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Seren Kierkegaard:

Faith and the

Subjective Individual

Kierkegaard had received little attention
in philosophy until the recent popularity
of the ‘existentialist’ movement in Europe
and the United States. Then, because of
the respect bestowed on him by such influ-
ential thinkers as' Heidegger, Jaspers, and
Sartre, he became generally recognized as
the founder of this movement although he
preceded it by a full century. Existential-
ism is often characterized as a break with
traditional Western philosophy, taking as
its point of departure and as its goal (its
Truth) the crisis-ridden  isolated existence
of an individual. So characterized, this
‘movement’ is nowhere given a more poetic
or more explicit statement than in the writ-
ings of Sgren Kierkegaard.

Kierkegaard insists on the importance
of the individual thinker first of all as a
reaction to an attitude which he took to be
the mark and the shame of the nineteenth
century, a period that he characterized as
“essentially one of understanding and re-
flection, without passion.’!

“Each age has its own characteristic”
depravity. Ours is perhaps not pleasure
or indulgence or sensuality, but rather
a dissolute pantheistic contempt for
individual man.?

It is.an epoch in which every human en-
deavor-is-marred by an “‘unhappy objec-
tivity" (an-‘‘absence "of “personality"), “and
the..individual and thepersonal-have be-

_come smothered-in the mechanical “level-

ing”" processes of the" mediocrity of the
‘masses’’ - (alternativély” characterized as
“the -group,” “'the crowd;” -and-"thepub-
lic"").-This mediocrity with its stress on the
concept of the group and its denial of in-
ividuality is at one with the tendency to
passionless reflection.
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CHAPTER 3

In order that everything should be
reduced to the same level, it is first of
all necessary to procure a phantom,

its spirit, a monstrous abstraction, an
all-embracing something that is nothing,
a mirage—and that phantom is the
public. /t is only in an age which is
without passion, yet reflective, that
such a phantom can develop itself.

The ‘present age’' is characterized by
the fact that “‘there are no longer any hu-
man beings,” for a human being is an in-
dividual and this ‘'age has forsaken the
individual in order to take refuge in the
Collective Idea.””# (The notion of the *'Col-
lective |dea” comes directly from Hegel.)
A human being is not an organ of a larger
body but a person; but, Kierkegaard com-
plains, nothing is personal in this age of
the “crowd.” A human-being ought to be
passionate and committed, but no-one now
is willing to commit himself-or-allow himself
to .succumb -to what Kant called the “pa-
thology--of - passion.” This .is anage in
which.men. have given up the dangers of
passionate commitment and assertivein-
dividuality..and..have -turned to the com-
forts _of. ‘understanding® and - ‘reflection.’
Men reflect on great-happenings, but-noth-
ing ever happens.-Men -understand great-
ness,..but. no. great-deeds are'performed.
Men have -become ‘superbly rational, “'Ab-
solutely - rational," - but they “have; in- turn,
forgotten. ‘*how to live.”

The age is characterized, or caricatured,
by its scholars and intellectuals. They are
the embodiment and the culmination of a
public dedicated to busy reflection and
passionless inactivity. Scholars have mas-
tered the art of reflection and have ob-
tained the Absolute Truth of total lack of
involvement and devotion. Scholars under-
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Like Leporello, learned literary men
keep a list, but the point is what they
lack; while Don Juan seduces girls and
enjoys himselt—Leporello notes down.
the time, the place, and a description
of the girl.5 ,

In their writings on Christianity, and their
moswﬁa apologetics for making Christian-
ity conveniently compatible with the non-
religious life, the scholars once again have
shown their great ability at reflection, and
Gm:. greater disability to live. To be. Chris-
tian, according-to- Kierkegaard; is to suffer
before-God. -The theologians ' know “little
of.. suffering, ‘but ‘a “great deal “about
suffering:

The .:.to Ways. One is to-suffer; the
otheris to-become a professor of the
fact that another suffered.®

The intellectual literary giant of Kierke-
gaard’s- youth was, of course, Hegel, and
the great philosopher as well as his philos-
ou.=< were the explicit. manifestation, the
prime example, of the Spirit of the age.
With this characterization, Hegel would,
of course, be in complete accord. In Hegel,
philosophical reflection had become the
highest, virtue of man, and the present re-
alization of Absolute Spirit viewed through
the eyes of the historical past had been
shown to be the ultimate in Spiritual de-
velopment. There was no. serious talk or
concern_for the future in the Hegelian
philosophy, only an adoration of the pres-
ent. There was no mention of the failings
of the present, and therefore no attempt
to generate ideals according to which we
might commit ourselves to a better future.
The reflective, rational understanding of
the present in view of the past was abso-
lute knowledge; the immediate future was
simply not of philosophical concern.

Kierkegaard -stressed"the Importance of
the immediate .future, however, and con-
ceived of the job of philosophy nct asa de-
tached search- for knowledge and ‘under-
standing, but as an involved, even desper-
ate.quest to-find out what to do.

What I really lack is to be clear in my
mind what | am to do, not what | am
to know, except insofar as a certain
understanding must precede every

action. The thing is to understand
myself, to see what God really wishes
me to do; the thing is to find a truth
which is true for me, to find the idea

. for which | can live and die.”

‘Hegel does  not metition “the " individual
except for those early portions-of the PHe-
nomenology and -the- Philosophy "6t “Right
where -he - explicitly rejects- the concept of
the -individual. in favor -of the: Collective
ldea—the -concept " of Spirit.® Individual
self-realization apart from collective Spirit-
ual self-realization was out of the question
for him. The best that one could do was
to be the particular manifestation of col-
lective Spirit, and to realize oneself in
bringing about the realization of Spirit.
This, of course, is. precisely Hegel's -own
role in the development of his system,
which is not merely to be considered as the
development of his philosophy but rather
the explicit development of Spirit (God)
by Spirit using Hegel as a mere instru-
ment for this realization.

In Kierkegaard, collective self-realiza-
tion is not realization at all;

The way of objective reflection makes
the subject accidental, and thereby
transforms existence into something
indifferent, something vanishing. . . .
The way of objective reflection .. .
always leads away from the subject,
whose existence or non-existence ... .
becomes infinitely indifferent.?

Since- Kierkegaard's concept. of. individual
self-realization «is- entirely -“'subjective,” it
carries ‘with it"no guarantees of objective
truth, no criterion -of general applicability
or universality.

However, the objective way deems

itself to have a security which the
subjective way does not have . . . it

thinks to escape a danger which threatens
the subjective way, and this danger

is at its maximum: madness. In a

merely subjective determination of the
truth, madness and truth become

in the last analysis indistinguishable . . .*®

In other words, self-realization, the search
for “'subjective truth,” is equivalent to per-
sonal expression, without regard for “ob-
jectivity".. Philosophy is not the abstraction
of universal truths from the idiosyncrasies
and errors of any particular individual. Phi-

- on- .several
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losophy cannot be separated from the phi-

.-losopher; one's philosophy is truly ‘his.”"!

However, this ‘repeated insistence on the
“personal” aspect of philosophy must not

“lead us-to miss the.importance of several

truly universal (“objective’) truths that
emerge from-Kierkegaard's philosophy.

- Given the ‘embodiment of ‘the depravity
.of-the’ “inHegel, it-is not+in-the 1éast

~surprising that Kierkegaard's “rage  should

begin-with -a-devastating attack on-system-
atic~philosophy. ‘Despite the frequently

‘ad:-hominem character of his arguments,

Kierkegaard's objections reach far beyond
Hegel, as partially evidenced by the enor-
mous influence of Kierkegaard's: criticisms
generations of European
thinkers. Kierkegaard objected not just to
Hegel's peculiar variety of ‘systematic’
philosophy, but to the entire Western
philosophical tradition which took the
medium. of philosophical enquiry to be
“The Concept” (conceptual thought and
analysis) and objective conceptual truth
as its goal. This search for universal, im-
personal truth was the defining mark of
virtually every major Western philosopher
from Plato until Kant and Hegel. .Only
those-truths: which-held for “every rational
creature,’’. regardless of -situation-and- psy-
chological-peculiarities, were-acceptable-as
philosophical-truths. A philosophical  truth
-could be disclosed by a Greek philosopher
of three centuries B.C., and, if true, must
be valid for a Chinese philosopher of the
same - period as well as for an American
philosopher of the twentieth century. ‘A
philosophical truth;-for example,-the Prin-
ciple -of -Universal- Causation “or—the "Law
of-Induction;-was -not indigenous..or .pecu-
liar--to. any. particular - philosophical style,
or--to--any.-particularly -endowed -philoso-
phers. These laws hold for every man, and
the philosopher takes it upon himself to do
nothing other than to formulate and prove
these universal principles. The philosopher
is ‘explicitly. concerned i

h these prin-
ciples, but he has no privileged relation-
ship to.them.

