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Kant Religion Within the Limits of Reason Alone: Exploring the Boundaries of Faith and Rationality

kant religion within the limits of reason alone is a profound philosophical inquiry that grapples
with the relationship between human reason and religious belief. Immanuel Kant, one of the most
influential thinkers of the Enlightenment, sought to understand how faith could coexist with rational
thought without descending into dogmatism or skepticism. His work, primarily encapsulated in the
book *Religion Within the Limits of Reason Alone*, challenges us to reconsider how religion
functions in the context of moral philosophy and human understanding.

In this article, we will delve deep into Kant’s groundbreaking ideas, unpack the significance of his
arguments, and explore how his philosophy remains relevant in contemporary discussions about
religion and reason. Along the way, we’ll touch on key concepts such as moral law, practical reason,
the role of religious doctrines, and the limits Kant imposes on theological speculation.

The Context Behind Kant’s Inquiry into Religion

To appreciate Kant’s *Religion Within the Limits of Reason Alone*, it’s important to understand the
intellectual climate of the late 18th century. The Enlightenment era was marked by an emphasis on
reason, scientific inquiry, and skepticism toward traditional authorities, including established
religious institutions. Kant aimed to reconcile the Enlightenment’s call for rationality with the
enduring significance of religion in human life.

Kant was not dismissing religion; instead, he sought to redefine it in a way that aligned with his
critical philosophy. His concern was that religion often overstepped the boundaries of what reason
could legitimately claim, leading either to superstition or to outright rejection of faith as irrational.
His project was ambitious: to articulate a vision of religion grounded firmly within the limits of
human reason.

Kant’s Concept of Reason and Its Limits

At the heart of Kant'’s philosophy lies the distinction between theoretical reason and practical
reason. Theoretical reason deals with what we can know about the world through experience and
scientific inquiry. Practical reason, on the other hand, governs morality and action—it concerns what
we ought to do.

In *Religion Within the Limits of Reason Alone*, Kant argues that while theoretical reason cannot
prove or disprove the existence of God or the metaphysical claims of religion, practical reason
provides a moral basis for religious belief. This is a subtle but crucial point: Kant does not claim that
religion is purely a matter of blind faith; rather, he shows that religious ideas must be evaluated in
light of moral principles accessible through reason.



The Moral Law as the Foundation of Religion

One of Kant’s most influential ideas is the concept of the moral law, which he famously discusses in
his *Critique of Practical Reason*. He believed that this universal moral law, which commands us to
act out of duty and respect for the moral law itself, implies the existence of God and
immortality—not as theoretical certainties but as necessary postulates of practical reason.

In this context, religion serves to support and reinforce moral behavior. Kant envisions religion as a
moral community that helps individuals to cultivate virtue and resist immoral inclinations. Thus, the
essence of religion lies not in rituals or dogmas but in the ethical transformation of individuals.

Religion Within the Limits of Reason Alone: Key
Themes

Kant’s work is dense and complex, but several themes stand out as particularly important for
understanding his approach to religion and reason.

1. Faith and Reason: A Delicate Balance

For Kant, faith cannot contradict reason; if it does, it ceases to be rational faith. However, faith also
goes beyond what reason can conclusively demonstrate. This tension means that religious belief
must be tempered by critical reflection, ensuring that it stays within the bounds of rationality.

2. The Role of Religious Doctrine

Kant is skeptical of many traditional religious doctrines when taken literally or dogmatically. He
reinterprets doctrines such as original sin, redemption, and the kingdom of God as symbolic or moral
concepts rather than historical facts. This symbolic reading allows religion to inspire moral
improvement without relying on unverifiable metaphysical claims.

3. The Church as a Moral Institution

Unlike some religious philosophers who emphasize the supernatural or mystical elements of religion,
Kant views the church primarily as a community for fostering morality. The church’s role is to
cultivate ethical behavior, provide moral education, and support the development of a just society.

Implications of Kant’s Philosophy for Contemporary



Religion

Kant’s insistence on grounding religion in reason and morality has had a lasting impact on modern
philosophy of religion and theology. His ideas challenge both religious fundamentalism and secular
skepticism by offering a middle path that respects both faith and reason.

Today, many thinkers draw on Kantian themes to argue for a version of religion that is compatible
with scientific understanding and human rights. The emphasis on ethics over dogma resonates with
contemporary movements that seek to renew religious traditions in a pluralistic and rational world.

