as it reflects on and evaluates how the universal principle

of right manifests itself and is interpreted and applied in cultures and historical

epochs. Commercial cosmopolitanism is another branch of legal philosophy. Kant

distinguished among three forms of justice in a juridical state.29 Whereas the iustitia

tutatrix amounts to positive legislation to make rights possible and the iustitia

distributiva represents the judiciary (making rights a necessity), the iustitia commu-

tativa ‘represents the public market where people can exercise their rights to external

objects of choice by buying and selling them’ and makes rights a reality.

Cosmopolitan law refers to commutative justice, the public order for the market

beyond state borders.30

I want to finish this section with a brief comparison of Kant’s cosmopolitanism

with traditional approaches, to put Kant into historical perspective (if only super-

ficially). Natural law cosmopolitanism posited a global and usually morally very thin,

societas humani generis, a society of the entire human race where members share

common features like rationality or compassion for others. This society was

conceived as static, and often lacked a legal dimension. Kant is different, together

with authors like Christian Wolff.31 The juridical and ethical communities are

practical tasks and duties, not something given. They should be promoted by

cosmopolitan-minded agents working for a better future. The moral theologian

might add that by doing this, these agents also and at the same time help to realise

the Kingdom of God on earth, the telos of history and the ultimate vocation

(Bestimmung) of the human race.

The Bestimmung (destiny, vocation) of each individual as well as of the whole

human race is, together with the doctrine of the highest good, the core of Kant’s

critical practical philosophy.32 It is the answer to the question ‘why it is necessary that

human beings exist’. Kant’s answer is that the Bestimmung of humans is Selbstbes-

timmung or autonomy, moral freedom. Our ‘moral vocation’ is ‘the ultimate end

(letzter Zweck) of our existence’.33 Picking up elements of Stoic metaphysics,

Enlightenment theologians and philosophers such as Johann Joachim Spalding

revived the debate about human destiny after 1750s. Kant’s novel idea is the

widening of its scope: he moves from the focus on individuals to the species as a

whole and its history and future.34

The goal is the complete and suitable (zweckmässig) development of all natural or

original predispositions in the future, including, of course, the moral disposition. It is

prepared by the culture of skill in civil society. This can only be achieved by the human
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species as a whole,35 and humans who have enlightened themselves about their proper

vocation that go beyond their roles or functions in civil society, are in a position to

become citizens of the world. According to Kant, human dignity is not some absolute

inner value all humans possess (this is rather the doctrine of more traditional forms of

moral cosmopolitanism), but refers to sublimity (Erhabenheit), the prerogative of

humans over the rest of nature because they are beings capable of self-legislation or

‘internal lawgiving’ and moral freedom, who should respect this potential or capacity

in all other rational agents and should develop it in themselves.36

THE CONCEPT OF THE HIGHEST GOOD

The highest good is the coincidence of virtue and happiness, with the latter

‘distributed in exact proportion to morality’, and an idea of pure practical reason

aiming at ‘unconditioned totality’.37 The concept has been interpreted in divergent

ways; ever because John Silber published his famous article in the late 1950s.38 Some

defend a theological*or transcendent*and personal interpretation: the highest

good is ultimately only attainable for individuals in the afterlife and guaranteed by

God. Others understand the highest good as a worldly or immanent concept, as the

ultimate end (letzter Zweck) of nature and history and attainable as a collective

achievement of humanity. These interpreters, the secularists, usually drop the

theological dimension or Kant’s moral religion.39 The highest good becomes a

normative goal, an ideal which cannot be fully realised but approximated by the

human species as a whole. Attempting to realise this ideal of reason, and bringing it

‘ever nearer to a possible greatest perfection’40 is a task humans should set

themselves. In Kant’s tentative cosmopolitan philosophy of history, the future

becomes a learning process, a process of education where humans grasp the meaning

of their task, spell out its implications, and eventually try to realise it.