Whether the demand for universality
manifests itself as the postulation of truths
existing. in themselves (as in Plato's
Ideas), or as the demands -of pure uni-
versal Reason - (as in. traditional rationalist
philosophies), or as: the necessary condi-

tions..for any consciousness whatever (as.

in.Kant), or as the peculiar notion of uni-
versality that accompanies Hegel’s notion
of Spirit, this demand effectively excludes

everything personal or ‘subjective” from
philosophy. Kierkegaard's objection to this
tendency to insist on universality as the
mark of philosophical truths is not, as his
critics maintain, .a result of the desire to
include his autobiographical writings in
the corpus of traditional Western philos-
ophy. The brunt of his objection is not
simply that there should be room for ‘sub-
jective truth’ in philosophy, but that those
central issues which philosophers have
been discussing in these ‘objective’ philos-
ophies cannot be resolved in an objective
way. Rather, there are “truths, ‘'‘essential
philosophical-truths;" which cannot be de-
termined as valid for all men, or even for a
group-of men, but ¢an only be determined
by the ~ *individual’ subjective . thinker.”
These truths,.of which. the ‘highest’ is the
realization that the. human soul is rooted
in God, are expressions of individual-com-
mitment rather -than - of ' an "objective "de-
tached .truth which can--be -established by
any rational -impartial--observer. - -Belief -in
God, in-the -peculiar Kierkegaardian sense
which we shall discuss,.is a- matter of pas-
sion, “not ~knowledge. - Kierkegaard com-
pares this. ‘truth' to the ‘truth’ embodied
in. a lover's declaration. The 'truth’ of "I
love you' is.a passionate commitment; a
third disinterested party could never ‘un-
derstand’ -(that is, feel himself) the in-
tensity of the relationship, and his demand
for ‘justification’ or ‘proof’ would simply
be inappropriate. Similarly, one cannot
prove that God exists; one must simply
commit himself to God in the face of the
absence of such a proof:

To stand on one leg and prove God's
existence is a very different thing.

from going on one’s knees and thanking
him.'? N

For Kierkegaard, it is the manner and
intensity of one's belief, and not the object
or objective necessity - of belief, which
determines truth. In those issues in which
no objective (universally valid) solution
is possible, it can only be the degree of
commitment which is philosophically rel-
evant. From this equivalence between
truth (‘subjective’ truth) and commitment
and involvement, we may already under-
stand the basis of Kierkegaard's departure
from Hegel with regard to religious
questions.

An objective uncertainty held fast in
the approximation-process of the most
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passionate inwardness is the truth,
the highest truth attainable for an
existing individual,'?

Behind the Hegelian jargon lies a very
clear statement of Kierkegaard's objectives
in -philosophy; to free us from the illusion
that certain problems can be finally and
disinterestedly settled by use of clear re-
flection and understanding, and to con-
front us with the demand that the most
important philosophical questions are ulti-
mately choices of commitments. They are
problems of what to do, not conceptual
dilemmas. Philosophy can clear away the
old. illusions from these difficult problems,
but ultimately, it is only each isolated in-
dividual who is capable of supplying phil-
‘osophically appropriate answers.

Kierkegaard's Life
as Related to His Thought
Because of Kierkegaard's personal ‘sub-
jective’. approach to philosophy, we are
forced to. suspend the usual insistence that
we completely separate the character of
the philosopher from his philosophical
writings. This does not mean that an ade-
quate psychological explanation of how he
came to believe or write some particular
thesis is sufficient to invalidate that thesis.
Notably, one cannot argue away Kierke-
gaard’s general thesis of the incompatibil-
ity of the secular- ethical life with the life
of religious devotion as a post facto ra-
tionalization of his youthful unexplained
breaking of an engagement to be ‘married.
But because Kierkegaard so often insists
on the “personal subjective validity” of his
works, and because he fails to appreciate
just this distinction between validity and
personal expression in his frequent use of
ad hominem arguments (towards his own
writings as well as towards the writings . of
others), some brief consideration of the
philosopher himself is necessary for an
appreciation of his philosophy. .
Kierkegaard ‘was--born -(in 1813)-Into-a
devoutly.. Pietist-family- in--which. religious
guilt..was -considered- to..be..the -definitive
emotion-in-life. His father, in spite of con-
siderate attention to his family in its ma-
terial and intellectual needs, neglected
them emotionally. because of his nearly
crippling state of despair over his sins
before God. The despairing confrontation
with personal guilt, and the anxiety and
suffering accompanying the awareness of

personal Sin became deeply engraved in
the brooding and unhappy spirit of the
young Kierkegaard. From his earliest writ-
ings in his Journals,'# it is all too evident
that this despair and- suffering: had become
the defining ‘marks of his life and his
thought, and that he would never be free
from the anxiety and desperation of one
seeking salvation from a dread which had
no object, a guilt which had no cause. The
philosophical concepts of dread and guilt
which play a central part in Kierkegaard'’s
thought are universal extensions of these
personal experiences.

The emotional upbringing which Kierke-
gaard suffered did not, however, inter-
fere with his intellectual life. His father
was -insistent on intellectual acuity, and
Kierkegaard-- -became - familiar- - with the
world -of -scholarship-at & very early age.
In-the ~University, ‘he first confronted the
philosophy -of ~Hegel,  largely through his
Danish disciples and reacted strongly
against the ‘reflective’ and impersonal at-
titude of the systematic philosophy. The
philosopher Schelling (with whom Kierke-
gaard studied) also reacted strongly
against Hegel, and in the years after
Hegel's death he repeatedly emphasized
the ‘negative’ aspects of Hegelianism, that
is, the neglect of existence.

Kierkegaard. became. progressively dis-
illusioned with-the-philosophy at the Uni-
versity -and--the-empty--Christianity -of the
Lutheran.-church:” He -dropped out -of the
University. and -out of-the  church and in-
dulged.in.a youthful-spree of sensuousness
that.he.never. enjoyed-because of the ‘guilt
and despair. which-had- never-left-him from
his . early.-home-life. Kierkegaard. returned
to the. University-and “etitered -the ministry
as. a Lutheran-pastor. He became engaged
to Regina Olsen, whom, from all available
evidence, he loved very deeply. However,
the respectable social life as pastor and
husband would not fit the eccentric and
troubled genius whose emotional energies
were securely tied to the resolution of his
religious despair. In the-definitive acts of
his life, Kierkegaard.broke the engagement
to marry, left. the  church, ..and withdrew
himself from public’ life-and-began to- write
dozens--of - philosophic-religious- -treatises,
many of which were published under
pseudonyms. His works often contradicted
and even explicitly attacked each other.
The insistence on subjectivity and personal
expression ‘in all of his works, with his

deliberate and frequent use of paradox and
a refusal to legislate between two conflict-
ing issues, combine to demonstrate his
conscientious avoidance of any interpreta-
tion of -his writings in the terms of the

~systematic philosophy so prevalent at the

time.'®

Of course, Kierkegaard's withdrawal
from public life did not remove him from
the public view. His contempt for con-
temporary mass-society and church often
surfaced in vicious public denunciations

of the most powerful institutions, notably

the Danish press and the Lutheran church.

" These attacks made Kierkegaard quite well

known, and frequently attacked, so that
he spent considerable portions of his se-

.cluded life in open controversy.

Kierkegaard on Christianity

Kierkegaard considered his own task to be
the: explication of what it is to become a
Christian. “We-are all Christians—without

-having.-so-much as-a suspicion what Chris-

tianity “is.”'® Like his predecessors Kant
and Hegel, he felt the present dangers to

Christianity in an increasingly secular and

mass-oriented society. However,-unlike the
many. defenders-of Christianity before him
who-had- struggled to show that the doc-
trines-of the religion were reasonable and
that--philosophy,  as- the  ‘embodiment of
reason, could -show these-doctrines-to-be
‘objectively-valid, - Kierkegaard -claimed -that
such a.defense..could. not-be- successfully
carried out. Christianity, far from consist-
ing of a set of reasonable doctrines, was
the paragon of absurdity. Philosophy- or
Reason..and . Christianity . were -absolutely

dirreconcilable, . for -the - very -essence of

O:zw:maq was- paradox-and -irrationality.

To be a Christian, according to tradi-
tional religious thought, was to accept a
particular set of doctrines as true. To jus-

tify Christianity, or to justify one’'s being

a Christian, therefore, consisted in the
demonstration that these doctrines were
plausible and worthy of belief. Kant before
him had argued that the central doctrines
of Christianity were necessary postulates
of (practical) reason, and that the very con-
cept of morality required Christianity as its
presupposition. Before Kant, many philos-
ophers and theologians had constructed
elaborate logical proofs of the basic tenets
of Christianity, demonstrating to their own
satisfaction at least that the doctrines of
the Christ were defensible by appeal solely
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to the laws of reason. Following Kant,
Hegel had attempted to show that the doc-
trines of Christianity, in modified form,
were the logical consequence of the whole
movement of Western thought.

Of course, there was the vulgar concep-
tion of "being a Christian,”” which also
accepted the notion that Christianity was
a set of true doctrines, but primarily ac-
cepted a person as a Christian if he had
been born of Christian parentage and
occasionally succeeded in barely con-
sciously performing several ritual actions,
such as going to church, mouthing the
phonetic sequences that constituted the
sentences which stated these doctrines and
nodding acquiescently to their assertion
from the pulpit. All of this was intimately
connected, of course, with a warm satisfied
feeling of holiness and self-righteousness
that one got from the idea of being in the
grace of God (or from winning the ap-
proval of the community). Thus, for the
masses of Christians, to be a Christian was
not even so deliberate as suggested by the
philosophers, for the doctrines involved
were never brought into question, nor
were they nor need they be thought about
to see whether they even make sense. To
be a Christian was to be born into, or
laboriously work oneself into, a mass of
Christian soldiers, indistinguishable from
each other, in a community before God.
To be a Christian, ultimately, came to
little more than identifying oneself with
the Christian public—those who also con-
sidered themselves as Christians. All of
this was conveniently institutionalized in
the concept of the state-Church.