Practical Tips for Engaging with Kant’s Religious Philosophy

If you're looking to explore Kant’s *Religion Within the Limits of Reason Alone*, here are some tips
to make the journey more accessible:

e Start with Kant’s moral philosophy: Understanding Kant’s ethical framework, especially
the concept of the categorical imperative, will clarify why he connects religion with morality.

* Read secondary sources: Commentaries and summaries can help unpack Kant’s dense prose
and technical language.

e Reflect on the symbolic interpretation of doctrines: Try to see religious stories and
teachings as moral metaphors rather than literal truths.

e Consider the historical context: Recognize that Kant was responding to specific challenges
of his time, which can illuminate why he framed religion the way he did.

Why Kant’s Limits of Reason Still Matter

In a world where religious belief often clashes with scientific progress and secular values, Kant'’s
*Religion Within the Limits of Reason Alone* offers a framework for dialogue. It encourages
believers and skeptics alike to respect reason as a guide while acknowledging the moral insights
religion can provide.

By insisting on the limits of reason, Kant neither dismisses religion outright nor accepts every
religious claim uncritically. Instead, he invites us to engage with religion thoughtfully, recognizing
that faith and reason can coexist when religion is understood as a moral enterprise.

Exploring Kant’s ideas today can deepen our understanding of how to live ethically in a pluralistic
society where diverse beliefs coexist. His philosophy challenges us to find meaning and moral
guidance without abandoning reason or falling into dogmatism—an endeavor that remains as
relevant now as it was in the Enlightenment era.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of Kant's 'Religion within the Limits of
Reason Alone'?

Kant's main thesis in 'Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone' is that true religion must be
grounded in moral reason rather than external rituals or dogma, emphasizing ethical living as the
core of religious faith.

How does Kant differentiate between 'religion within the
limits of reason alone' and traditional organized religion?

Kant distinguishes 'religion within the limits of reason alone' as a religion based on moral principles
discerned by reason, rather than on historical revelation or ecclesiastical authority, which
characterize traditional organized religions.

What role does morality play in Kant's concept of religion?

Morality is central in Kant's concept of religion; he argues that religion's primary purpose is to
support and promote moral behavior, with religious doctrines interpreted through the lens of
practical reason and ethical imperatives.

How does Kant address the issue of faith versus reason in his
work?

Kant asserts that faith should not contradict reason; instead, religious beliefs must be compatible
with rational moral principles, thereby restricting religion to the limits set by reason alone and
rejecting superstition or irrational dogma.

What impact did 'Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone'
have on modern philosophy and theology?

Kant's work influenced modern philosophy and theology by promoting a rational approach to
religion, encouraging ethical interpretations of religious texts, and inspiring liberal theology and
secular moral philosophy that emphasize reason over dogmatic belief.

Additional Resources

**Kant Religion Within the Limits of Reason Alone: An Analytical Review**

kant religion within the limits of reason alone stands as one of the most significant and
challenging works in the intersection of philosophy and theology. Immanuel Kant’'s 1793 treatise,
*Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone* (originally *Religion innerhalb der Grenzen der blof3en
Vernunft*), attempts to reconcile religious faith with rational inquiry, placing reason as the ultimate
boundary for understanding religious truths. This work continues to provoke debate among scholars,



theologians, and philosophers, offering a critical examination of religious doctrines through the lens
of Enlightenment rationality.

Kant’s Project: Rationalizing Religion

Kant’s *Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone* is not a conventional theological text; rather, it
is a philosophical investigation aimed at establishing a foundation for religion grounded in reason,

free from dogmatic traditions or revealed supernatural claims. Kant argues that religion should be

understood morally rather than metaphysically, emphasizing ethics as central to religious life.

The importance of Kant’s work lies in its attempt to delineate the scope of human reason when
approaching religion. He posits that pure reason can define the moral law and the concept of God,
but cannot validate miraculous or supernatural claims outside this moral framework. This
perspective challenges the traditional views that rely heavily on divine revelation or ecclesiastical
authority.

The Limits of Reason in Religion

At the core of Kant’s thesis is a nuanced view of reason’s capabilities and limitations. While reason is
capable of discerning moral principles and the necessity of a moral lawgiver (God), it must reject
claims that extend beyond empirical or moral experience. Kant thus draws a boundary, or "limits," to
reason’s reach in religious matters.

This framework sets Kant apart from both rationalists who sought to prove religious doctrines
through pure reason and fideists who dismissed reason’s role altogether. Instead, Kant presents a
middle path: religion, when stripped of mythical and supernatural embellishments, must conform to
the dictates of practical reason—primarily the moral imperative.