Kant’s theory in the late 1790s focuses on legal and commercial cosmopolitanisms

and not on cultural or moral versions. This becomes obvious if we look at the main

thrust of his arguments in Perpetual Peace, the Doctrine of Rights and the Contest of

Faculties. These texts revolve, among others, around the following problems: the

institutionalisation of an international organisation, world trade and the role of

individuals in international law (the sections on cosmopolitan law), and the

possibility of legal progress in history. The highest good in these writings is the

highest political good, namely a global juridical state (Rechtszustand) which

approximates world peace.41

Francis Cheneval has suggested abandoning Kant’s dualism in favour of his

philosophical chiliasm, dropping the cosmic-theological chiliasm, arguing that the

former respects the limits of theoretical reason and is thus more moderate

by focussing on external freedom and law independent of moral change.42

A cosmopolitan legal society as the highest good is, according to Cheneval, the final

result of Kant’s constantly revised intellectual development in the late 1790s,

culminating in the clear statement in the Contest of Faculties that progress will only

Cosmopolitanisms in Kant’s philosophy
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yield ‘an increase of the products of legality in dutiful actions’.43 I agree with

Cheneval insofar as he does not confound Kant’s philosophy of history with that of

religion, as some interpreters do. However, Cheneval’s thesis that Kant abandoned

his so-called dualism is not convincing. If Kant focuses on legal cosmopolitanism in

the late 1790s, then this does not necessarily prioritise this form, or imply that Kant

deliberately dropped the ethico-theological one. In the philosophy of right and

history Kant does not refer to the highest good proper, only to the highest political

good for methodological reasons.

There are various reasons why Kant’s philosophy of history and that of religion

cannot merge. In the famous Spinoza passage in the Critique of the Power of Judgment,

Kant offers a glimpse at his crucial arguments. The righteous atheist Spinoza will

strive unselfishly for a morally better world here on Earth and this is just what his

own practical reason demands him to do. However, he will be faced with his limited

powers to change the world for the better, will have to acknowledge that nature is

indifferent to morality, will meet other humans who are evil and undermine his well-

intentioned efforts, will lead a life that might be just nasty, miserable and short. The

end would be absurd, namely being thrown back ‘into the abyss of the purposeless

chaos of matter’.44 According to Kant, this attitude or belief-system of the righteous

atheist is not in the ‘interest of reason’ and the ‘interest of humanity’.45 Kant

concludes that we have to postulate a supreme being which guarantees the harmony

of nature and freedom, and ‘the exact correspondence of happiness with morality’ in

another, transcendent and moral world, the Kingdom of Heaven.46

I make no attempt to discuss Kant’s postulates here,47 but want to explain why

Kant’s philosophy of history and that of religion cannot merge. First, there is the

distinction between the phenomenal and the noumenal world. The world of

phenomena is subject to natural laws, and not related to the laws of morality and

the idea of the highest good. ‘In nature, everything is: the question of ought does not

arise there’.48 This leads to a gulf between morality, freedom and virtue on the one

hand and (the laws of) nature on the other: ‘no necessary connection of happiness

with virtue in the world, adequate to the highest good, can be expected from the

most meticulous observance of moral laws’.49 Unlike legal progress, moral or

religious progress is not a topic of historical development,50 because it belongs to the

noumenal world. From the outside, that is, as far as actions as phenomena are

concerned, we humans can never tell the difference between legality where someone

‘complies with the law according to the letter’ and is ‘a human being of good morals’

and morality, where she ‘observes it according to the spirit’ and is ‘a morally good

human being’.51 The philosophy of history is exclusively concerned with the former,

progress in the realm of legality (compliance with the letter of the moral law), the

philosophy of religion with the latter, namely moral progress, which is beyond human

cognition and an issue of moral hope only. Some secularist interpreters tend to

confound these two worlds, perspectives or spheres,52 which amounts to abandoning

the core of Kant’s critical enterprise.

This distinction is closely connected with the difference between the irreducible

spheres of external actions of the human species and individual, inner morality.53
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The philosophy of history only focuses on actions as phenomena, no matter whether

these were caused by practical reason or natural impulses, by the spirit or the letter of

the moral law. Therefore Kant constructs the history of humankind in ‘Idea for a

universal history’ as a development based on natural causes such as unsocial

sociability or the cunning of nature. The final end (Endzweck) of creation is thus not

an issue of the philosophy of history (see below).