Thus it was established by the state

as a kind of-eternal principle that every
child is naturally born a Christian.

As the state obligated itself to furnish
eternal bliss for all Christians, so, to
make the whole complete, it also took
upon itself to produce Christians. . . .
so the state delivered, generation after
generation, an assortment of Christians:
each bearing the manufacturer’s
trademark of the state, with perfect
accuracy one Christian exactly like all
the others, . . . the point of Christianity
became: the greatest possible uniformity
of a factory product.'?

From our introduction to Kierkegaard, it
should ‘be evident how he reacts against
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this state-Church (the Lutheran church of
Denmark). First, _there.is- his- recurrrent
Insistence -on “individuatity, - which- perriie-
ates-his-religious ‘writings-and-becomes the
very.foundation of-being a Christian:

'The indlvidual’; now that the world
has gone so far along the road of
reflection, Christianity stands and falls
with that category.1®

Secondly, Kierkegaard's childhood con-
m_.oam:o: with the despair_and suffering
5333 in his father's Christianity leads
him to reject, with a bitterness excessive
even in his works, any notion of “being a
o.:_._mzm:: which provides ‘men with hap-
piness and self-satisfaction. “Christianity
Is. suffering,"*'?-and-to-be-a-Christian-is to
be -forever--conscious- of -the unhappy- pas~
-sions-of dread-and guilt,;

] - Thirdly, Christianity, because it is de-
fined by suffering and the feelings associ-
ated with Sin, is not a set of doctrines to
be accepted or rejected except insofar as
Some minimal doctrine is required in suf-
mm_._:u and feeling. ‘in..shert, -Christianity
IS not a mode or-a-body of knowlédge, but
itis a way of life;2°

_.uocnz_v\.,;o:q_mzmaq “isnot o " bE
mm:.mén_, -easily-by-the-individual-who-sets
himself-off- from-the-masses, as if-any man
who- decidesto-become g Christian miight
do-so. Because. of the_overwhelming--de-
mands.. of, suffering; -a- Christian-could be
only._the.most. spectacular of->men. .One
could-not-lead a'successful-secular life: and
cm a-Christian. One could only be a Chris-
tian. In fact, Kierkegaard takes as his.
model of Christianity the asceticism of the
monastery. )

Back to the monastery out of which
Luther broke—that is the truth—
that is what must be done. . . . The
fault with the monastery was not
ascetism, celibacy, etc.; no, the fault
was that Christianity had been |
moderated by making the admission
that all this was considered to be
extraordinarily Christian—and the
purely secular nonsense to be
considered ordinary Christianity.2!

Kierkegaard takes it upon himself to
change the conception of Christianity. In
the face of eighteen hundred years of: at-
tempts to change Christianity to make it
reasonable, Kierkegaard responds that

what must be changed is not Christianity
but .o:_< our conception of Christianity;
that is, what it is to be Chyristian.

3\ only analogy is Socrates, My task
is a Socratic task—to revise the
conception of what it means to be a
Christian,22

._.: mzm traditional interpretation of Chris-
tianity as a set' of purportedly true doc
trines, the problem of  justification of
Christianity, that is, of Justifying one’s own
Christianity, consisted in" proving that
these doctrines were plausible. Unforty-
nately, the rise of science and the result-
ant sophistication of thought had cast
serious doubt about-the truth, even the
intelligibility, of several central Christian
doctrines. To meet this challenge arose the
science-of -apologetics; whose. task it was
to amend the-Christian- doctrines so as-to
be _compatible-with-secular -belief, “If one

were to describe the whole ‘orthodox apol-

ogetic effort in a single sentence, but also
with categorical precision, one might -say
that it has the intent to make Christianity
plausible.” Christianity is not plausible,
m:a. its "doctrines can be made con-
venient only at the sacrifice of Christianity.

it this effort [to make Christianity
Pplausible} were to succeed, then would
this effort have the ironical fate that
precisely on the day of its triumph
it would have lost everything and
entirely quashed Christianity.?® .
Insofar as Christianity involves doctrines
at all, becoming a Christian is accepting
a set of essentially absurd doctrines, par-
ticularly the doctrine that a man was God,
which Kierkegaard insists is absolutely
paradoxical. ,
Because of the essential absurdity of key
Christian doctrines, one- cannot possibly
bring  Christianity into alignment with
reason (that is, with philosophy). Accept-
ance of Christianity is not at all reason-
able, and belief in- Christ can never con-
stitute a piece of knowledge. “‘The
problem is not to understand Christianity,
but to understand, that it cannot be under-
stood.”24 What this means is that although
Christianity contains a set of doctrines as
its foundations, to be a Christian cannot
be merely the acceptance of these doc-
trines. The doctrines of Christianity are
absurd, and an absurd doctrine is not one

tiahity-is. not something that can. be known
at all;'acceptance” is not appropriate-to
it. "Christianity- is- not-a doctrine.””25 What
Is required.is passion—the passion of faith.

Faith - is-~traditionally- -(and. . somewhat
..cynically)--.characterized - as - believing - any-
- way.what we -have-insufficient-evidence to
know. Falith,-so  conceived, is cognitive. It
purports, If not to give us knowledge, at
least to provide us with hopefully true be-
lief in spite of a lack of warrant for that
belief.. But.--Kierkegaard" “relates faith to
‘what is.absurd; to-what ‘cannot-be -known
not _simply. because- of lack-of warrant but
:because .it..is- -unintelligible. For. Kierke-
gaard;-faith is passion, and so he-is using
he notion- of ‘faith*-in-a very special sense.
.~ Shortly after his famous definition of his
-peculiar notion of truth as ‘passionate in-
Wwardness',2¢ Kierkegaard tells us . that
“The above definition is an equivalent ex-
pression for faith."?” This means that the
-central /doctrine of Christianity is not to be
believed in any literal sense at all, but is
rather to be used as a foil, as a cause for
passion, for feeling. The ‘acceptance of
Christianity’ is in fact an acceptance of a
way of life, a life of suffering, but suffer-
Ing, from a secular (third person) stand- '
point, for no reason whatsoever. At the
basis of this suffering is the doctrine of
one’s relationship before God, as signified
by Christ. This doctrine is not something
true or known or even literally  believed.
It:is a feeling one has of constant guilt and
despair, but whose object (one’s Sin before
God) must forever remain, not only a
“mystery,” but simply incomprehensible.
To be a Christian, therefore, is to embark
upon this ‘irrational’ way of life.

One might well wonder how this con-
ception of Christianity aided Kierkegaard
in overcoming his childhood suffering of
dread and guilt. The obvious answer is
that -it was not meant to overcome his
suffering, but that it rather constituted a
meaning or justification for that suffering.

Christianity is certainly not
melancholy; it is, on the contrary,
glad tidings—tfor the melancholy.2®

One must not conclude from this plausible
explanation of Kierkegaard's acceptance of
Christianity, of this dreadful life of suffer-
ing, that his philosophy is simply ‘'subjec-
tive” 'in the sense in which he so often
insists. Kierkegaard's own acceptance of
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hich one can accept as true. Since Chris- -~ Christianity may well be for these very

personal and even pathological reasons,
but he quite consistently emphasizes the
irrationality of ‘this choice, and never, in
all of his writings, misleads us by claim-
ing that there are plausible and objectively
valid reasons for making such a choice.
Kierkegaard never argues or forces Chris-
tianity upon-his' readers, for-he realizes his
position..could - not allow  such -argument.
Rather he simply-presents-to us the Chris-
tian way of life, considering himself only
an ‘‘occasion’ ‘to" allow others~to find in
themselves the faith-which he has found.

With this- conception- of - Christianity, - it
is clear why Kierkegaard so. adamantly
rejects .all attempts at-apologetics—all at-
tempts to make the doctrines of Christian-
ity '‘plausible.” A plausible doctrine can
be simply accepted, one need expend little
passion in assimilating a belief that is rea-
sonable and has been proven to him. On
the other hand, it takes great emotional
expense to maintain an absurd belief.2?
Because Christianity is a way of life, and
its essence lies in feeling, nothing could be
more inimicable to it than the success of
apologetics. If one could accept the doc-
trine of the Trinity as one could accept, for
example, the law of universal gravitation,
one would have a true or at least plausi-
ble belief, but hardly a way of life. The
attempt to rationalize -Christianity--is- noth-
ing other than the attempt to make being.
a. Christian- emotionally ‘empty. The- many
attempted proofs of the faith are nothing
other than aids to digestion for the emo-
tionally lazy and the passionless.

