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CHAPTER 10

The epistemology of the Postscript
M. G. Piety

There have been two significant obstacles to determining the m:_umﬂmnn.n
of Kierkegaard's epistemology. The first is the barrier of language. It is
relatively easy for scholars in the English-speaking world to learn languages
such as German or French. By contrast, most Kierkegaard .mnro_mq.m are able
to piece together only a rudimentary _Sci_n&mm. of Danish during short
stays in Denmark facilitated by research fellowships. Hrn mmno.:m owmﬂmﬂm
to understanding Kierkegaard's views on knowledge is _wrmﬁ his otherwise
prodigious authorship includes no ms.mmmrﬂ.mogmﬂ treatise on W:oé__&mm.
The closest thing to such a treatise is, in fact, his ﬁ.ﬁ&a&mﬁh Qﬁnhﬁwn%n
Postscript. A comprehensive account of the epistemological views contained
in this work is beyond the scope of a brief essay. Such an account would
require an entire book, and a substantial one at that. I argue m_mwérn.vw. that
Kierkegaard appears to subscribe in a very _u_.omﬂ sense to the :.mm.::.ua_
view that knowledge amounts to justified true _um__amw A great n_nm_‘ of insight
into the epistemology of the Postscript can thus be gained by looking closely
at how the concept of truth functions in this work.

INTRODUCTION

This chapter will focus on the concept of truth in the %&&w&wﬁ It ,ui: also
look in detail at the significance of some of the relevant Danish Hwa:u.Ec_.cmw.
The end product, I hope, will help to give the reader greater insight into
the substance of the epistemology of the Postscript than it has yet been
possible to attain from any secondary work in m:m:mr.. b

Most Kierkegaard scholars know that Kierkegaard distinguishes between
subjective and objective truth. Very little work has been n_o:a..roimﬁn on
precisely whar distinguishes these two types c.m truth — and this has 9:;2_.
problems for Kierkegaard scholars. Some mistakenly reduce all types ol

' See Piety, Ways of Knowing.
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truth in Kierkegaard to subjective truth, with the result that he appears
more closely related to Sartrean existentialism than he actually is. Others
mistakenly reduce all types of truth to objective truth, with the result that
his views appear incoherent.

I am going to argue that one of the reasons scholars have had such
difficulty understanding Kierkegaard’s views on truth is that some impor-
tant distinctions Kierkegaard makes in this context do not come across
in translations. This has been a particularly intractable problem for schol-
ars interested in Kierkegaard’s epistemology, and it is undoubtedly one of
the reasons that so little has been written on this subject in English. The
problem is not restricted, however, to scholarly work in English. 1 will
make special reference to the scholarship of Anton Hiigli, whose other-
wise excellent book, Die Erkenntnis der Subjektivitit und die Objektiviris
des Erkennens,* is marred by a failure to appreciate some of Kierkegaard’s
terminological distinctions. My main objective, however, is to show that
one of the most important distinctions Kierkegaard makes between subjec-
tive and objective truth is obscured in English translations, which use the
single word “approximation” to render two very different Danish terms:
Approximation and Tilnarmelse.

Many theories of truth are reductionist in that they try to reduce the
various senses of the expression “ruth” to a single essence. This essence
is sometimes spoken of as a correspondence to reality. “Reality” is prob-
lematic, however, in a way that is not often recognized in this context.
That is, it is possible to speak of the reality of the way things are and the
reality of the way they ought to be. The subject of the correspondence in
question is thus also somewhat problematic. Many contemporary theorists
consider that it is something like beliefs, or propositions, that are properly
spoken of as corresponding or failing to correspond to reality. It is also
possible, however, to think of things in themselves as the subjects of such
correspondence. A chair, for example, may be spoken of as corresponding
to reality in the sense that it agrees with the form of what a chair ought ro
be like.

Few people today consider that there is an eternal, unchanging form of
chairness, or an idea of chairness in the mind of God, to which all actual
chairs ought to correspond. Most people 4o believe, however, that there is
a way people ought to behave, that there is something like a moral law, or
norms of behavior thar are not merely socially or culturally determined.
If this is the case, then it seems possible to speak of an individual’s life as

1w
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cither corresponding or failing to correspond to the form it ought to have.
A life that corresponded to the reality of the way things ought to be, then,
could be spoken of as “true,” or as an expression of the truth.

If there is a way things ought to be, then it ih.uz_m seem Rmmm.umzn.ﬂo
distinguish between what one could call “descriptive E:.r and “prescrip-
tive truth.” This distinction is precisely the one that Kierkegaard makes
between what he refers to as “objective” and “subjective” truth.