Humans do not know the moral status of other humans or their own, to be

precise.54 Therefore, they are in no position to assess if others deserve happi-

ness*only an omniscient, omnipotent and just being could do that.55 In addition,

legal progress in history does not answer the problem of individual happiness.

A purely immanent interpretation of the highest good does not solve the moral

paradox, the discrepancy between morality and happiness. In other words: Kant

would have seen that the concept of the highest good devoid of any transcendent

dimension keeps the dialectic of practical reason unsolved.56 Kant himself points out

that it is odd that ancient philosophers like Epicurus or the Stoics believed that the

highest good could be found in our sensible world.57 Experience contradicts this

belief. Virtue does not necessarily produce happiness on earth. Thus ‘we find

ourselves compelled’ to postulate ‘an intelligible world’ where the highest good as an

unconditioned totality is possible or thinkable. Of course this idea of an omnipotent,

transcendent and omniscient moral being compensating moral behaviour with

happiness is beyond possible human experience.58

There is an additional problem mentioned in the third proposition of Kant’s ‘Idea

for a universal history’: it is ‘strange’ that according to the philosophical reconstruction

of history, only the later generations will enjoy the ‘good fortune’ the previous ones

might also have deserved.59 It is significant that Kant does not use the word ‘happiness’

here, which would relate to the highest good. In the philosophy of history, the issue is

not the highest good; for Kant, the realm of experience or phenomena, and thus also of

history, can never relate to the intelligible world of the highest good.

One standard theme of Kant’s critical philosophy is the fact of limited human

faculties in cognitive and moral terms. The spheres of human agency and those of

nature are separated by a wide gulf. ‘[T]he acting rational being in the world is [ . . .]
not also the cause of the world and of nature itself ’;60 in fact, there is no connection

between rational agency and nature. Finite human beings are in no position to reward

virtue with the appropriate amount of happiness, as they do not have the necessary

amount of knowledge or power. As Kant puts it, ‘the moral law in fact transfers us, in

idea (der Idee nach), into a nature in which pure reason, if it were accompanied with

suitable physical power, would produce the highest good’.61 However, this ‘suitable

power’ of human reason is in fact missing. Humans do manage, though, to improve

their external, legal arrangements and institutions, as European history demonstrates.

This legal progress can be confirmed by empirical evidence.62

A final reason why the philosophies of history and religion cannot merge is human

incompetence and radical evil. Eckart Förster has claimed that over the years, Kant

has reworked his moral theology, to arrive in the opus postumum at a completely

subjective and immanent version of religion which drops the postulates of the second
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Critique. According to Förster, Kant held already around 1786 that ‘the highest good

[ . . .] must be located not in an afterlife but in this life, in this world’.63 For various

reasons, this interpretation is not convincing.64 However, Förster is right in stressing

the ongoing changes in Kant’s religious doctrine. In addition, as Förster shows, Kant

ponders the possibility that humans themselves could be the authors of their own

happiness and that of others, provided that they fulfil their moral duty. Kant calls this

a ‘system of self-rewarding morality’, which would not require the idea of God.65

Whereas Kant does not develop this possible ‘system’ any further in the first Critique,

it does live on in the philosophy of history, and especially in the Religion, where Kant

asserts that promoting the highest moral good in this world is the task of the ethical

commonwealth.66 However, even here Kant clearly distinguishes between promoting

and realizing the highest good, and between the highest political good, the highest

moral good and the transcendent highest good.