Moral Religion and the Concept of God

A central theme in *Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone* is the idea of "moral religion." Kant
interprets religion as fundamentally tied to morality, with God serving as a postulate necessary for
the moral order. In this sense, God is not an object of theoretical knowledge but a necessary
assumption for the coherence of moral law and justice.

Kant’s argument rejects the traditional theological proofs that attempt to demonstrate God'’s
existence through cosmological or ontological reasoning. Instead, he posits that the moral law,

accessible through reason, inherently implies the existence of God, freedom, and
immortality—concepts that cannot be empirically proven but are necessary for moral commitment.

Religion and the Role of the Church

In his critique, Kant is also skeptical of institutional religion. He views the church’s role as a



community that supports moral development rather than as a source of metaphysical truth.
Organized religion, according to Kant, should serve as a vehicle for moral education and the
cultivation of virtue, aligning religious practices with rational ethics.

This stance led Kant to criticize certain dogmatic teachings and rituals that he believed distorted the
essence of religion by focusing on superstition or external observances rather than internal moral
transformation.

Kant’s Distinction Between Pure and Practical Reason

Understanding Kant’s distinction between pure and practical reason is essential to grasping the
argument in *Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone*. Pure reason deals with theoretical
knowledge—what can be known objectively about the world. Practical reason, in contrast, concerns
itself with moral action and decision-making.

Kant maintains that religion should be grounded in practical reason, as it pertains to moral duties
and ethical living. The metaphysical claims of religion about the afterlife or divine intervention,
which belong to the realm of pure reason, cannot be conclusively established and should not form
the basis of faith.

Kant’s Influence on Modern Theological Thought

The influence of *Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone* extends well beyond Kant’s own era.
His insistence on evaluating religion through ethics and reason has shaped modern liberal theology
and the philosophy of religion. Many contemporary thinkers draw on Kant’s ideas to argue for a
rational spirituality that respects scientific inquiry and moral philosophy.

Moreover, Kant’s work provoked responses from various quarters, including G.W.F. Hegel, Sgren
Kierkegaard, and subsequent existentialists, who challenged the limitations Kant placed on faith and
reason.

Comparative Perspectives: Kant and Other Enlightenment
Thinkers

When placed in the broader context of Enlightenment philosophy, Kant’s approach to religion is
distinctive. Unlike David Hume, who was skeptical of religion and divine miracles, Kant sought to
preserve religion’s moral core while rejecting speculative metaphysics. Unlike Voltaire or Diderot,
who were often critical of institutional religion outright, Kant aimed to reform and rationalize
religious belief.

Kant’s nuanced stance highlights a key Enlightenment tension: the effort to harmonize faith and
reason without capitulating fully to skepticism or dogmatism.



Critical Perspectives and Challenges

Despite its groundbreaking nature, *Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone* has faced criticism.
Some argue that Kant's strict separation of reason and faith diminishes religion’s spiritual and
mystical dimensions. Others contend that by reducing religion to morality, Kant overlooks the
richness of religious experience and community life.

Furthermore, Kant’s reliance on moral postulates as necessary assumptions raises epistemological
questions about whether these postulates can genuinely serve as a foundation for belief without
empirical evidence.

Key Features of Kant’s Religious Philosophy

- *Moral Foundation:** Religion is essentially about ethics and moral improvement.

- **Reason’s Boundaries:** Rational inquiry must limit itself to what can be ethically justified.
- ¥*God as Moral Postulate:** The existence of God is necessary for moral coherence but not
theoretically provable.

- ¥**Critique of Dogma:** Superstition and rituals without moral grounding are rejected.

- **Role of Church:** Seen as a moral community, not an arbiter of metaphysical truth.

Practical Implications of Kant’s Religious Thought

Kant’s work encourages believers and secular thinkers alike to evaluate religion through the lens of
morality and reason, potentially fostering dialogue between faith traditions and rational inquiry. It
also offers a framework for religious pluralism, as moral religion transcends specific doctrinal
disputes.

By emphasizing ethics over dogma, Kant’s philosophy supports a form of religion that is adaptable,
personal, and relevant to contemporary moral challenges.

*Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone* remains a crucial text for anyone interested in the
philosophy of religion, ethics, and the ongoing dialogue between faith and reason. Kant’s methodical
exploration of rational boundaries in religion invites continued reflection on how belief systems can
coexist with Enlightenment values and modern scientific understanding.
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kant religion within the limits of reason alone: Kant: Religion Within the Boundaries of
Mere Reason Immanuel Kant, 1998-11-26 Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason is a key
element of the system of philosophy which Kant introduced with his Critique of Pure Reason, and a
work of major importance in the history of Western religious thought. It represents a great
philosopher's attempt to spell out the form and content of a type of religion that would be grounded
in moral reason and would meet the needs of ethical life. It includes sharply critical and boldly
constructive discussions on topics not often treated by philosophers, including such traditional
theological concepts as original sin and the salvation or 'justification' of a sinner, and the idea of the
proper role of a church. This volume presents it and three short essays that illuminate it in new
translations by Allen Wood and George di Giovanni, with an introduction by Robert Merrihew Adams
that locates it in its historical and philosophical context.

kant religion within the limits of reason alone: Religion within the Limits of Mere Reason
Immanuel Kant, A new 2024 translation of Immanuel Kant's famous Religion within the Limits of
Mere Reason, from the original German manuscript first published in 1793. The original German
title is Die Religion innerhalb der Grenzen der blofSen Vernunft. This new edition contains an
afterword by the translator, a timeline of Kant's life and works, and a helpful index of Kant's key
concepts and intellectual rivals. This translation is designed for readability, rendering Kant's
enigmatic German into the simplest equivalent possible, and removing the academic footnotes to
make this critically important historical text as accessible as possible to the modern reader. Kant's
Religion within the Limits of Mere Reason is one of his most accessible works due to its simplicity
and basic lexicon. Here he writes about the relationship of religion to human nature. Kant strove to
fix both the Natural science and Theology by keeping them both in their respective dialectal
parameters. Living through the heart of the Enlightenment, Kant observed the Epistemological
problems brought about by One-World Newtonian Mechanical Reductionism, and the bad
counter-reactions that Protestant apologists made. Like Hegel, Kant wants to restore faith as the
guardian of the speculative mysteries.

kant religion within the limits of reason alone: Religion Within the Limits of Reason
Alone Immanuel Kant, 1934

kant religion within the limits of reason alone: Kant: Religion within the Boundaries of
Mere Reason Immanuel Kant, 2018-02-22 Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason is a key
element of the system of philosophy which Kant introduced with his Critique of Pure Reason, and a
work of major importance in the history of Western religious thought. It represents a great
philosopher's attempt to spell out the form and content of a type of religion that would be grounded
in moral reason and would meet the needs of ethical life. It includes sharply critical and boldly
constructive discussions on topics not often treated by philosophers, including such traditional
theological concepts as original sin and the salvation or 'justification' of a sinner, and the idea of the
proper role of a church. This new edition includes slightly revised translations, a revised
introduction with expanded discussion of certain key themes in the work, and up-to-date guidance on
further reading.

kant religion within the limits of reason alone: Religion within the Bounds of Bare
Reason Immanuel Kant, 2009-03-15 Werner S. Pluhar's masterful rendering of Kant's major work on
religion is meticulously annotated and presented here with a selected bibliography, glossary, and
generous index. Stephen R. Palmquist's engaging Introduction provides historical background,
discusses Religion in the context of Kant's philosophical system, elucidates Kant's main arguments,
and explores the implications and ongoing relevance of the work.

kant religion within the limits of reason alone: Immanuel Kant : Religion within the
limits of reason alone T. M. ; Hudson Greene (H. H., trans), 1960

kant religion within the limits of reason alone: Religion within the limits of reason
alone Immanuel Kant, John R. Silber, 1934

kant religion within the limits of reason alone: Religion Within the Limits of Reason Alone.



Translated, With an Introd. and Notes, by Theodore M. Greene and Hoyt H. Hudson. With a New
Essay, the Ethical Significance of Kant's Religion, by John R. Silber Immanuel Kant, 1960

kant religion within the limits of reason alone: Kant's Religion Within the Limits of Reason
Alone in Its Relation to His Critical Philosophy James Beaumont Freeman, 1968

kant religion within the limits of reason alone: Religion Within the Boundary of Pure
Reason Immanuel Kant, 1838

kant religion within the limits of reason alone: Religion Within the Limits of Reason
Alone Immanuel Kant, 1934

kant religion within the limits of reason alone: Kant's "Religion Within the Limits of
Reason Alone" as Elucidated by His Philosophy of History Michael A. Martin, 1989

