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There could be various comparative studies between Kant and Kierkegaard
on fields like human knowledge, ethics, faith, art, etc. This paper aims to
compare the two philosopher’s epistemology through their writings. The
main common ground of Kant’s and Kierkegaard’s epistemology is their
belief in the idea of a “fissure” between theory and practice, which
constitutes the core of their contemplations on human knowledge. This
article shows that Kant’s theory of knowledge paved the way for
Kierkegaard to describe his notions of the “fissure” between being and
thought. Thus, it will be shown that Kant and Kierkegaard have been led to
believe in the finitude of human beings in knowledge by this split. Then, it
will be demonstrated that Kierkegaard, following Kant, distinguishes
“being” from “essence” and “actuality” from “ideality”. Finally, we argue
that Kant’s critique of the traditional proofs of God’s existence anticipates
Kierkegaard’s conflict with natural theology and his idea that traditional
demonstrations are useless for a believer.
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Extended Abstract

On the surface, it may seem that there are so great differences between Kant and Kierkegaard and
these disagreements don’t allow us to make any comparison between them. The standard
philosophical view expresses several reasons for this issue. First, Kant is a rationalist philosopher
who belongs to the age of enlightenment and his philosophy has been based on critical reason. On
the other hand, there is Kierkegaard as a religious and anti-rationalist thinker who gives priority to
faith rather than reason and whose ideas are in support of extreme fideism. Second, Kant in his first
critique represents a comprehensive theory of knowledge and tries to describe his epistemology in
a detailed way whereas Kierkegaard does not have any coherent theory of epistemology and at best
we can find some scattered remarks on knowledge in his works. Finally, most interpreters have
examined Kierkegaard’s philosophy with regard to Hegel’s, and they have put him in contrast to
Hegel. In his writings, Kierkegaard has more than 300 references to Hegel but there are only 17
references to Kant in his works published during his life. The small numbers of references to Kant
show that he was not so involved in Kant’s thoughts and his main concern was Hegel.

In what follows, we will show that although the above reasons are not completely wrong, by
surveying their works exactly it becomes clear that despite all differences between the two
philosophers, Kierkegaard is a post —Kantian philosopher who was influenced by Kant in some
principles and results of his philosophy. One of the most important fields that influenced him is
Kant’s epistemology which affected him in a negative and positive way. It is true that in Denmark
in the 19th century and during Kierkegaard’s career, Kant’s thoughts was going out of vogue but
he paid close attention to Kant’s philosophy and the problems created by critical philosophy. In
recent years, Kierkegaard scholars have written several works on Kant’s influences on Kierkegaard
and they have different opinions of his familiarity with Kant. Some of them have considered that
this influence is direct. They say Kierkegaard was familiar with Kant’s works and read his main
works. Others believe Kierkegaard’s familiarity with Kant was through secondary works that
studied Kant’s philosophy. Each of them has its specific reasons and describes their claims, but
what is clear in this debate is that Kant’s philosophy had a great influence on Kierkegaard’s
thought.

This paper tries to compare the two philosopher’s epistemology. We will show that the main
common ground of Kant’s and Kierkegaard’s epistemology is their belief in the idea of a “fissure”
between theory and practice. Although they present their specific solution to this problem, we can
say definitely that Kant’s idea for considering the concept of God in the field of practice and ethics
was a very impressive thought for Kierkegaard. The Dane took this idea for developing his special
concept of faith and passing this fissure. According to Kant’s epistemology, there is a gap between
thought and reality in such a way that it is not possible to know the essence of objects of reality.
We cannot face reality directly but it is possible through sensible intuition and concepts which arise
from understanding. Concepts are general and abstract entities that are applied to raw data of
sensible intuition but cannot describe the essence of reality. Kierkegaard also speaks of mediacy
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and immediacy. Immediacy is reality and analogous to what Kant calls intuitions. Medicay is
language and word and related to objects given in empirical intuition. Mediacy is reminiscent of
the concept in Kant’s theory which cancels the immediacy. Both Kant and Kierkegaard believe that
we can’t relate to empirical objects only through general and abstract concepts.

Also, Kant and Kierkegaard consider the principle of contradiction as a necessary criterion for
truth. But it is a negative one, in the sense that it examines only the form and structure of our
knowledge without considering its content. So, Kant tries to go beyond the formal logic and base
his “transcendental logic”, whereas Kierkegaard remains a sceptic in knowledge and seeks the
solution in practical philosophy rather than theoretical knowledge. The other effect of Kant’s
epistemology on Kierkegaard’s thought is the Kantian idea of the finitude of human knowledge.
According to Kant, we cannot know the essence of reality or things in themselves. Our knowledge
becomes possible only through space and time. Time is the main cause of this finitude. God can
know the reality in itself and has intellectual intuition but we are finite creatures with sensible
intuition. Also, for Kierkegaard, it is time that separates our thinking from being and does not allow
the agreement between them. He made a distinction between being and existence. Being is the
reality in itself whereas existence is the empirical reality that we perceive through time and motion.

One of the most important influences of Kant on Kierkegaard is the famous distinction of
essence from being. Being is obviously not a real predicate. It is only the positing of a thing. This
distinction was very crucial for Kierkegaard. Kierkegaard like Kant draws a distinction between
“factual being” and “ideal being”; essence and being. Existence represents actuality and
contingency whereas essence shows possibility and necessity. In Kierkegaard’s thought, we cannot
speak of more or less being since existence is binary, all or nothing. This distinction paved the way
for Kant to criticize the traditional proofs of God’s existence, especially the ontological and
cosmological proofs. Kant shows that the concept of a perfect being does not necessarily result in
its real existence. Furthermore, He rejects the cosmological proof because it confuses the concept
of necessity with reality. Kant’s rejection of these proofs had a great impact on Kierkegaard. He
goes against these arguments and considers them useless in people’s faith. Kierkegaard says these
proofs only expand the concept of God and remain in abstraction without reaching its existence in
reality.
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