The historical development of the human species in the juridical sphere towards

more external freedom and legality on the one hand and the moral hope of the

individual concerning the afterlife can be seen as two legitimate aspects which

complement each other. This co-existence is suggested in various passages. In the

Critique of Practical Reason, happiness in this and in a future life is two sides of one

and the same coin and both are legitimate interests of reason.67 Right at the beginning

of ‘The end of all things’ (1794), Kant distinguishes between humans as ‘temporal

beings’ on the one hand and as ‘supersensible’ beings on the other and discusses the

possibility (from a theoretical perspective) as well as the religious hope (from a moral

perspective, from ‘a practical point of view’ or ‘in a moral regard’)68 that as

supersensible beings, humans live on after death. Therefore, ‘it is wise to act as if

another life*and the moral state in which we end this one, along with its

consequences in entering on that other life*is unalterable’.69 Kant’s main concern

in these paragraphs is not whether ‘the future eternity’ should be doubted or not, but

he investigates what kind of moral belief concerning it should be held, and discusses

the systems of the unitists and the dualists, ultimately siding with the latter.70

Apparently the main thrust of Kant’s reasoning is to show that both legal progress in

history, promoting the highest moral good and belief in the afterlife are not

impossible objects of volition, because impossibility would imply no obligability,

and this in turn would undermine the command of the moral law.71

There is a three-part division in Kant’s philosophy concerning the highest good

and the future of humankind:

1. The foundation of a cosmopolitan condition of perpetual peace, a global legal

society of peaceful states, a ‘cosmopolitan whole’, ‘a universal cosmopolitan

condition’,72 perhaps a world republic is the highest political good (see section

below Kant’s philosophy of history: the manipulation, education or self-education of

humankind?)

2. The establishment of a global ethical community is the ‘highest moral (sittliche)

good’73 (see section below The ethical commonwealth: the duty of the human race

towards itself).
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3. The highest good proper coincides with the transcendent Kingdom of God, the

‘supersensible (intelligible) world’ or the ‘kingdom of Heaven’.74 As Kant puts it

in The Conflict of Faculties, ‘the human being must be destined for two entirely

different worlds: for the realm of sense and understanding and so for this

terrestrial world, but also for another world, which we do not know*a moral

realm’.75

A secularised concept of the highest good would have to drop the crucial element of

a necessary connection of morality and appropriate happiness ‘as ground and

consequent’,76 thus would no longer be what Kant himself understood as the highest

good proper. It would not solve the antinomy of practical reason, would entail a duty to

promote the highest good, but full realisation would be conceived as impossible. Van

der Linden, for example, reinterprets the highest good as ‘a moral society in which

human agents seek to make one another happy, but do not necessarily succeed’.77

Here, the concept of the highest good is so thinned down that it no longer deserves the

name. In stead, Kant’s reinterpreted philosophy would offer two other notions for the

secularists: first, the idea of a cosmopolitan whole (the legal version of a world

community); secondly, the moral (but not the ethico-theological) commonwealth.

Kant’s own philosophy is different from this secularist interpretation. Both legal

and moral commonwealths are just preliminary steps in the true goal of world

history, which lies beyond history and is ‘a visible Kingdom of God on earth’.78 Kant

hopes that gradually the true religious faith, natural religion or the pure faith of moral

reason will spread across the globe; he sees his own century as an epoch in the

process of Enlightenment when at least in Christianity ‘the seed’ of this faith is

growing unhindered, so that the ‘invisible Kingdom of God on earth’ is continuously

approximated, finally encompassing and uniting ‘all human beings’. Jesus Christ is

credited for introducing this ‘pure religious faith’, which has the potential to become

‘a universal world-religion’.79 The ‘world religion’ which Kant favours and which is

universal since it is valid for every human being80 is closely linked with the Christian

religion. Kant’s clearly favours and privileges a modernised form of Christianity,

something which is usually eyed with suspicion by contemporary commentators,

since it sounds so un-cosmopolitan and rather Eurocentric.81 I make no attempt to

discuss this complex issue here. Suffice it to say that Kant tries to mediate a priori

idea of an ethical community with the human condition and historical develop-

ments,82 and consequently interprets the visible churches as symbols or archetypes of

the idea of an invisible church. The winners, at any rate, are the Christian

churches,83 though Kant harshly criticises the history of Christianity and some of

its deformed practices.

KANT’S PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY: THE MANIPULATION,

EDUCATION OR SELF-EDUCATION OF HUMANKIND?