Truth, according to Kierkegaard, is an agreement between ﬂrfocmrﬂ and
being, where “being” is synonymous with “reality” AOC_U 159).* Such agree-
ment can be established, however, in two ways: by making thought conform
to being, or by making being conform to thought. .E:.wnm are thus two types
of truth according to Kierkegaard, as is apparent in his claim that “there is
a difference between truth and truths.™

“Truths,” according to Kierkegaard, are the result of the accurate repre-
sentation of being in thought. It is important to appreciate, however, ﬂwm.:
“being,” for Kierkegaard, encompasses both abstract and concrere enti-
ties. Hence truth, in the sense of “truths,” can be defined as agreement
either between some abstract entity and thought, or between some con-
crete entity and thought.’ The former appears in Kierkegaard’s authorship
as what one might call truth in the strict sense and the ._m:.mﬁ as what one
might call truth in a looser sense in that it is never, on his view, more than
an approximation.

The agreement between an abstract entity and thoughtappears Hm:ﬁo_omm_.nm_‘
according to Kierkegaard, because in this msmHmSnm “thought and .vn_:m
[ Zanken og Veren] mean one and the same” thing (CUP 160). Hr.m: _m,.ﬁrm
correspondence of the one to the other is merely “an abstract self-identity
(CUP 160). !

That is, the truth that, according to Kierkegaard, is an agreement
between some abstract entity and thought is a “duplication” (CUP Hmn.uf or
self-identity of what he calls “ideality.”® This duplication is mnno:.:u_arna
in language, of which, according to Kierkegaard, all thought consists, and
which has the dual nature of being both ideal in itself and an expression of
ideality.” Abstract, or ideal, being is expressed in language, which is itself

3 -

abstract. Hence truth, in the sense of “truths,” is a property of sentences or

3 Cf. Kierkegaard, The Concepr of Irony, KW 2: 247. See also Slotty, ,D._n. Erken _._ﬁ_zmm._n__.;..q. Y
Kierkegaards' (S. A, Kierkegaard's Epistemology); and Hugli, Die Evnkenntnis der Subjectivirit, 78.

+ Kierkegaard, Practice in Christianity, KW 20: 206, _

' CE _..Emm:_ Die Evkenntuis der Subjectivitit, 78. S Johannes Climacus, KW 7: 168-171.

7 CE. The Concept of Irony, KW 2: 274 and JP 2: 1159; PAP 111 4 37.
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propositions. This is also the case when truth is considered as agreement
between some actuality and thought. That is, truch is not what is the case
about the world, but the agreement between a particular proposition about
the world and whatis the case. The fact, for example, that Caesar crossed the
Rubicon is not a truth about Caesar, or about the past; it is racher the claim
that accurately represents this fact which is true. This type of truch is
referred to by Kierkegaard as “objective truth” (CUP 163). “Objectively,”
explains Anton Hiigli, “truch is — in the sense of the classical definition — an
adaequatio intellectus ad rem.”® Objective truth, according to Kierkegaard,
is quite properly indifferent to the existence of any particular individual
(see, e.g.,, CUP 162-163). It is indeed this indifference, he argues, that
“is precisely its objective validity [Gyldighed].” But what kinds of truth,
according to Kierkegaard, may legitimately be viewed as objective?
“Objectively understood,” he asserts,

truth can mean: (1) the historical truth, [or] (2) the philosophical truth. Looked
at historically, the truth must be made out through a critical consideration of the
various reports etc., in short, in the way that historical truth is ordinarily brought
to light. In the case of philosophical truth, the inquiry turns on the relation of a
historically given and ratified doctrine to the eternal truth. (CUP 19)

The reference above is specifically concerned with the truth of Christianity,
but it may justly be extended to refer to all types of objective truth. That
is, objective truth can signify either (1) an agreement between the past, or
the present, as it is represented in thought and the reality of the past, or
present; or (2) an agreement between a particular philosophical doctrine
(e.g., Platonism), as it is represented in thought and in its eternal reality.

We know from Kierkegaard's journals from 1842—43 that he was par-
ticularly interested in the distinction made by Leibniz between truths of
reasoning and truths of fact.” “Truths of reasoning,” argued Leibniz, “are
necessary, and their opposite [sic] is impossible,”

Truths of reason are equivalent to what was identified above as “philo-
sophical truth.” The claim, for example, that the validity of an argument is
distinguishable from its soundness was first articulated by Aristotle.” That
is, it was “historically given,” but it is not in itself a historical truth. That
there is a distinction between an argument’s validity and its soundness is
builc into the definition of an argument (i.e., it is part of its essence); thus
the correspondence to reality of the claim that there is such a distinction

4 Hiigli, Die Erkennnis der Subjectivitit, 199, My wranslation. 7 CUP 163. Translation modified.
" Sce PAP 1v © 8~44, passim. " Leibniz, Monadology, § 33, in Philosophical Writings, 184.
" Avistotle, Prior Analytics, in The Complete Works of Aristotle, 2: 39-113.
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is formally necessary. Such necessity means &..Hmz it is mznnﬂnm_ﬁzn wrmﬁ
this claim could fail to correspond to reality. The proposition that ¢ ere
is a difference berween validity and soundness constitutes an m&a&ﬁﬂ%
intellectus ad rem, or an agreement between reality mﬁa ideality (cf. C
159), where the reality in question is itself abstract or ideal.