kant religion within the limits of reason alone: RELIGION W/IN THE BOUNDARY OF
Immanuel 1724-1804 Kant, John William D. 1842 Semple, 2016-08-29 This work has been selected
by scholars as being culturally important, and is part of the knowledge base of civilization as we
know it. This work was reproduced from the original artifact, and remains as true to the original
work as possible. Therefore, you will see the original copyright references, library stamps (as most
of these works have been housed in our most important libraries around the world), and other
notations in the work. This work is in the public domain in the United States of America, and
possibly other nations. Within the United States, you may freely copy and distribute this work, as no
entity (individual or corporate) has a copyright on the body of the work. As a reproduction of a
historical artifact, this work may contain missing or blurred pages, poor pictures, errant marks, etc.
Scholars believe, and we concur, that this work is important enough to be preserved, reproduced,
and made generally available to the public. We appreciate your support of the preservation process,
and thank you for being an important part of keeping this knowledge alive and relevant.

kant religion within the limits of reason alone: Kant’s Religion within the Boundaries of
Mere Reason Gordon Michalson, 2014-04-17 Kant's Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason
was written late in his career. It presents a theory of 'radical evil' in human nature, touches on the
issue of divine grace, develops a Christology, and takes a seemingly strong interest in the issue of
scriptural interpretation. The essays in this Critical Guide explore the reasons why this is so, and
offer careful and illuminating interpretations of the themes of the work. The relationship of Kant's
Religion to his other writings is discussed in ways that underscore the importance of this work for
the entire critical philosophy, and provide a broad perspective on his moral thought; connections are
also drawn between religion, history, and politics in Kant's later thinking. Together the essays offer
a rich exploration of the work which will be of great interest to those involved in Kant studies and
the philosophy of religion.

kant religion within the limits of reason alone: Quest for a Philosophical Jesus Vincent
A. McCarthy, 1986 In this book Vincent A. McCarthy examines the work of four philosophers of the
late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries-Rousseau, Kant. Hegel, and Schelling-who were
committed to no lesser goal than the philosophical rehabilitation of Christianity and its Christ in the
wake of the Enlightenment. They sought the elusive philosophical formula for reconciling reason and
revelation and then elaborated it in a philosophy of religion that would rearticulate the religion of
Jesus in a positive light, as against the destructive momentum and dark shadows cast by
Enlightenment religious thought. This was, however, no modern apologetics, and traditional
Christians were largely displeased and disturbed by the results. For what becomes of Christianity
and its Christ in the works of these philosophers occurs not for the sake of Christianity but for the
sake of philosophy. Rousseau, Kant, Hegel, and Schelling spearheaded an audacious attempt to
fulfill philosophy's program in a philosophy of religion and to save religion from philosophy and for
philosophy. Professor McCarthy examines in detail the philosophies of Christianity and the
philosophical Christologies they created. Their work did not issue in unqualified success; yet the
influence, reaction, rejection, and revival that each has generated, as well as the lessons of their
failures, commend them to critical attention still.

kant religion within the limits of reason alone: Religion Within the Boundary of Pure




Reason, Tr. by J.W. Semple Immanuel Kant, 2015-08-22 This work has been selected by scholars
as being culturally important, and is part of the knowledge base of civilization as we know it. This
work was reproduced from the original artifact, and remains as true to the original work as possible.
Therefore, you will see the original copyright references, library stamps (as most of these works
have been housed in our most important libraries around the world), and other notations in the
work. This work is in the public domain in the United States of America, and possibly other nations.
Within the United States, you may freely copy and distribute this work, as no entity (individual or
corporate) has a copyright on the body of the work.As a reproduction of a historical artifact, this
work may contain missing or blurred pages, poor pictures, errant marks, etc. Scholars believe, and
we concur, that this work is important enough to be preserved, reproduced, and made generally
available to the public. We appreciate your support of the preservation process, and thank you for
being an important part of keeping this knowledge alive and relevant.