The question I raise in this section is the following: How does the highest political

good in this world (a cosmopolitan legal society of peaceful states and individuals)
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come about? There is a tension in Kant’s writings between the human species

propelled or instigated by Nature towards moral ends on the one hand and an

understanding of human history as a collective learning process, whereby humans are

seen as autonomous agents not manipulated by Nature. Thus the philosophy of

history offers two interpretations. In the first case, Nature or providence educates the

human race towards a cosmopolitan condition, and history is the education of

humankind on a grand scale. In the second case, the human race educates itself.

Perhaps Kant even had a more elaborate combination of the two possibilities in

mind, where Nature helps humans to help themselves actualise their potentials.84

I will start with the first, more widespread interpretation, where Nature educates

the human race. In his Lectures on pedagogy, Kant distinguishes among three kinds of

formation or Bildung. The education of skilfulness and of prudence cultivates acting

on hypothetical imperatives, which have the form ‘If you want x, then you should

do y’. The action is good ‘merely as a means to something else’.85 The child cultivates

imperatives of skilfulness (Geschicklichkeit) to attain certain ends and prudence

(Klugheit), learning how to use other people for her own ends and thus also learning

how to fit into civil society.86 The result is legality, not morality of disposition. The

third form of practical education is moral education based on the categorical

imperative, ‘by which the human being is to be formed so that he can live as a freely

acting being’. It coincides with cosmopolitan education, because ‘through moral

formation’ the human being ‘receives value in view of the entire human race’.87

Eckart Förster has pointed out that Bildung, together with history and Entwicklung,

was one of the new concepts of Enlightenment philosophy which ‘reflect a deep

revolution in the way reality was experienced’.88 According to the new, secularised

concept of formation, humans manage to reach a stage in their development when

‘they form themselves a picture of what they want to achieve’, thus becoming both

objects and subjects of formation.

Kant transposes this tripartite structure to the philosophy of history, where

humankind faces the task of cultivating the imperatives of skilfulness, prudence and

morality. Kant deplores the fact that in human history, the third and most important

kind of formation or Bildung has remained underdeveloped: ‘very much is still

lacking before we can be held to be already moralised’.89 Nature educates humankind

to reach this final goal, according to Kant’s philosophy of history, which is a critical,

reflective and teleological interpretation of history, embedded in §§ 82�84 of the

Critique of Judgement. I will just enumerate the main theses of this interpretation.90

The purposiveness (Zweckmässigkeit) of nature is a reasonable assumption, based on

the reflective power of judgement. An ultimate end (letzter Zweck) of nature

presupposes a final end (Endzweck) of creation.91 Because only humankind is

related to an unconditional, moral end, humankind is the ultimate end of nature.

The final end for humankind is moral, and morality is the result of the freedom of the

will. Therefore, nature cannot produce a final end, but nature can reflectively be

interpreted as a ‘moral facilitator’.92 Nature promotes its ultimate end with the help

of culture, which comes in two forms, namely as the culture of skill (Geschicklichkeit)

and as the culture of discipline (Zucht), which liberates us from sensuous desires.
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The culture of skill is the more important one for the philosophy of history, since the

‘cunning of nature’ uses this form to promote its ultimate end.93 Thus nature

prepares the ground for genuine morality, which can only be the work of humans

themselves. One method is the manipulation of human ‘unsocial sociability’ by

nature to trigger the establishment of republican constitutions, which in turn

facilitate the growth of moral dispositions, since ‘the good moral education of a

people is to be expected from a good state constitution’ only.94

However, culture itself is still part of nature; the moral vocation of humans lies

beyond nature and thus also beyond history. Possible morality (based on the freedom

of the will) is not an object of the philosophy of history.95 The philosophy of history

belongs to the ‘teleological doctrine of nature’, thus focuses on culture as the

ultimate end of nature, on virtue ‘as a facility in actions conforming to duty

(according to their legality)’, not on inner morality, the final end of creation or on the

highest good.96 Attempts of the secularists to relocate the concept of the highest good

and morality in the realm of history are therefore not convincing.97 The legal and

ethical communities prepare the ground for something beyond history, ‘a visible

Kingdom of God on earth’ in the future ‘which is not itself history’.98

I will now turn to the second way of interpreting Kant’s philosophy of history,

where the human race educates itself and legal progress is the result of a learning

process of the human species.99 The interpretation of history as a collective learning

process is suggested by the second part of The Contest of Faculties (1798), and

brackets the hypothesis of a natural teleology. Given ‘immeasurable time’, the

principle of plenitude states that any possibility will sooner or later be realised.100