We have just discussed objective truth in the strict sense. This section will
explore objective truth in the looser sense. . o .

While truths of reason are necessary, according to Leibniz, those o ) m__n
are contingent, which means that their opposites are Hno_a‘:ﬁ&_%rnﬂmm__.w%m
Establishing the correspondence of statements about actuality, é_.mn .MHTE
actuality in question is that of nature or of _.E:,_m: events, Lo rea :_% is Hmﬁn,.
problematic. No amount of investigation will H.nﬁm_ thata ?:.ﬂﬂ: mwm ,
ment about actuality must correspond to awm__ua\ because, unlike abstract
entities, nothing acrual is what it is necessarily.” . N ,

But if the correspondence of a statement about acruality to reality nms:on_
be established definitively, then the agree Easﬂ.vnﬂz@nb mgw.&mﬁaﬂbﬁ m:n_
reality which, according to Kierkegaard, constitutes truth, “is transforme .
into a desideratur ot desideratum) and mqmn.uar.&m mrnn._uomnm in W.wam ﬁw
becoming [ Vorden], since the empirical object is unfinished” (C I__erm .
Statements about actuality cannot thus be true in an mvmm._:nm sense. 3\
are often referred to as “true,” bur because an object of such mﬁmﬁn:ﬁ_ﬂu
is not finished, they can at best only approximate no:.m%osan:nm to W e
reality to which they refer. Hiigli observes, however, ﬂ.r“: the Emﬂ:ﬁsm. at
the G.dvm:nm_ object is unfinished undoubtedly applies to mawn:ﬁ mn_ﬁ :Wr
which is still in the process of becomi ng [ Werden) , but ot OMm Dﬁ%@.ﬁwm
to the past which, as O:Eﬂﬁ_ucﬂﬂmmn:m in Crumbs, is finished [abgeschlosse

is extent immutable. . oy

m:ﬂﬂoﬁwﬂf the correspondence of claims about actuality :M. ﬂnmrmw _mmﬂ:
approximation, according to Kierkegaard, not vnnm:mn.mnncﬂ_Q is _._”.mnm_
ished” (CUP 73, 159), but because of the peculiar relation these emp m
statements have to the facts to which they refer. No amount ow dara ﬂ_
establish that, for example, Caesar must have crossed the Wc?nonu that
no alternative course of action was possible, and ‘&Em that no oﬁ.rﬂ JHQ,-
pretation of the data could be correct. There will always remain art least

"% In this coneext, “necessity” clearly refers to formal, or logical, _ﬁnmmmmn__“. HMU.H ﬁﬂ_ nm:wwﬁ :MMMM._HMW}.‘.,,::_
b i Bvbensni Subjectivitir, 87-88. My translation. Ct Kierkegaard, 7/ _.
W Hueli, Die Evkenntnis der Subjectivitdt, 87 tion. Bk i
ﬁh_ww““_w.q, in Repetition and mu&&h&m&.‘.n& Crumbs, trans. M. G. Piety (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2009), 144. Hereafter abbreviated RPC.
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the formal possibility that the claim that he did cross the Rubicon is false.
That is, it is conceivable thar the claim could be false, even if it is in fact
true.

The categories of thought, because of their abstract nature, cannot

encompass concrete facts as such.’ According to Kierkegaard, the cate-
gories of thought are, again, linguistic categories; hence thought may be
understood to be an expression of reality. The difficulty, as Hiigli points
out, is that “when the individual is expressed, that expression always says
that it should not be an individual but something universal. The universal
says nothing, however, about the individual as an individual, but on the
contrary, only something abour the individual in general.™ Thus where
the reality in question is concrete, or actual, racher than abstract, no expres-
sion of it is going to capture it in its uniqueness, or particularity, and thus
preclude the possibility that it is other than it s represented as being."” It
is in this respect that one may understand the object of a statement about
actuality as unfinished. That is, it is inished i itself. It is just not finished
Jor thought. It is always possible to collect more information abour it and
thus to get a better picture of it.

This does not mean, however, that Kierkegaard is an idealist (or anti-
realist). Hiigli is right to point out that the past, as Kierkegaard insists
in Crumbs, “is finished and to this extent immutable.”™ The difficulty
is that Hiigli confuses the past as it is in icself with the past as it is for
thought. That is, although che past, according to Kierkegaard, is finished
in itself, “as material for cognitive consideration |erkjendene Betragtning]
it is incomplete; it is constantly coming into being through ever new
observation and research” (CUP 125, emphasis added).