kant religion within the limits of reason alone: God and History Laurence W. Wood, 2005
This book argues for an integrative dialectic of faith and history. It is a fresh examination of the
problem of faith and history. Instead of being a mere liability, it is argued here that the strength of
the Christian faith is its historicity. Although modern thought was not always friendly to Christian
faith because of its deeply embedded dualism, it raised the critical intellectual issues that Christian
theology needed to address. Advancing a more critical understanding of the nature of history than
modern thought was generally able to achieve because of its dualistic thinking, this work argues for
an integrative dialectic of historical probability and the certainty of faith. This book gives a
comprehensive and fascinating account of the development of the idea of history in correspondence
to changing conceptions of the divine reality, from its origin in Ancient Israel and in Greece all the
way to the contemporary discussion. It focuses on the rise of critical historical investigation in
modern times and on the struggle of modern theology to come to terms with it. It is an important
contribution to this discussion. The split between fact and meaning is persuasively identified as a
main obstacle and it is shown to be overcome in the reconstruction of history in the light of the
eschatological future. Also very helpful is the final chapter on time (space-time) and eternity with its
emphasis on Boethius and with its critical remarks on nontrinitarian theistic notions of a personal
God. --Wolfhart Pannenberg, University of Munich

kant religion within the limits of reason alone: The Foundations of Christian Bioethics
Hugo Tristram Engelhardt, 2000 For decades, Engelhardt has alluded to the ethics that binds moral
friends. While his 'Foundations of Bioethics' explored the sparse ethics binding moral strangers, this
long-awaited volume addresses the morality at the foundations of Christian bioethics. The volume
opens with an analysis of the marginalization of Christian bioethics in the 1970s and the irremedial
shortcomings of secular ethics in general. Drawing on the Christianity of the first millennium,
Engelhardt provides the ontological and epistemological foundations for a Christian bioethics that
can remedy the onesidedness of a secular bioethics and supply the bases for a Christian bioethics.
The volume then addresses issues from abortion, third-party-assisted reproduction, and cloning, to
withholding and withdrawing treatment, physician-assisted suicide, and euthanasia. Practices such
as free and informed consent are relocated within a traditional Christian morality. Attention is also
given to the allocation of scarce resources in health care, and to the challenge of maintaining the
Christian identity of physicians, nurses, patients, and health care institutions in a culture that is now
post-Christian.

kant religion within the limits of reason alone: Rethinking Philosophy of Religion Philip
Goodchild, 2002 Philosophy of religion, in recent decades, has been the study of the rationality,
coherence, and truth-claims of classical theism. Yet philosophical reflection on religion has included
much more than this: it has been the creative construction of a religious philosophy; it has critically
examined claims for religious authority and certainty; it has explored the principles underlying
religious thought and life; it has exposed domination, deception, and illusion, it has explored the
subjective, practical, and spiritual dimensions of religion. This collection brings together essays by a
variety of contemporary philosophers who are working in this broader tradition: Pamela Sue



Anderson, Gary Banham, Bettina Bergo, John Caputo, Matthew Haltman, Wayne Hudson, Grace
Jantzen, Donna Jowett, Greg Sadler, Graham Ward, and Edith Wyschogrod.

kant religion within the limits of reason alone: The City of Man Pierre Manent, 1998 The
City of God or the City of Man? This is the choice St. Augustine offered 1500 years ago--and
according to Pierre Manent the modern West has decisively and irreversibly chosen the latter. In
this subtle and wide-ranging book on the Western intellectual and political condition, Manent argues
that the West has rejected the laws of God and of nature in a quest for human autonomy. But in
declaring ourselves free and autonomous, he contends, we have, paradoxically, lost a sense of what
it means to be human. In the first part of the book, Manent explores the development of the social
sciences since the seventeenth century, portraying their growth as a sign of increasing human
self-consciousness. But as social scientists have sought to free us from the intellectual confines of
the ancient world, he writes, they have embraced modes of analysis--economic, sociological, and
historical--that treat only narrow aspects of the human condition and portray individuals as helpless
victims of impersonal forces. As a result, we have lost all sense of human agency and of the unified
human subject at the center of intellectual study. Politics and culture have come to be seen as mere
foam on the tides of historical and social necessity. In the second half of the book, titled
Self-Affirmation, Manent examines how the West, having discovered freedom, then discovered
arbitrary will and its dangers. With no shared touchstones or conceptions of virtue, for example, we
have found it increasingly hard to communicate with each other. This is a striking contrast to the
past, he writes, when even traditions as different as the Classical and the Christian held many of
these conceptions in common. The result of these discoveries, according to Manent, is the disturbing
rootlessness that characterizes our time. By gaining autonomy from external authority, we have lost
a sense of what we are. In giving birth to ourselves, we have abandoned that which alone can
nurture and sustain us. With penetrating insight and remarkable erudition, Manent offers a
profound analysis of the confusions and contradictions at the heart of the modern condition.
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