A symptom of the ‘moral tendency of the human race’ is the constitutional phase of

the French Revolution, since the civil constitution corresponded with the idea of

right.101 Secondly, the universal sympathy of the onlookers is interpreted by Kant as

the outcome of a ‘purely moral’ disposition in humanity. Even if the revolution

should fail, Kant muses, a cumulative learning process for all of humankind will be

the overall result. ‘For that occurrence is too important, too much interwoven with

the interest of humanity, and its influence too widely propagated in all areas of the

world to not be recalled on any favourable occasion by the nations which would then

be roused to a repetition of new efforts of this kind’.102 According to this

interpretation, history is an intercultural learning process, and the education of

humankind is partly self-education. This is a perspective reserved for the cognitive,

moral and legal cosmopolitan, ‘who does not consider what happens in just some one

nation but also has regard to the whole scope of all the peoples on earth’.103

The second interpretation, the self-education of humankind, is the more

secularised one, as the concept of God or providence (which looms behind the

more modest notion of nature)104 is not essential there, though one might argue that

Nature or divine supervision is still required to make sure that the collective learning

process of humankind advances properly and eventually reaches the desired goal.

Theological connotations are stronger in the context of the ethical commonwealth, to

which I will turn now.
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THE ETHICAL COMMONWEALTH: THE DUTY OF THE HUMAN RACE

TOWARDS ITSELF

No matter which interpretation of Kant’s philosophy of history we prefer, both

highlight a key problem, namely the transition from culture or civilisation (revolving

around skilfulness and prudence) to moralisation. In the Starke manuscript of

1790�91, Kant explains: ‘The most difficult condition of the human race is the

crossing-over [Übergang] from civilisation to moralisation . . . [O]ne must try to

enlighten human beings and to better establish international law . . . We are now,

those of us who are working on the unity of religion, on the step of this crossing-over

from civilisation to moralisation. Inner religion stands in now for the position of legal

constraint. To reach the great end, one can either go from the parts to the whole, that

is to say, through education, or from the whole to the parts’.105 According to this

passage, Kant envisions several methods to promote moralisation (since morality is

the result of freedom, it can only be fostered, nurtured or helped indirectly):

education (with Enlightenment as one element), politics based on the idea of right,

and religion. ‘Inner religion’ coincides with Kant’s version of moral religion with its

emphasis on morality and duties towards others rather than statutes and dogmas.106

Education, going ‘from the parts to the whole’ or following a bottom-up procedure,

is one way to reach the ‘great end’, realising one element of the highest good, namely

morality, to which humans themselves can contribute (proportionate happiness

would be God’s task). The second way ‘from the whole to the parts’ could either

refer to providence or nature or to political change on a grand scale, such as reforms

of constitutions or governments (like under Frederick II. of Prussia), events like the

French Revolution, or reforms of international law or international organisations.

I have mentioned in the second section that Kantian ethics postulates that all

rational beings, irrespective of their race, are ends in themselves and lawgiving

members of ‘the universal kingdom of ends’,107 where humans unite freely into a

commonwealth based on equality and self-legislation, are respected as ends in

themselves, and a moral whole of all ends is achieved.108 Since only an omnipotent

and omniscient being ‘who knows the heart’ (Herzenskündiger)109 can guarantee the

highest good, the harmony of morality and deserved happiness, this commonwealth

has God as its founder and author of its constitution.110 The ethical commonwealth

or community encompasses ‘the entire human race’ and is distinct from a political

community, which governs the external actions of humans, is a ‘universal republic

based on the laws of virtue’, coincides with the invisible church, and is the moral

destiny of the human race.111 God and humans together try to realise it, with

humans promoting (befördern) and ‘preparing’ this ethical community and God

offering fulfilment (attainment, realisation or Verwirklichung).112 According to the

immanent or secularised version of this ethical commonwealth, the highest good is

partly realised by humans as much as they can, namely by trying to make each other

happy and by increasing one’s own moral perfection, without divine assistance or

ultimate fulfilment.113
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Kant calls the duty to promote the highest good as a member of this cosmopolitan

moral community or ‘union [ . . .] of well-disposed human beings’ a duty ‘sui generis