What is in the process of becoming (i Vorden) in statements about
actuality is not actuality in itself, but actuality as it is for thought. This
interpretation is supported not merel y by Kierkegaard’s views on the nature
of the truth in question (i.c., thar as a property of propositions, or though,
it is abstract and thus cannot capture empirical reality - i.e., actuality — as

" Thus Slotty argues that, according to Kierkegaard, “1o grasp means to transform into possibility,
but then one does nor have the object as an actualicy and does not grasp it as that which it is”
[begreifen beisse in Miglishieir aufidsen; dann halte man aber das Objekr nicht als Wirblichkeir fest und
erfasse es nicht als das, was es sef). Slotty, “Die Erkenntnislehre
Hiigli, Die Frkenntnis der Subjectivitir, 84. My translation. Compare Slotty’s ohservation thar,
aceording to Kierkegaard, “we cannor grasp the particular contingent things in the universe as they
actually are.” See “Die Erkenntnislehre S, A, Kierkegaards,” 35. My translation. See also Kierkegaard,
The Concept of Anxiety, KW 8: 77-78 and IP 1: 896, 1: 1057.
Thus Hiigli argues thar, according to Kierkegaand language does not express reality bur produces
instead something new.” See Die Erbenntnis der Subjerivitit, 52-53. My translation,
Hiigli, Die Erkenntnis der Subjectivitdt, 88 (my translation) and Philosophical Crambs, in RPC 144,

5. A Kierkegaards,” 54.
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such), but also by the fact that the expression for .nvanoam:mu. Kierkegaard
uses in this context is not Tilblivelse, the expression he uses in Crumbs to
refer to the process of “coming to be,” but Vorden." ) S b

To become, according to Kierkegaard, in the sense of at blive til is to
undergo a change in being (Veren) — i.e., t0 go from having been pos-
sible to being actual.** Past events, on his view, have already c:mnnmnzn
such a transition. The “becoming” (Vorden) that subsequently nwmnmnﬁmw_mnm
them — i.e., that characterizes them to the extent that they are o_u_wun_u
of knowledge — concerns their essence (Vesen) .Bﬁ_._nn ﬁrw.a their being
(Vieren).** That is, it represents the determination of their essence for
thought. As objects of knowledge, past events are no longer ér.m.n they
were — 1.e., actualities. As objects of knowledge, these past actualities are
transformed into intellectual constructions whose correspondence to actu-
ality can be established in only an approximate sense. L s

Hiigli’s failure to appreciate the difference Ungwm.a Vorden and H&&:.\m&m
stems, | believe, from the fact that both expressions are nﬂzm_mmm& into
German as Werden. The section of the “Interlude” thatis entitled 77/blivelse
(i.e., becoming) in Danish appears in German translations as Das Werden.*
Tilblivelse is clearly closer, however, to the German Entstehen than to
Werden.” :

Hiigli asserts that Kierkegaard’s claim _...rmﬁ statements about actuality
merely approximate truth “can be maintained only a.arn: one abandons
the Aristotelian assumption, that is, when the concept is not mbnron.& once
and for all in the object, but is constituted in the course of the r_m.ﬂoznm_
discussion between subject and object.”** Kierkegaard himself says in The
Concept of Irony that “if the object were not understandable.. . . only in and
with the phenomenon, then . . . knowledge (of the _uwﬂm:,_uam:o:v would be
impossible, inasmuch as the actuality would be lacking” (KW 2: 241-242).

9 Vorden is a cognate of the German Werden: cf. Friederich Bresemann, Hand-Warterbuch der
deutschen und dinischen Sprache (Copenhagen: C. Steen & Sohn, 1fss). ) Lo

208 Muqu&%?mam Crumbs, in RPC 141 and Huigli, Die Erkenntnis der Subjectivitiit, 66. ﬁ@meqmm is

n—:“_,m closer to the German Entstehen than to Werden (cf, Bresemann, Hand-Werterbuch, "Entstehen
d “Blive 1il”). _ ,

M.m‘_m h_ub&uﬁuwmgh Crumbs, in RPC 151: "As soon as someone who comes later believes the v.,u.,.ﬁ {not

its truth; because that is an object of knowledge [Erkjendelsens sag], that concerns essence ._f.n_..q_ﬂ __"

not being [ Vieren]: bur believes thar it was present by having come to be [ved at vere blevet til),

then the uncerainty of becoming is there.” " il v .

** See, e.g., Seren Kierkegaard, Philosaphische Bissen, Uber. mit Einl. u. Kommentar von Hans Wﬂnrﬂ

(Hamburg: Felix Meiner Verlag, 1989) 72f; Philosophische mwa_,mw_x. Uber. von _m‘..:u::n_ I:mn

(Dusseldorf: Eugen Diederichs Verlag, 1967) 69it.; and Philosophische Brocken, Ubers, von Chr,

Sch f (Jene: Eugen Diederichs Verlag, 1910} 67 -k :

mMa “_H“W GW@S&. . * Hiigli, Die Erkenninis der Subjectivitit, 280, note 59. My ranslation.