When faith . . . begins to lose its
passion, when faith begins to cease
to be faith, then a proot becomes
necessary so as to command respect
from the side of unbeliet.°

Of all of the follies of traditional theol-
ogy, the most damaging and the most in-
sulting is the long sequence of attempts to
prove the existence of God, Kierkegaard
lauds Kant's refutation "of the traditional
arguments, complaining only that Kant
himself should not have gone on to attempt
to prove in a different way that belief in
God was rational. On the one hand, be-
cause God (the Christian God of the Trin-
ity) is an absolute paradox, the very notion
is antithetical to. Reason, and therefore
clearly not conducive to proof by Reason.
However, Kierkegaard's favorite objection
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to the notion of a ‘proof' of God's ex-
istence lies not in the contradictoriness of
key religious doctrines, but in the impos-
sibility of any proof of existence:

Generally speaking, it is a difficult
matter to prove that anything exists;
and what is still worse for the intrepid
souls who undertake the venture, the
difficulty is such, that fame scarcely
awaits those who concern themselves
with it. The entire demonstration
always turns into something very
different from what it assumes to be,
and becomes an additional
development of the consequences that
flow from my having assumed that

the object in question exists. Thus |
always reason from existence, not
towards existence, whether | move in
the realm of palpable sensible fact or
in the real of thought. I do not, for
example, prove that a stone exists,
but that some existing thing is a
stone.?!

Kierkegaard is arguing an important
logical point, one which is taken more or
less directly from Kant's refutation of the
ontological argument. The claim-of -those
who.seek:to prove the existence of God is
that-one-canget ‘an existential conclusion
(one-asserting: the existence of some x')
from- a- set- of -premises--which -do- not -in-
clude.the assertion of the-existence of-'x'.
The. problem..is. that. .one . cannot. derive
existence - unlessthat -existence is already
given, for there.is-no valid-inference to the
existence of ‘x' from any set of statements,
no matter. how. complex,- about.. ‘x’ (for
example, no set of statements about the
nature of unicorns, or of God, is sufficient
to show that there are unicorns, or God).
The Kantian defense of this argument lay
in the claim that “existence is not a predi-
cate”; it is not one of the properties which
can be named in the characterization of
a thing and therefore the existence of ‘x’
cannot be concluded from the characteri-
zation of ‘X' (as, for example, the white-
ness of ‘x’ might be concluded from the
characterization of ‘x’ as white). One can-
not say “x exists’ or “x has the property of
existing”. One can only say, of some exist-
ing x, that it has certain properties.®2

However, Kierkegaard's usual lack of
regard for logical points leads him to at-
tack the attempted proofs in a far less
rigorous but, it must be admitted, far more

touching manner. He argues that such
proofs of God's existence are nothing less
than impudent blasphemy.

So rather let us mock God out and
out, this would always be preferable
to the disparaging air of importance
with which one would prove God's
existence. For to prove the existence
of one who is present is the most
shameless affront. . . . The existence
of a king or his presence is commonly
acknowledged by an appropriate
expression of subjection and
submission; what it, in his presence,
one were to prove that he existed.3?

We have emphasized that the basis of
Kierkegaard's reformulation of the con-
ception of what it is to be a Christian is his
rejection of any attempt to prove the
rationality of Christianity. However, we
must note that Kierkegaard, like Hegel,
distorted the concept of Reason virtually
beyond recognition, and used this concept
to refer simultaneously to a faculty of the
mind and to the providing of good reasons
for something. When Kierkegaard claims
that Christianity is irrational and incom-
patible with Reason, he is claiming that
there are no good reasons for being a
Christian. (We shall see that even this
claim must be amended, however). He
does not claim that the faculty of Reason
is antithetical to the paradox of Christian-
ity, but to the contrary insists that paradox
is the very essence of Reason (a view
clearly taken from Hegel's notion of ‘dia-
lectic’).

the paradox is the source of the
thinker’s passion, and the thinker
without a paradox is like a lover
without feeling; a paltry

mediocrity. . . . The supreme paradox
of all thought is the attempt to
discover something that thought
cannot think. This passion is at bottom
present in all thinking, even in
thinking of the individual, in so far

as in thinking he participates in
something transcending himselt. . . .
The paradoxical passion.of the
Reason Is aroused and seeks a
collision; . . . But what is this

' unknown something with which the

Reason collides when inspired by its
paradoxical passion, with the result

of unsettling even man’s knowledge
of himself? The Unknown.34

Thus, Reason is not only relevant to Chris-
tianity, ‘but is necessary for an adequate
acceptance of the faith.

" “Kierkegaard's defense of Christianity, as
the: whole of his thought, firmly rests on
his celebration of the Individual and his
rejection of collectivity and the "crowd."
To be-aChristian, as to be an authentic
human- being, is to isolate oneself and
choose-one's own mode of life with a pas-
sionate- commitment, as Kierkegaard him-
self felt that he had done. It is this cele-
bration of the individual and the emphasis
on commitment and subjectivity that marks
the major breach between Kierkegaard
and Hegel and the whole of traditional
Western Rationalism.

The Attack on Hegelianism

The central concerns of Kierkegaard's
writings are not precisely what many
would consider philosophy so much as
social criticism and (anti-)theology, for
he was more concerned about the deg-
radation of society and religion by the
Church and philosophers than about the
prablems facing the Church and philos-
ophy. However, it must never be for-
gotten that Kierkegaard is very much a
philosopher. The subject matter of his
writings consists of traditional philosoph-
ical problems (though couched in an un-
usual philosophical style), and the most
frequent target for attack is the rampant
Hegelianism which tyrannized the philo-
sophical world of the early nineteenth
century. Taking Hegelianism to be the
expression. of the spirit of these times,
Kierkegaard's attacks were directed
towards philosophical as well as social and
religious reforms. Kierkegaard simply can-
not be appreciated fully unless he is stud-
ied within this philosophical context.

The reformulation of the concept of
Christianity and the unnerving denuncia-
tion of the mediocrity and bourgeois
complacence of a pseudoreligious pseudo-
moral  society depended on a revitalized
conception of the individual, and this in
turn depended on a rejection of the foun-
dations of German idealism and rational-
ism. Of course, Kierkegaard did not pro-
pose to change the spirit of the times by
attacking the symptoms of Hegelianism, but
he did feel that the Hegelian contempt for
the individual was so deeply engraved in
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the institutions he was attacking that his
ultimate purposes required a philosophical
polemic. Apart from his concern with
Hegel, Kierkegaard was very much an
intellectual, never losing contact with cur-
rent scholarship no matter how 'passionate’
his writings. Much of the obscurity in his
works can be traced to his attempts to be
unscholarly, anti-intellectual and ‘impas-
sioned’ while writing what cannot be con-
sidered other than very scholarly treatises.

In his frequent and often ad hominem
attacks on Hegel, Kierkegaard never loses
respect for his antagonist, and it must be
remembered that in spite of his radical
break with Hegel, he was yet deeply in-
debted to him philosophically. To begin
with, his fundamental purpose was the
same, the defense of Christianity. Kierke-
gaard's ‘existential dialectic’, while in
many ways a repudiation of Hegel's his-
torical dialectic, derives many of its in-
sights and even its basic categories from
Hegel. In his straightforward philosophical
essays, Kierkegaard's vocabulary and
philosophical manner are strikingly Hegel-
ian,® aithough always with the addition
of the sarcasm, stylistic flair, and con-
scientious lack of system ("fragmenta-
tion””) which established Kierkegaard's
fame as a writer long before his accept-
ance as a serious philosopher. Kierkegaard
is known to display openly his admiration
for Hegel, although always with character-
istic reservations:

If Hegel had written his whole Logic
and in the Preface disclosed the
fact that it was merely a thought
experiment (in which however at
many points he had shirked
something), he would have been the
greatest thinker that has ever lived;
as it is he is merely comic.3®

Most importantly, Kierkegaard credits the
great system builder with the culmination
of all previous attempts to rationalize
Christianity, enabling him to show the
absurdity and inappropriateness of any
such attempt. .
Kierkegaard's opposition to the Hegelian
system does not take the form of a schol-
arly critique, and there is not the least bit
of ‘“internal” criticism in his scathing at-
tacks. Kierkegaard objected to the very
idea of the systematic philosophy, and his
attacks were lodged against the presup-
positions and not the detail of the system.
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._Qm_‘xmomm_d repeatedly guards against any
interpretation of his work as one more at-
tempt to “go beyond" or to improve upon
Hegel, the widespread philosophical chal-
lenge of the day (for example, as mani-
fested in the work of Kierkegaard’'s con-
temporary, Hans Martensen).3”

Kierkegaard's opposition to the system
can _be. simply - summarized; philosophy,
under, Hegel, .had left no. room. for. wis-
.dom, for. ‘ethics’. *One thing. has -always
escaped. Hegel,and-that is how to live.”
Hegel may have achieved absolute knowl-
edge of reality, but,

The only reality that exists for an
existing individual is his own ethical
reality. What would be the use

of discovering so-called objective

truth, of working through all the
systems of philosophy . . . to construct
a world in which | do not live but

only hold up for the view of

others.38

Hegel, in his occupation with' the back-
ward-looking world-historical point of view,
:mn completely ignored the living human
cm_zo.. who lives in a'world in which his-
tory is not yet completed, and in which
personal decisions yet to be made will be
history.

It-is perfectly true, as philosophers .
say, that life must be understood
backwards. But they forget the other
proposition,. that it must be lived
forwards. And if one thinks over that
proposition it becomes more and more
evident that life can never really be
understood in time, simply because

at no particular moment can | find

the necessary resting place from
which to understand it—backwards.3?