[ . . .] of the human race toward itself’, since the highest good is a good ‘common to

all’.114 This is an enhancement of the legal goals in the philosophy of history, but

eschatology remains immanent and part of history; Kant refers here to the highest

moral good in this world. The ethical commonwealth has to be global in reach since

each ethical community*the Anglican church, for instance*is just a ‘particular

society’ which remains in a state of nature in relation to others, thus would not

overcome its imperfections or the constant threat of conflict and strife.115

The highest moral good entails a social dimension, which is related to the Religion

of 1793 and its thesis of radical evil: Kant adds a third level of human ‘propensity to

evil’ which is absent in the philosophy of history: apart from frailty and impurity of

the heart, there is depravity or corruption.116 Radical evil is not in our biological

nature (Kant does not offer a restatement of the doctrine of original sin), but our

Willkür has a tendency towards the reversal of our moral maxims, subordinating

‘the incentives of the moral law to others (not moral ones)’.117 Radical evil has a

social dimension. As Kant puts it, as soon as humans have contact with each other,

‘they will mutually corrupt each other’s moral disposition and make one another

evil’.118 The task of the ethical community is to overcome this very situation of

mutual moral corruption, and since it affects all humans, ‘the entire human race’

has a duty to establish this society ‘in its full scope’.119 Promoting the highest moral

good is a collective or communitarian, not an individual task. Radical evil can be

held at bay, if not completely overcome, as freedom also includes the freedom to

choose good.120

There is a difference between the ‘people of God’ on earth or the ethical

community on the one hand and the transcendent Kingdom of God where ‘nature

and morals come into a harmony’121 on the other, a harmony which is impossible on

this earth. In contrast to the secularist interpreters, Kant never abandons this

distinction. The two cannot merge; they are only loosely related to each other,

because the ethical community is designed to promote or preserve morality ‘by

counteracting evil with united forces’122 in the first place, and not to make possible

proportionate happiness. Happiness might be an unintended by-product and will in

all likelihood not be proportionate to morality.

Why not an ethical commonwealth without God? Reiner Wimmer has argued that

Kant offers three distinct arguments for the duty to found the ethical common-

wealth, which make use of the doctrine of radical evil, the ethical state of nature, and

the highest good.123 Again Kant resorts to a familiar claim, namely human

wickedness. ‘But how could one expect to construct something completely straight

from such crooked wood? To found a moral people of God is, therefore, a work

whose execution cannot be hoped for from human beings but only from God

himself ’.124 Earlier in the text, Kant made a weaker claim, suggesting that ‘single

individuals . . . on their own’ are in no position to realise this ‘universal republic’ of

virtue.125 Their organisational incompetence and their finite volition and power are

decisive. At any rate, humans are in need of divine assistance.126
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It is often assumed that God’s grace or providence is incompatible with human

freedom of choice, since the former would determine the latter. However, divine

grace could also be understood as liberating and complementary, enabling humans

to overcome their initial predisposition to evil. As Leslie Mulholland argues, ‘there

can be an external condition of moral improvement even though it is not determining

of the action produced’.127 Divine grace would precede free choice in so far as it

would provide the favourable circumstances to restore this freedom, might

complement the disposition or receptivity to good one has acquired, and might

help in the realisation of the highest good with God as ‘a moral ruler of the world’.128

There are passages where Kant hints at this possibility, though he quickly adds the

familiar critical caveat that this issue ‘cannot be resolved theoretically, for this

question totally surpasses the speculative capacity of our reason’.129

CONCLUSION

The contemporary philosophical climate and Kant’s cosmopolitan philosophy do not

easily match. Firstly, academic philosophy is often highly sceptical of even a Kantian

form of critical metaphysics ‘with a moral purpose’.130 Secondly, it usually says

farewell to the philosophy of history and Kant’s moral teleology.131 Thirdly, Kant’s

ethics focussing on the vocation of humankind looks like an odd relic from the past.