1
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It is clear, however, from what was said above, that actuality #s lacking
when it is expressed in language.* Language, Kierkegaard argues, is an
abstraction and thus “always presents the abstract rather than the concrete
(i.e., the actual)” (JP 3: 2324). Hiigli acknowledges this himself when he
says, “language does not express reality, it produces instead something
new.”® Thus it would appear that Kierkegaard does, in fact, abandon
Aristotle’s assumption that the concept is embodied (verankert) in its object.

It seems reasonable to conclude that the truth of statements about
actuality 7s identified by Kierkegaard with “the course of the historical
discussion between subject and object.” Such a view is consistent with his
claims, cited above, about how historical truch is established, as well as with
his observation that “with regard to all temporal, carthly, worldly goals the
crowd can have its validity, even its validity as the decisive factor, that is,
as the authority™ — i.e., for determining truch. That is, no single scholar
or scientist can alone determine that a particular historical or scientific
theory corresponds to the reality to which it refers. Theoties in science and
scholarship are always the products of the cooperative efforts of various
individuals throughout the history of these disciplines, and need, in order to
continue to enjoy acceptance, to be continually verified within the evolving
standards of verification agreed on by practitioners in these disciplines.

We have looked so far at Kierkegaard’s views on objective truth. I want to
turn now to consider his views on subjective truth.

“Truths,” according to Kierkegaard, are the result of the accurate repre-
sentation of being in thought, whether the being in question is ideal, as is
the case with immanent metaphysical truths, or whether it is actual, as is
the case, for example, with scholarly and scientific truths. “Truth,” on the
other hand, is the result of the accurate representation of thought in being —
i.e., actuality.?®

Kierkegaard occasionally speaks as if the meaning of “truth” were
restricted to truth in the sense of “truths” (i.c., the representation of being
in thought), as when he observes that “the trilogy — the beautiful, the good,
the true — has to be conceived and represented in the sphere of the true
(namely as knowledge),” or when he claims that the truth of the past is

= CF. ibid., 5253 and Slotry, “Die Erkenntnislehre S, A. Kierkegaards,” 54.
8 See note 16 above. 7 Kierkegaard, The Point of View, KW 22: 106n.
** Thus Alastair Hannay argues that “in Kierkegaard we have the idea that the sensible world can itself

come to bear the imprint of an ideal, even though the 'source’ of that ideal remains ineradicably
transcendent.” Kierkegaard, 257,

¥ The Concept of Anxiety, KW 8 11,
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“an object of knowledge [Erkjendelsens Sagl.”"*® He observes, rﬂémép :m
Practice in Christianity, that though it is common now to mm.mo.n_m_ﬂa JHME
with “cognition [Erkjendelsen], knowledge ﬁﬁa@i vl @:m:”.m £ :wr,.
tianity all the expressions were formed mnnﬁ&.ﬁm to the view m.ﬂ .Qr_ﬂ .
is a (way of) being” (KW 20: 206); and this view of truth appears in hi
ship as early as 1844.%
mt%ﬂ»ﬂ!ﬂﬂ Hrmﬁﬂm a h.wvnaq of actuality rather than of En:m&. repre-
sentations is restricted, according to Kierkegaard, to aspects of anm.rnvw that
relate to the existence of the individual as such — s_?n._.r he argues, is the
case with ethics and religion (see, e.g., CUP H.mmv. Ethics .E._m religion are
essentially prescriptive, thus ethical and nm__m_ocm. :”_.:_._ is an mm_.mm_.wﬂzﬁ
between the ideality of ethical and religious prescriptions and .ﬁrm actuality
of the individuals existence. Ethically, mxv_mm:m.z.amr, the objective is :MH
to express reality in ideality. The m:%iacm_. is in ﬁrm‘ S._..:..r only to H_M
extent that he has ideality in himself. Truth, in the mcv_m.ncqm sense, cou
thus be described as adaequatio rei ad intellectum.”* This n..:_“.w is Hnmn.ﬁmm
to by Kierkegaard as “essential truth” (CUP 168n) vwnm:mn it is essentially
related to the essence of an individual’s existence mb& is Hrpwm also referred 8”
by him as “subjective truth” (CUP 19). The &_‘mnnnno: 5,"%@.@»».& a_.mé_”
between truth and truths is thus the distinction between objective trut
and subjective truth. : ke -
Just as there are two kinds of objective, or &m.mn:vscm_ Qc.ﬁr accor :_Nm.
to Kierkegaard, so are there two kinds of subjective, or prescriptive, :rﬁ _
That is, there is truth in the sense of an agreement vmgmmd some et _nnm_
or religious prescription and the existence of a @mﬁwnz_mn individual an:
then there is “truth” in the sense that nﬁﬂnm:%. valid norms for r:.H,zEHn
behavior may be referred to independently of their expression in the life o
an individual. I am going to refer to the former as subjective truth proper
and to the latter as subjective truth in the loose sense. Wil ,
Subjective truth proper (hereafter Rmm:m.n_ to m:.:_u_%. as m:_u_n..n:ﬁ Q:w )
is, according to Kierkegaard, a way of existing.” It is an existence that
instantiates what one could call the moral law. It is for this _..mmmor:
Kierkegaard argues Christianity n_n:._m:a.m not that one wxa@.: ﬂrw trut g
but that one “be the truth.”* To be truth in this way is to manifest in one’s