Hegel gives us ‘a system of ‘Absolute
Knowledge' only at the cost of excluding
practical wisdom, the ‘ethical’, as part of
philosophy. Yet this practical wisdom,
knowledge of how.to /ive and what to do,
is precisely what Kierkegaard demands of
philosophy  (“thinking”).4® |f Hegel's
philosophy (that is, “philosophy") cannot
give us this wisdom then it is of no use.
This philosophy can be substituted for
ethical or practical wisdom only as a dis-
traction from the need to make ethical or
practical decisions. The general disagree-
ment between Hegel and Kierkegaard is

thus Kierkegaard's demand that philoso-
phy provide us with just those edifying
‘truths’ which Hegel explicitly denies that
it is the business of philosophy to give us.

Because this disagreement about the
very purpose of philosophy is so basic,®
there is little communication between
Kierkegaard and Hegelianism on specific
issues. Much of Kierkegaard's critique
takes the form of parody and ad hominem
argument against those people who would
expend the effort to do systematic
philosophy:

Usually the philosophers (Hegel

as well as the rest), like the majority
of men, exist in quite different
categories for everyday purposes from
those in which they speculate, and
console themselves with categories
very different from those which they
solemnly discuss. That is the origin
of the mendacity and confusion
which has invaded scientific
(philosophical) thinking.*!

Hegel's failure; as-the failure of all of
traditional -rationalistic - philosophy, was its
avoidance  of - -the- -‘subjective - viewpoint',
the "‘existence of the individual.”

The way of objective reflection
makes the subject accidental, and
thereby transforms existence into
something indifferent, something
vanishing, . . . It leads

to abstract thought, to mathematics,
to historical knowledge of different
kinds, and always it leads away
from the subject whose existence or
non-existence, and from the objective
point of view, quite rightly, becomes
infinitely indifferent. Quite rightly,
since, as Hamlet says, existence
has only subjective significance.4?

This-failure comes not from an oversight
on.Hegel's part, or from.a conscious at-
tempt to.ignore the subject-and t6 neglect
‘subjective truth’, but.comes-from a basic
“flaw’*..in -the-.very..conception - of the - sys=
tematic philosophy. The medium of the
system is The Concept, and, in its devel-
opment every aspect, .every conception,
of human existence is given expression.
Isolated individual human existence, that
Is, the concept of individual existence, is
included as one of the stages in the con-
ceptual development of spirit. However,

What confuses the whole doctrine
about being in Logic is that people
[i.e. Hegel] do not notice

that they are always operating

with the concept of existence . . . the
difficulty is of course whether
existence can be reduced to a
concept.+?

,xaquomma complains that it cannot be

so reduced. A concept is a mere possibil-
ity (or in Kant's terms, a rule), but ex-
istence requires an instantiation of that
possibility (an application of that rule).
The Hegelian system does attempt to cap-
ture individual existence in the logical de-
velopment of concepts, but it captures only
the concept of the individual, and not the
individual. ‘‘Subjectivity’ (the existence-of
an.individual ‘human being) can never be
captured in logic -for .it -is.- forever ‘‘irre-
ducible to a concept.”

According to Kierkegaard's (and Schell-
ing's) critique, the system can speak of
only what is logically common to all ‘ex-
istents’, that is, all instantiations for x in
the ill-formed formula, ‘x exists’ (Heideg-
ger's Being and not actual beings). Thus,
Kant's Transcendental Logic exposes those
concepts which are necessary conditions
for ‘‘consciousness in general” while
Hegel's Logic traces the development of
the concepts of a literally ‘general con-
sciousness' which are necessary for Spirit-
ual self-consciousness in “The Idea.” In
both of these philosophies, the concern is
only for the Universal, the a priori, and the
analysis of those fundamental concepts or
Categories in logic. Logic, however, can-
not. capture the peculiarities  of an individ-
ual-....person—nhis - --feelings, ~ particular
thoughts, -emotions, dispositions-—in-short,
all-of those nonuniversal aspects of a-per-
son- to -which ‘we-refer as his personality.
The. kind of ‘understanding’ Kierkegaard
demands of philosophy is just this sort of
understanding, of psychological differences
rather than logical similarities. The busi-
ness. of philosophy is the recognition of
oneself as unique and peculiar, and not the
recognition of oneself as an instance of the
concept of ‘humanity’. It is on the basis of
such self-knowledge that we base our most
fundamental commitments, and it is the
understanding of the nature of such com-
mitments which constitutes the central
problem for Kierkegaard's philosophy.
Philosophy for him is primarily concerned
with the individual and his way of life,
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not with concepts and conceptual knowl-
edge. This objection to logic, however, is
typically expressed as a logical complaint.
As we have seen in the previous section,
the argument begins with the point that
there is a crucial distinction between the
actual existence of something (for exam-
ple, a human being) and the concept of that
thing (“human being”). In fact, we shall
see, Kierkegaard's own philosophy can be
best understood as a kind of conceptual
analysis (‘'logic’) no less than the philoso-
phy of Kant and Hegel. This logical rejec-
tion of ‘logic’, or, more properly, the re-
jection of certain claims of a logic in a
metalogical analysis, will be a point of
continuous confusion in those twentieth-
century philosophers .most influenced by
Kierkegaard.

To exist, according to- Kierkegaard, is
not to be a- knowing subject but to be a
moral agent, -and philosophy is not to an-
swer. the. question *“How or what can we
know?" but the question “What should |
do?" To answer this latter question, how-
ever, one.must bring. into philosophy just
those nonuniversal factors which logic can-
not include—one's personal fears, desires,
crises,._neuroses, and personal commit-
ments. Philosophical “truth,” at least the
“truth” sought by Kierkegaard, is the truth
of a commitment (‘a wife who is true”)
rather than anything like knowledge
(“truth” and “knowledge"” are virtually
interchangeable in Hegel and Kant).

In contemporary terms, one might wish
to compare Kierkegaard with J. L.
Austin.*4 To find the truth.in philosophy for
Kierkegaard is to make a commitment, just
as to say something for Austin might con-
stitute doing something (for example,
promising, committing oneself) rather than
describing something. Austin argues that
to say “I promise you that . . .” or “|
pledge allegiance to . . ."” or "I love you'" is
not to describe some state of affairs
(whether this be a worldly state or some
state of mind) but to perform an action the
nature of which is to be committed or
pledged. Thus, “| promise . . ." does not
describe a state of affairs which corre-
sponds to the swearing of the oath: saying
“| promise . . ." is itself the act of promis-
ing. We might reinterpret Kierkegaard's
“objective’” as contrasted with *‘subjective
truth” as the difference between ‘‘truths”
that describe some state of affairs and are
Scm true or false for different speakers at
différent times and *“performative’ or *'sub-
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jective truths™ which hold only for a par-
ticular individual just because they do not
describe but rather constitute an action by
the individual. Thus | love you” or “I com-
mit myself” are subjective truths because
they are performances of the agent and not
descriptions of states of affairs. There is no
point in pushing this comparison at this
mﬁnm of our discussion, but it may succeed
in making somewhat plausible some of
Kierkegaard's superficially ‘most unpalata-
ble claims.

Philosophy, as practiced by Kierke-
.omm_d. is directly contrary to Hegel's warn-
ing against ‘using philosophy for edifica-
tion:** philosophy must be edifying: ““only
the truth that edifies is the truth for
thee.”4¢ Its criteria for success are not its
objective validity (conformity to fact or
rules of logic) but rather its ability to in-
cite our passions. Appropriately, Kierke
gaard sees his-own philosophy as far more
akin to religious pornography than to the
cool-headed philosophical search for uni-
versal truth.

Kierkegaard distinguishes between a
“cognitive reality,” 1o which logic is ap-
propriate, the reality known by men, and
the - very different “ethical reality” of a
moral agent, In doing ‘so, Kierkegaard
leaves the company of Hegel (and Fichte)
for a return to Kant. Reaffirming the prac-
tical-theoretical distinction in a form ‘even
more rigid than that of Kant, Kierkegaard
bases his entire attack on Hegel on the
claim that all systematic philosophy (and
the bulk of Western philosophy) is merely
theoretical. There is no indication, how-
ever, that Kierkegaard even once consid-
ered the reasons behind Hegel and
Fichte’s rejection of this very distinction.
Furthermore, it is not at all clear that
Kierkegaard's affirmation of two different
‘realities’—one known and one acted on
—~is to be taken literally. (Although, as
we indicated in Chapter 1, there is reason
to suppose that Kant sometimes held a
similar thesis. However, Kant's ‘two-world’
thesis had the virtue of being sufficiently
obscure so as not to obviously commit him
to what is prima facie an absurd thesis;
that the world we know is ontologically
not the world in which we live.)