Contemporary cosmopolitans usually argue pragmatically for cosmopolitanism

(equivalent to imperatives of prudence) along the following lines: increasing

economic, cultural and political interdependence requires a cosmopolitan ethics,

perspective or vision in a globalised world. This amounts to deriving an ‘ought’ from

an ‘is’. Fourthly, many*the secularists*do not seem to be happy with Kant’s moral

theology and his doctrine of radical evil.132

Kant offered a systematic whole, and apparently took the co-existence and

compatibility of various forms of cosmopolitanisms for granted. Nowadays many

interpreters pick out some of its elements as if they were independent from this

system, and this is problematic. For instance, the second interpretation of the

philosophy of history, the self-education of the human species, looks rather

secularised, as the concepts of nature, God, providence or teleology seem to be

rather unimportant (if only for methodological reasons). This makes Kant attractive

for contemporary philosophies, although a Kantian from the camp of the system

thinkers might argue that the result is a truncated Kant and an interpretation which

follows neither the letter nor the spirit of his philosophy. It could be argued that the

notions that ‘nature educates the human race’ and that ‘the human race educates

itself ’ are integral parts of the Kantian cosmopolitan system, with the first

perspective emphasising the role of nature and the second stressing what humans

can and should do, but ‘with the assistance*and not the determining influence*of

nature’. The overarching idea is the vocation of the human species, the teleological

unfolding of its various dispositions in an attempt to promote the highest moral good.
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I expect there are several reasons why Kant remains attractive for contemporary

cosmopolitan philosophies, including those of the secularists. For a start, the highest

moral good that has to be promoted does not require belief in God. Morality and

moral religion are distinct from each other, morality is independent of religious belief

in Kant’s philosophy, and the assumed impossibility to realise the highest moral or

political good does not devalue the honest attempt to promote it.133 Secondly, Kant’s

practical philosophy leads only to the threshold of moral faith. This faith is subjective

insofar as it requires ‘moral cognition of oneself ’, self-awareness, honesty, choice and

commitment, which can only be done by the individual agent.134

In this essay, I focused on the relationship among political or juridical, moral and

ethico-theological cosmopolitanisms, and tried to explain why for Kant the various

forms of cosmopolitanisms were fully compatible. I have argued against a

secularised and purely immanent interpretation of the highest good that does not

solve the problem of the discrepancy between morality and happiness. As a

consequence, the philosophy of history, which focuses on external actions, cannot

solve the dialectic of practical reason, and Kant never implied that it could do this.

The legal and ethical communities prepare the ground for something beyond

history, namely ‘a visible Kingdom of God on earth’ in the future ‘which is not itself

history’.135 Contemporary cosmopolitan theories tend to use Kant as a starting

point or a kind of quarry, picking out elements that might be useful for one’s own

philosophical enterprise. This approach faces the charge of being both anachronistic

and reductive, because, as I have tried to show, Kant’s cosmopolitan system

includes an ethico-theological idea, that of transcendent ‘unconditioned totality’.136

As a consequence, current debates on cosmopolitanism would either have to take

this metaphysical and theological system into account or should accept the probably

insurmountable distance between these contemporary approaches and Kant’s own.

In contrast to the secularist interpreters, Kant never abandoned the distinction

between the ethical community on the one hand and the transcendent Kingdom of God

on the other. The overall result is a rich account of cosmopolitanism, where the threads

of theological and more secularised Enlightenment conceptions are woven into a

delicate synthesis.
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Kants Bestimmung des Verhältnisses von Moral und Geschichte’, in: Nagl and Langthaler,

Recht (2004), 85�98, and the contributions in Rorty and Schmidt, Kant’s Idea for a Universal

History with a Cosmopolitan Aim and in Otfried Höffe, ed., Kritik der Urteilskraft (Berlin:
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