% Philosophical Crumbs, in RPC 151 CE KW 21: 135, .

W See, e.g., Concept af Arxciery (KW 8: 138) and mau_,r\w B GO, "

 Hiigli, Die Evkenntnis der Subjectivitit, 199—200, My translation. ¥ it

EE} ﬁmmﬂuummh. “The Will to Truth in Kierkegaard's Philosophical Fragments,” and Walker, “Erhical
Beliets.”

M Practice in Christianity, KW 20: z05.
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being — i.e., existence — the agreement between thought and being that was
identified above as truth.

According to Kierkegaard, however, ethical and religious prescriptions
are actualized by an individual, not in the sense that his “historical exter-
nality” (CUP 482) is made to correspond to them, bur in the sense that
he has truly willed such correspondence.’ To agree with the substance of
cthical and religious prescriptions is to make a conscious, or inward, effort
to bring one’s existence into conformity with them,

Kierkegaard argues, however, that

[i]t is not for a single moment forgotten here thar the subjecr is existing, thar
existing is a becoming and that the notion of truth as the identity of thought and
being is a chimera of abstraction and truly only a longing on the part of creation,
not because truth is not so, but because the knower is one who exists and thus as
long as he exists, the truth cannot be so for him. (CUP 165)

No human being, according to Kierkegaard, is in “absolute possession”
of ethical and religious truth.’” The difficulty is that the individual “is con-
stantly coming to be [7 Vorden]” (CUP 77).3 “Truch,” argues Kierkegaard,

e

is for the particular individual, only as he produces it in action,”® Every
action of an individual must “produce” truth, if his existence is to be an
expression of truth. As long as an individual exists, however, his future is
before him. This means that he is not finished acting and that his existence
cannot thus be understood to be a complete expression of the truch.

We saw above that Kierkegaard speaks of objective truth in both a strict
sense and a loose sense and that truth, and by extension knowledge, in

" CE Hiigli’s observation that what he refers to as dwssere Wirklichkeit (external acevality) is not under
the control of the individual and that, considered as a candidate for ethical action, “it is unethical
to be concerned about that which is not itself dependent upon the ethical.” Die Evbenntiis der
Subjektivitit, 216 (my translation). Thus, he concludes, only the intention, the will, remains as a
candidate for ethical acrion.
Cf. Romans 8:19.
KW 18: 83, CE Slotty’s observation that according to Kierkegaard, “For the existing subject, truth
cannot be obuined once and for all in the cternity of pure being, is not absolutely constitured.
Trueh, for someone who exists, is rather only in the passionate anticipation of eternity, exists only
in an approach.” Slotty, “Die Erkennenislehre 5. A Kierkegaards,” 38. My translation,
That the Danish expression Kierkegaard uses hete is Vorden rather than Tilblivelsen might appear
at first to contradict my carlier claim concerning the terminological difference berween Varden and
Tilblivetsen. 1 believe, however, that the “coming o be” (or “becoming”) Kierkegaard intends the
reader to understand here is precisely a derermination of the individual’s essence ( Viesen) rather than
being (Vieren). That is, there is 2 gradual accretion of faces about the individual represented by his
actions over time, We “come to be” (blive #il) according to Kierkegaard when we are born ({CUP
490). We may “come to be” again, bur only through a personal encounter with Chrise as described
in Crumbs (¢f. RPC 96-105),

UKW & 138, CF Slotty, “Die Erkennenislehre S, A Kierkegaards,” 39 and Hiigli, Die Evkerntnis der
Subfectivitit, 228,

o
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this latter sense is referred to by him as an m@?.oiamaos.?nn n.uGHu 21—
22, 27—43, 68). It appears, however, that ﬁ‘vn.ﬁ is a sense in S_ﬂ_n.,r nmdb
subjective truth proper, to the extent that it is .nuvamnwO in &umr ife o MD
individual, may be understood to be an approximation. In other words,
as Kierkegaard argues in Practice in Christianity,

i 5 i i ithi If, within me, within
tlhe being of truth is the redoubling of truth within yourself, i ik
“:_3 that WQE. life, my life, his life expresses the truth @&w%«hﬁ%@ in the mﬂw_<ﬂﬂm
for it, that your life, my life, his life is mnwncxmawnn_w the being of the ﬂ.wﬂ& in the
striving for it, just as the truth was in Christ, a fife, for he was the truth.