Kierkegaard's objections- to the de-
tached and ‘collective’: nature .of- Hegel's
system may .be-illuminated by. contrast with
theunsystematic - philosophy - of Socrates,
to. whom . Kierkegaard - frequently -appeals.
Wisdom, and not-indifferent ‘truths—prac-

tical guides for living and not reflective
understanding—are -the“goals- of Socratic
inquiry. Wisdom, however, is not a prop-
erty of a group or a society, but that of an

individual, a property which manifests it~

self in wise reaction to the group. Nowhere
in history is such wisdom better displayed
than in the individuality of Socrates’ own
life and thought. Of course, Socrates (at
least -the- Platonic- Socrates). differed from
Kierkegaard - -in -~believing  these - ethicat
guides to.be objective and -universal and
virtue-to: bea"form of knowledge. How-

ever, the Socratic virtues were not merely

"abstract universals” (that is, mere prin-
ciples) but were dispositions to act virtu-
ously in the few men who would attain
such wisdom. Kierkegaard has no use for
Hegel's “Universal in" action,” which he
(misunderstandingly) claims is a purely
conceptual notion. The only universal
(principle) of importance is that which ‘is
manifested in action and, Kierkegaard adds,
that need not be universal at ail in the
sense of holding for all people at all times.
(Kierkegaard adopts a formal notion of
universalizable principles in his character-
ization of the “ethical mode of Existence.”
His attack on the universal in Hegel is thus
an attack upon Hegel's rationalizing
method and not universal principles as
such.) Philosophical inquiry for Socrates
and-Kierkegaard has. its -beginnings in an
individual’sconfrontation with. an -ethical
dilemma. Knowledge “is""knowledge only
with..reference “to the demand of that indi-
vidual to- know-what to“do. Socrates, like
Kierkegaard (and unlike Plato and Kant)
considers mathematics and the abstract
sciences as pointless; to.know thyselfis the
end-of all-inquiry. Hegel, quite to the con-
trary, . left .no.room for.-the future ‘in his
system,. and--therefore ~no’ ‘room for the
question-'‘What should 1 do?"" The concept
of the individual, for him, was an inade-
quate and outmoded concept which had
been surpassed (aufgehoben)*” in the
dialectic of the system, and preserved only
in the abstract notion of *'Spirit,”" which,
according to Kierkegaard, is the very ne-
gation of the concept of the "existing indi-
vidual.” For Hegel, Socrates could only
represent an inferior sort. of knowledge,
and possess an inadequate conception of
himself; that is, the conception of himself
as an individual alienated from his society.
A modern day Socrates would not require

‘hemlock, but only a copy of the Phenom-

enology (or the Philosophy of Right) to

make him realize that the truth lies not in

individual rebellion, but in reconceptualiz-

‘ing one’s self-image as an integral part of
~the' group. The moral conflict facing Soc-

rates could arise only with an inadequate
conception of oneself, and could be re-

solved only by a reflective mediation of

this conception. Of course, Socrates, as an

‘expression of his age and the group &gainst

which' he rebelled, could not have con-

-ceived the matter so. The reflective Hegel-

ian perspective shows that Socrates’ sacri-

, fice was only an historical necessity, and

that -no Hegelian could be faced with the

- same irresolvable dilemma today. -

'In Hegel's Logic, no paradox was ab-
solute, that is, unresolvable. A paradox or
contradiction, an opposed set of ideas,
could .always be resolved by finding a

. "higher synthesis” or a further idea which

embraced the central principles of the
opposed theses. According to Hegel, such
"“oppositions” were not always literal con-
tradictions, but included such oppositions
as his earlier "‘disharmonies,” between God
and man, between the individual and ‘soci-
ety, and between morality and inclination.
It may. be that these various oppositions
could be stated in the form of logical con-

~tradictions, for example, “Morality is duty

for duty's sake” and “morality is not duty
for duty’s sake but a satisfaction of inclina-
tions,” but Hegel himself did not take the
notion of .contradiction in this strict form.
Thus, the contradiction between man and
transcendent God is not a breach in logic
but rather a source of spiritual discomfort
for the Christian believer, who feels alien-
ated from his God and imposed upon by
His. moral laws. Paradox (“‘contradiction,”
"‘opposition"), thus broadly conceived, ex-
ists between various conceptions—the con-
ception of God as transcendent and of man
as separated from God. Conceptions could
be mediated in Logic in the movement of
conceptual “thought to the resolution of
such oppositions. Thus, the contradictory
conceptions of God and man are mediated
in. the ‘higher’ conception of 'Immanent
God' or Similarly, the contra-
dictory conceptions of morality as reason
and duty and the conception of man as a
creature of passion, can be mediated in the
conception of Sittlichkeit—the morality
which' is rational, but according to reason
embodied in the customs and mores of a
particular society. In Hegel, all such para-
doxes: or contradictions, including those of
morality  and religion as well as those of
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traditional Logic (narrowly conceived)
could be so mediated.

It is important to note that Kierkegaard
agreed with Hegel that such mediation of
paradox was possible, and that Hegel had
succeeded in doing so in his Science of
Logic¢. However, such mediation was possi-
ble only between concepts, and Kierke-
gaard complains that Hegel once again has
confused concepts—that is, what is uni-
versal—with existence—that is, what is
particular to an individual. Logic, properly
conceived as the science of concepts, was
amenable to Hegel's treatment, but exist-
ence proper, namely, the existence of the
individual, was not reducible to a concept,
and the paradoxes which existed for an
individual could not be mediated. Kierke-
gaard is referring not to the logical para-
doxes which might plague an individual
studying Logic (for example 'a student
who is not able to understand the ‘liar”
paradox). These can be mediated—solved
without reference to that particular indi-
vidual. However, the paradoxes of moral-
ity ‘and religion, and here ‘paradox’ refers
not to an opposition of concepts but an
opposition of courses of action, are not
part of logic and so cannot be mediated.
These paradoxes are Absolute, and cannot
be resolved through the reflection of logic.

The paradoxes of ethics—the paradoxes
of 'living’—consist in the daily confronta-
tion of the individual with choices, with
alternative courses of action. A paradox of
ethics is a crisis in living, and truth, in
ethics, is the resoluton of crisis through
action and commitment. A choice of one
course of action, however, is not only that
but is also a choice of an entire way of life
implicit in that choice. For example, to
choose a moral course of action over a
selfish amoral course of action is to choose
a moral way of life over a selfish way;
it is to tacitly adopt a general principle
that one should choose the moral over the
selfish. Similarly, one who acts in the name
of God instead of in the name of society
or personal desire has impl
himself to a religious way of
adopted a general principle regarding the
ultimate  importance of God's word. Of
course, one can change principles and
ways of life, frequently perhaps, but one
can never make a choice against the per-
sonal and for the moral without endorsing
morality. One cannot act in God's name
without endorsing piety. One does not act
morally because he is moral; one is moral
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because he acts morally. Kierkegaard's
notion of committing oneself to principle
in-acting, as opposed to.acting strictly. on
the basis.-of principle, will become, in the
philosophy of Jean-Paul Sartre, a corner-
stone-for a revolutionary: theory of value.

. The claim that ethical paradoxes are
absolute is the claim that ethical decisions
are ultimately based on a choice between
incompatible ways of life. It is the view.
that ultimate ethical choices—the choice
of ultimate standards or a way of life—are
choices *“either/or''; one cannot compro-
mise to have the best of both ways or
‘mediate’ between. choices as Hegel be-
lieved one could in the realm of logic. As
Kierkegaard states the problem, concepts
are mediatable, courses of action are not. .
This does not mean, of course, that one
_can never find a way of compromising be-
tween alternative courses of action or that
any two courses of action are incompati-
ble. Clearly my choice ‘between’ wanting
to run for parliament and wanting to get
my opponent out of government are not
only compatible but complimentary. ‘It is
commonly supposed that Kierkegaard pro-
poses that all choices are of the crisis sort
and that every choice is directed to a
choice of a way of life. As we shall see,
this is a serious misunderstanding. The
absolute paradoxes of ethics arise in one
important context, in the choice between
ultimate principles, or between the choice
between courses of action in which differ-
ent ways of life are uniquely implicit.

Choice of a way of life must always in-

volve a commitment to act in certain ways
in the unknown future (in the face of “ob-
Jective' uncertainty.” This is the "ethical
paradox'). In a choice of immediate ac-
tion, one cannot wait until the crisis of the
moment is passed to gain Hegelian reflec-
tive insight. Action requires immediate
decision, and cannot wait until the out-
come of the action is known. ‘Action is
always ‘objectively uncertain’; it is always
‘projected toward the future'. Ethical wis-
dom, unlike ‘absolute knowledge', always
requires risk. In ethics one must act before
the results are in, for it is the action itself
that brings about the results. Thus, the
paradoxes of practical wisdom cannot be
viewed reflectively and disinterestedly.
They always must be viewed in the 'pas-
sion’ of crisis, and their solution always
demands commitment to a way of life.
Only later, perhaps, can the luxury of re-
flective understanding of what one -has
done be enjoyed.

The notion of choice in Kierkegaard
cannot be. separated from his notion of
‘freedom’, for it is the freedom of the ex-
isting individual to make choices, together
with the demand that he make choices,
which define the ‘paradoxical' nature of
ethical existence, that is, the continuous
confrontation of the individual with. alter-
native and exclusive possibilities of action.
Freedom is also one of the key notions of
Hegel's system. It is the concept of ‘free-
dom' that has developed and ‘realized’
along with “The Idea” in Logic and
"Spirit" in .the Phenomenology. Hegel's
Spirit is freedom (as Kant's moral ego ‘is
Freedom™), and the development of Spirit
is the development of freedom, that is, the
continuous™ opening of .new possibilities
fram the inadequate conceptions of the
past. The progression of the dialectic has

been.considered as a breakdown of impos-

ing conceptual systems—imposing in that
they_ posit some opposition for Spirit—
and the system culminates in absolute free-
dom, that is, a conception of (absolute)
Spirit which recognizes no limitations
other than those which it imposes upon
itself. ’ .
For Hegel, freedom is not merely the

. negative freedom from constraint or im-

position, however, and his notion of ‘free-
dom' does not exclude the notion of ‘ne-
cessity' to which the concept of freedom is
ordinarily opposed. Hegel's doctrine of
freedom was emphatically a doctrine of

‘positive freedom, the freedom of Spirit to

realize itself. Freedom thus requires con-
straint, the constraint of the senses, the
constraint of the understanding, and finally
the constraints of reason which are self-
imposed, for example, the constraints of
the moral law, and ultimately, the con-
straints of religious belief.

Freedom, as Hegel develops it through
the Philosophy of Right and the Lectures
on- History is not the freedom of an in-
dividual, but the freedom of Spirit devel-
oped over the course of human history. Of
course, individuals of any single period
manifested the conception of freedom of
that particular- age, but freedom is ulti-
mately the conforming of the individual
to the rational ideals of his age. His free-
dom consists only in this and not in the
freedom to escape from these constraints.
Freedom. of the individual is not freedom to
choose between alternative possibilities,
such as to obey or not to obey the laws of
one's state or church. Here, it is clear that
Kierkegaard- must once again reject a basic

.conception of the _._mmm__,m: system.
‘Whereas -Hegel insists that-freedom is a

property ‘of the collective. idea and free-
dom-for ‘the -individual -is- the freedom to
act-according to ‘the ideals of the group,
Kierkegaard would .insist that-this is just
the antithesis of ‘individual freedom. Free-

o

dom- has meaning-only with regard to the

.individual, and freedom to submit one's

will to the dictates of the group is the very

~opposite-of an expression of freedom, not

a-manifestation of it.

" .In Hegel's treatment of positive. free-
dom as a property of the group and only
derivatively of the individual, the notion
of .choice is clearly not essential or even
relevant. The. individual is free only inso-
far as he acts with the group, and there-
fore it does not even make sense to speak
of his freedom to rebel from the group and
go his own way. Similarly, the notion of
responsibility plays a small role in Hegel's
philosophy, for a man can be held respon-

“sible. only for his failure to conform to

society's dictates, because one has the
freedom ("'positive freedom”), to make only
one set of choices, that is, to go along with

.the group. Although Kierkegaard . is not

often involved in politics, his few political
writings make it unmistakably clear that

.he'is opposed to any such group evasion

of -responsibility through a notion of ‘col-
lective freedom’. Thus he criticizes the
tendencies towards democracy and social-
ism in- Europe at mid-century on the basis
that these are essentially manifestations of
this escape from responsibility.

~Along with the responsibility of one's
choices, without any idealization of the
group to give one a safe standard from
which to choose, comes the personal equiv-
alent of Hegel's feared ‘reign of terror'—
despair. With the responsibility for one's
choices, without the group to comfort one

‘that he did the right thing, freedom of

choice becomes the despair of freedom,
and then the guilt of responsibility—an
unhappy combination well-suited to the

.morbid demands of Kierkegaard's suffer-

ing-ridden conception of Christianity.
Kierkegaard's personal contempt for

Hegelianism lay in the system's treatment

of Christianity. For Hegel, as for a long

_tradition of European thought,” Christianity

consisted of a set of doctrines to be be-
lieved by Christians; to be a Christian was
to believe these doctrines. In its attempts
to make Christianity palatable, philoso-
phers (that is, Hegel) had removed every-
thing Christian about it. Philosophers had
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given new and totally alien meanings to
central Christian concepts, and replaced
the need to have faith with the need to read
philosophy:

No human being can ever have been

in such distress as Christianity of late

... The entire Christian terminology

has been appropriated by speculative
thought to its own purposes, under

the assumption that speculative thought
and Christianity are identical. . . . The
concepts have gradually been emasculated
and the words have been made to mean
anything and everything.+®

According to Hegel, the contrast between
faith and reason is in our time a contrast
within philosophy itself, but faith has noth-
ing to do with reason or philosophy.

"The.idea ot philosophy is mediation:
Christianity is the paradox,”4?

and proof and reflection have no part in
the conception of Christianity.

Faith does not need it; aye, it must even
regard proof as the enemy.5°

Christianity is not a set of doctrines, and
therefore not a set of doctrines that can be
proved to be true or made reasonable. The
problem of Christianity is not the truth
of Christianity, but the relation of the .in-
dividual to Christianity, the concern of the
“infinitely interested individual.” )

Becoming a- Christian is not a result of
philosophical (‘scientific’) - inquiry, but a
question of deep personal.involvement or
"faith'":

Faith does not result simply from scientific
inquiry; it does not come directly at all.

On the-contrary, in this objectivity one
tends to lose that infinite personal interest-
ness which is the condition of faith.5!

In Hegel, Christianity is the result of his
system; that is, it is the absolute knowl-
edge consisting of realization of oneself as
Spirit. Argues Kierkegaard,

It inwardness is truth, results are only
rubbish with which we should not trouble
each other.%?

The doctrines of Christianity are not im-
portant, except as objects of faith, not
knowledge. Faith, as subjectivity,*® can
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not be had by a doctrine, or by a religion,
or by a church, but only by an individual
who “chooses the path of faith.” Hegel's
understanding of Christianity as a doctrine
of the Spirit, that is, spirit's conception of
itself (“making ‘God’ a public word”), is
fundamentally at odds with Kierkegaard's
conception of Christianity as a way of life
which is chosen not because it is true or
even plausible, but simply because one
personally commits himself without appeal
to reasons or Reason at all.

The Meaning of Existence

Although Kierkegaard's attack on Hegel's
treatment of ‘existence” begins with a
point of Logic borrowed from Schelling—
namely, that actual existence can never be
reduced to a-concept which signifies only
the possibility  of actual existence—it is
quite clear that Kierkegaard is concerned
only with a particular kind of existence,
namely, individual human existence. His
attack on Hegel's ‘negative philosophy’
(Schelling’s characterization) for its ne-
glect of actual existence is merely an initial
support for his more. personal concern for
Hegel’s failure to value the individual hu-
man being standing apart from the
‘crowd’. In actuality, Kierkegaard is as
worried about the concept of human exis-
tence as was Hegel, for in spite of all his
insistence on subjectivity, it is the defining
characteristics of individuality which he
seeks to disclose in his writings. His attack
on ‘negative philosophy’, along with his
overreaction to the notion of objective
truth, therefore, can be considered some-
what of a facade. Kierkegaard's-true-objec-
tion-to-Hegel is-simply his-failure to-appre-
ciate the seriousness of ethical dilemmas
facing the individual, that is, to appreciate
that “the “concept of ‘individual existénce’
involves-the ‘notions of “choice’; ‘individual
freedom’, - ‘responsibility,” and, with" these,
the ‘concepts -of ‘comritment’,” ‘despair’,
and ‘guilt’.

This is a point rarely appreciated by de-
fenders of Kierkegaard's notion of ‘sub-
jectivity’, that Kierkegaard is blinded by
his insistence on valuing the subjective or
personal individual so as to thoroughly
confuse (as he accuses Hegel of confus-
ing) existence with the concept of exis-
tence. Kierkegaard, as much as Hegel, is
concerned to show the nature of the con-
cept of ‘individual existence’, but he differs
radically in his analysis of ‘existence’.
Accordingly, much of what Kierkegaard

claims, for example, the (logical) necessity
of choice and commitment, is to be inter-
preted just as much as a conceptual claim
as Hegel's discussion of the concept of
‘Being’ in the beginning of the Logic.

This is not to deny, however, that it still
makes sense, in a way, to ‘speak- of
Kierkegaard's = writings as - ‘subjective’.
While he endeavours to show us what the
concept of ‘existence’ means (‘‘the mean-
ing of existence"), unlike Hegel and the
rationalists before him, Kierkegaard leaves
the correctness of the ways of life to which
one commits himself an open question to
be settled only by the individual. In other
words, Kant and Hegel had attempted to
prove the objective necessity for believing
in-God, and, as such, to prove that every
rational being ought to believe. Kierke-
gaard denies that any such objective ne-
cessity can be demonstrated, and then, in
the face of this ‘objective uncertainty’ (the
existence of God neither proven or dis-
proven), it is the choice of the individual
whether to believe or not. This is the sub-
jective truth of which we hear so much—
that some decisions cannot be made ration-
ally. This notion of ‘subjectivity’ is very
ferent from the doctrines attributed to
Kierkegaard to the effect that he redis-
covered or ‘rescued’ the ‘subjective individ-
ual’ from the ‘concept’. If this is supposed
to mean that Kierkegaard ceased to talk
about the concept of individual exis-
tence,** then it must be an incorrect inter-
pretation of Kierkegaard. Whether Kierke-
gaard admits that he is doing conceptual
analysis or not, nothing can be clearer
from his writings than the claim that ‘the
very concept of ‘the individual’' entails the
notions of ‘passion’, ‘choice’, ‘commitment’,
and ‘freedom’.