The sense in which one can approximate ethical or :w:mmo.:m H.::r differs,
however, from the sense in which one can approximate objective truth. In
both instances, according to Kierkegaard, truth in an absolute sense may
be defined as a desideratum. In the latter case, however, one has no .mcm:.-
antee that the apparent probability of the no.ﬂmm.ﬂo:mnbmn c*..m particular
statement about actuality to the reality to which it refers is objectively vin-
dicated — in the sense that, the more probable the no_.p..mmvon.&gnm mﬁ.ﬁmmwm.
the closer he is to its absolute n_nmﬁ:i:mﬂo:.. Thar is, an Ennmmmn_ in the
apparent probability of the nod.n_n%c:n_n:nm brings the subject no closer to

ishing genuine correspondence. .

mmﬂwﬁw_ _MWW:HWMBEH ethical W:& religious truth, m.nno_.n::m to R_H_.rmmmmﬂﬂ
is precisely to “approach” it. This can be seen _m we ._oo_n mh ¢ Danis
expression he uses to refer to this sort of approximation. The nxv_.nmw_m.:
in question is not Approximation, the one he uses in the context o _Ad_m
discussion of objective truth (cf. CUP 21—43), but 7ilnermelse ?nm,mw.m;&. 4
20: 205; 21: 208). Tilnermelse is composed of two words, Nerme _mu which
translates literally as “the act or movement, to mmmaom_.nr_ to oMEn c ommn Mo_,.“n
and the preposition #/, which ﬂm:mmm_”mm as “to.”#* W&a&ﬁam e may t _u: :
rranslated as either “approximation” or * mﬁ@._.omnr. m:n._ itappears to be the
lacter that Kierkegaard has in mind. That is Tn.nmcmm it was customary _ﬂ
theological circles in Copenhagen in the ﬂi‘:_:mﬁam:&. anE.Q to spea .
of “approaching God.” J. P. Mynster, the Bishop of .an__m:n_ :_: ng :.wom On_
Kierkegaard’s adult life, argued, for example, mrm.ﬁ Tilnzrmelsen o cr
kann ikke finde Sted uden Betragtning af Gud” (One cannot approac
God without contemplating God).*

4% See The Book an Adler, K\ 24: 91—92.

4t : 205, emphasis added.

4 waw ~ M WMWE,_“._.H%MH G. Repp, A Danish—English Dictionary Aﬂo_un:erm:_ ﬂin—n:&_. 1845) and
ﬂm_.._mﬂ.u: Molbech, Dansk Ordbog [Danish Dictionary] (Copenhagen: Gyldendal, 1850).

# Mynster, Blandede Skrifier, 1: 49. My translation.
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One has an access, according to Kierkegaard, to cthical-religious reality
that one does not have to actuality more generally. That is, one is assumed,
on his view, to have insight into the substance of ethical-religious prescrip-
tions through one’s conscience which, he asserts, is one’s “co-knowledge
[Samviden) with God” (CUP 129).% It is thus possible, according to
Kierkegaard, to approach ethical or religious — i.e., prescriptive — truch
in the striving for it,s in a sense that it is not possible to approach objec-
tive, or descriptive, truch through probability.

Kierkegaard is nor a subjectivist.{® His claim that “cruch s subjectivity”
(CUP 159—251) is not meant to refer to truth in general, but is made in
the context of his examination of a specific kind of truth - i.e., a truth
that is essentially related to the existence of the individual knower as such.
This does not mean, however, thar while Kierkegaard believed there was
objective truth in scholarshi p and science, he was a subjectivist with regard
to ethical and religious truch, as one might infer from his claim that with
respect to ethics and religion, “subjectivity itself becomes the mark of the
truth” (CUP 212),

That subjectivity becomes “a sign of the truth” here is not in the least
mysterious. It is a formal consequence of the fact that there are two ways in
which thought and being may be understood, according to Kierkegaard,
to “agree.” Subjectivity does not become a sign of truth in general, but
only when the truth in question is of the subjective sort. That is, when
truth is prescriptive, then the way that the individual’s existence represents
an actualization of these prescriptions becomes a sign of the truth. Such
agreement is the result of an individual’s having accepted ethical-religious
prescriptions in the sense that he has willed to bring his existence into
conformity with them.

Kierkegaard’s claim that truth is subjectivity means no more than that
when “truch” is prescriptive of an individuals existence, the substance of
the prescription ought to be expressed in that existence, not that Chris-
tianity may be “true” for one person and Buddhism, for example, “true”
for another.*” There is, according to Kierkegaard, one genuine set of

* Hannay has “co-consciousness” rather than “co-knowledge.” I have taken the liberty of modifying
the translation to ‘co-knowledge” because the Danish is Sampiden and “knowledge” is the preferred
translation of Viden, This more literal translacion also makes the resultant expression “co-knowledge”

4 cognate of the Latin conscientia,

CE CUP 334, 3510, 440-441; see also Kierkegaard, Fighteen Upbuilding Discouses, KW 5 306.

See, e.g., Fear and T rembling (KW 6: 15) and The Concept of Anxiety (KW 8: 10s), CF, Slotty, “Die

Erkenntnislehre S, A. Kierkegaards,” 63,

W CE The Book on Adler (KW 24: 17-118) and Slotry, “Die Erkenntnislehre §. A, Kierkegaards,” 62,
This point may seem to be ar odds with Kierkegaard’s claim in the Postscripe that one may pray in
truth to God “though he worships an idol,” so long as one “prays with all the passion of the infinjte”
(CUP 169). The point of this example, however, is precisely that prayer concerns how one relates to
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ethical-religious prescriptions which, when actualized, constitutes truth
in the subjective sense. He never tries to defend this view, however, or to
develop criteria for determining the “truth,” in the sense of the objective
truth, of Christianity, because he believes this is formally impossible.#*

The question of the truth of Christianity can become an object of
mere contemplation. Kierkegaard argues, however, that such a disinterested
relation to “the truth, or truths, of Christianity is precisely untruth” (CUP
188). That is, to fail to express the substance of these truths in one’s existence
is to transform Christianity, “which is essentially a way of life, into a way
of speaking [ Talemaade],” which, he argues, “it least of all wants to be.”#
That is, to fail to express Christian truth in one’s existence is to relegate
to the realm of abstraction something which by its very nature — i.e., as
prescriptive — demands to be made concrete.

Objective “truth,” as we have seen, was something with respect to which
the crowd, according to Kierkegaard, was considered to have validity, “even
validity as the decisive factor”; this is not the case, however, with subjective
“truth.™® The latter view of truth, he asserts, “holds that wherever the
crowd is, untruth is” (KW 22: 106). This view of truth is, according to
Kierkegaard, precisely that of ethics and religion.” That is, ethics and
religion are concerned with the manner in which the individual ought to
exist and this is something, according to Kierkegaard, with respect to which
the crowd can have no significance.

CONCLUSION

Readers familiar with the Poszseripe will be aware that Kierkegaard speaks
there not only of subjective and objective truth, but also of subjective and
objective knowledge. These two types of knowledge relate predictably to

God, not whether it is the true God to whom one is related. Kierkegaard’s coneern throughour the
Postseript was not whether Christianity was true, but whether he was a true Christian. He is able
to make the rransition from the fact that one is praying in tuth to the claim chat it is thus o the
true God one prays, because he never questions that the God of the Christian religion is the true
Gad. To pray in truth is thus necessarily to pray to the true God. Cf Hugli, Die Erkenntnis der
Subjectivitit, 159.

# [t is not even possible, according to Kierkegaard, o prove that there is a God: see, eg., CUP

279-280 and Philosophical Crimbs, in RPC 1n13-n7.

KW 21: 159. Translation modified. “Platitude” is the word used by the Hongs to translate Talemaade;

it is not an aceepeable translation of this expression, however, as it was used in the first half of the

nineteenth century. Talemaade was defined simply as a “mode of expression or phrase” (see Ferrall

and Repp, A Danish-English Dictionary). The Hongs™ translacion is misleading to the extent thar

“platitude” has pejorative connotations in English, and the emphasis here is elearly on the distinction

between saying and doing, rather than on the substance of what is said.

¥ Kierkegaard, The Point of View, KW 22: 106n. 7 See ibid.. KW 22: 106 and following,

e
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hrmww two types of truth, and each has its own form of justification which is
relative to the particular nature of its object. In fact, just as there is objective
truth in the strict sense and objective truth in an approximarte sense, so will
.ﬂrn reader discover that there is objective knowledge in the strict sense and
In an approximate sense. The same sorts of distinctions apply to subjective
knowledge. There is subjective knowledge proper and then there is what
one could call tmnsmo-w:oé._&mn_ or an objective grasp of truths whose
nature is essentially prescriptive, divorced from the actions, or way of life
that they prescribe. _

._ﬂ should be clear by now that, although Kierkegaard never wrote an
epistemological treatise as such, his views on knowledge are far more
sophisticated and well thought out than has traditionally been appreci-
ated, and that the Pastseript is one of the richest sources of information
about these views in all of Kierkegaard’s authorship.