The idea that Kierkegaard dispensed
with the concepts in favor of a renewed
attention to the individual can only be a
gross misunderstanding of his philosophy
(one which even he shares with his com-
mentators). Kierkegaard does construct a
conceptual system and does conceptual
analysis; it is on this basis that he makes
room for subjectivity. If the emphasis on
‘subjectivity’ seeks only to stress the ulti-
mate necessity to settle these philosophical
issues of ultimate criteria on a strictly per-
sonal level, it must be understood that this
claim of subjectivity cannot be extended
to Kierkegaard's writings as a whole;
otherwise the ‘objective’ framework within
which he proves the subjectivity of choices

of ultimate values collapses. One can say
“alt- values are arbitrary; | choose ‘x'."
One cannot say “‘} choose that all values

. -are arbitrary,” and expect that he has done

anything intelligible. On the other hand,
it :has often been supposed that Kierke-
‘gaard argues that “all values are arbitrary
for me,” but nothing could be further from
Kierkegaard's intentions; how much of his
writings are the demonstration-of his per-
sonal necessity for belief in God; how
much is the purpose of his writings (as
stated in his Point of View) an attempt to
get others to see the truth, that is, the
necessity of commitment.

it is not sufficient, .however, to charac-
terize Kierkegaard's approach as an analy-
sis-of the ordinary concept of ‘individual
existence’, for Kierkegaard was not partic-
ularly concerned with stating what it is to
be a man (what is involved in the concept
of ‘man’ if this means a humanoid more-
or-less - conscious creature). Kierkegaard
speaks of “individual existence' in a very
special sense, a sense in-which a -man is

“not.simplya biological, psychological, or

social -animal, butin- 'which a - ‘man is a
‘human being' an ‘existent’-which is some-
thing far- more exciting than the ‘mere’
existence -of "a ‘particular- organism. :This
notionof ‘existence’ is reserved for those
who..live.-as - individuals; -not-. biologically,
but .individually-.in- their thought and. their
values. It-is-a term specially designed for
those- who are: personally committed, who
feel their.freedom. in- despair, who recog-
nize -their - responsibility for their -actions
(which for Kierkegaard means resultant
guilt more than pride). The:-human- being,
who ‘merits' this special -designation of his
life- as.-existence, is the ‘passionate anti-
social-or at least asocial individual who ‘is
master. of his own life, the. author of his
own-values.

It is impossible to exist without passion,
unless we understand the word ‘exist’
in the loose sense of a so-called
existence.5s

‘And it is just this that it means to exist,

it one is-to become conscious ot it. Eternity
is a winged horse, infinitely fast, and

time is a worn-out jade; the existing
individual is the driver. That is to say,

he is such a driver when his mode of
existence is not an existence loosely so
called; for then he is no driver but a
drunken peasant who lies asleep in the
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wagon and lets the horses take care of
themselves. To be sure, he also drives
and is a driver, and so there are many
who—also exist.%®

This play between two senses of ‘exists’
and ‘existence’ (and occasionally ‘being')
permeates all of Kierkegaard's writings (as
well as the writings of later ‘existential-
ists'). Kierkegaard; ‘unlike the many phi-
losophers after Descartes’ for whom per-
sonal existence was simply self-evident, in-
sists. that - existence is something to be
striven .for. In. this sense, therefore, the
standard and worn existentialist cliché
“existence precedes essence’ does not
apply literally to Kierkegaard (or to
Heidegger). Given  Kierkegaard's special
use of “'existence,” a man: exists only after
a despairing struggle to -separate himself
from the ‘so-called’ existence -of the collec-
tive idea. If one wishes to consider one's
essence those defining roles or commit-
ments which he accepts (which is the
characterization used by the later existen-
tialists), then we might say that “existence
comes only with essence” for Kierkegaard,
for it is only by passionately committing,
or defining oneself that one can exist at all.
The meaning of existence, therefore, is
the significance which one provides for his
own life, through realization of one's per-
sonal freedom and autonomy, through pas-
sionate commitment, through responsibility
and the- feelings accompanying freedom
and responsibility. The unthinking bour-
geoisie and even the reflective professional
philosopher (for example, Hegel) have only
a 'so-called’ existence in the uninteresting
sense that they take up space, breathe,
digest, excrete, and perform sufficiently
sophisticated behaviors that we might call
them ‘men’. This humanoid, *so-called”
existence is distinguished by the capacity
for abstract thinking, but this, according
to Kierkegaard, still leaves man far from
true existence. The problem of philosophy
for Kierkegaard is how to transcend this
mere existence; and the starting point of
his philosophy must be, therefore, the anal-
ysis of real or authentic’ existence.
Kierkegaard complains that Western
philosophy (after Socrates) has ignored
‘individual existence,’ but this objection at
first must appear grotesque in the light of
the almost fanatic attention philosophers
of *“modern"” times have focused on
Descrates’ ‘‘Cogito, Ergo sum.” On the
contrary, it would seem more likely that
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the crucial problems in Western philos-
ophy began with Descartes’ unfortunate

starting point—his own personal ‘subjec-

tive’ existence. Affirmation of personal exis-
tence has dominated philosophy from
- Descartes’ *'} think, therefore | am,” as
reiterated with modifications in Kant's no-
tion of the “I think” which must be ca-
pable of accompanying all our representa-
tions, and once again in -Fichte's initial
positing of the ego, in Schelling’s Absolute,

and even Hegel's system—in Spirit. It ‘is

clear, therefore, that Kierkegaard cannot
be intelligibly interpreted as simply com-
plaining that it is the idea of the subject
that has been' ignored in philosophy.

The subject that has been the starting
point of
through Kant and Fichte has not been the
subject from which Kierkegaard demands
philosophy begin. For Descartes, as for
Kant, the subject of philosophical inquiry
is the "I think," the 'cognitive subject’
whose reality is a ‘cognitive reality’. The
reality of the "I think’ is that which it
thinks—and the starting point of modern
Western philosophy has been—*"1 think:
I have thoughts; now what is the reality
to which these thoughts correspond?” The
subject of philosophical :inquiry is the
thinking subject; Descartes claims that the
subject is a thinking substance that has
thoughts, and Kant argues that one must
presuppose a thinking subject (although
not a thinking substance) and that this
subject is the real (as opposed to the
empirical) subject. For Kierkegaard, how-
ever,

The real subject Is not the cognitive
subject, . . . the real subject is the
ethically existing subject.®

The Cartesian cogito and the Kantian *i
Think” (as well as Hegel’s "'Spirit"") pro-
vide us with only the idea of a subject—
the ‘mere’ understanding of a concept yet
to be instantiated. Kierkegaard's emphatic
separation of ‘the Concept’ and ‘existence’
is nowhere more important than in our al-
leged ‘knowledge’ of our own existence.
The individual subject is not an idea, he
tells us, and thus is not something ‘merely’
known:

A particularly existing human being fs
surely not an idea, and his existence is
surely something quite different from the
conceptual existence of the Idea. An

philosophy - from Descartes’

existence as a particulai human being is
doubtless an imperfection in comparison
with the eternal life of the Idea, but

it is a perfection in comparison with

not existing at all.s®

The Cartesian cogito ergo sum is confused,
according to Kierkegaard, because the
cogito presupposes one's existence and
does not prove it.

"Because I exist and because [ think,
therefore I think that I exist . ... | must
exist in order 6 think.t°

It should be evident from this critique
of the cogito that Kierkegaard has mis-
understood or at least ignored the role of
the cogito in traditional philosophy. That
personal ‘existence is-a presupposition of
thinking is just what ‘Descartes and Kant

wish to establish. Moreover, if Descartes -

and Kant (and Hegel) treat the cogito as
a piece of propositional knowledge in their
philosophies, this does not in the least
indicate that they consider the cogito to
constitute all of one’s personal existence.
Once again, we see that Kierkegaard's
attack, although apparently focusing upon
a specific philosophical claim, is an attack
on an entire attitude towards philosophy,
not on specific claims.

Kierkegaard again scores the traditional
stress on knowledge, and then insists that
the cogito has been wrongly construed as
a piece of (a priori) knowledge. We do
not simply know that we exist: -

The only reality to which.an existing
individual may have a relation that is
more than cognitive is his own reality,
the fact that he exists: this reality
constitutes his absclute interest. Abstract
thought requires him to become
disinterested in order to acquire
knowledge; the ethical demand is that

he became infinitely interested

in existing.s"

Kierkegaard's attack on the *I Think” pre-
supposes a sharp distinction between the
theoretical and the practical,%* and argues

that there is only a practical (living or

existing) self and no theoretical (tran-
scendental) self. Kant had postulated two
selves, a transcendental and a moral (will-
ing) self, but had argued that only the
former could be known. Why this empha-
sis upon the knowing self?, asks Kierke-

gaard. Why not begin with- the willing,

- striving, living, existing self, “'! suffer,

therefore | am” “or "l get married, there-
fore | am?"" Why are these not considered

the self-évident truths _of “philosophy . in-

stead of the. celebrated cogito? In reaction
to this traditional starting point, Kierke-
gaard diametrically opposes traditional
Cartesian viewpoint by denying the exis-
tence of the thinking subject altogether:

But if the “I’"in the Cogito is interpreted
as meaning a particular existing human
being, philosophy cries: ""How silly; here
there is no question of yourself or myself,
but solely of the pure ego.” But this

pure ego cannot very well have any other
than a purely conceptual existence . . .”’**

To attempt to inter existence from
thought is thus a contradiction.**

As we -have seen, a “purely conceptua
existence" is no existence at all. :

As Kierkegaard draws apart the cogito
or transcendental ego and the moral or
ethical ego, the cogito becomes lost alto-
gethér. Kierkegaard tells us that only our

‘ethical reality is reality, that the ‘‘abstract

thinker,” the cogito, does not even exist:

What is abstract thought? It is thought -

‘without a thinker.%5

An abstract thinker exists, to be sure,

but this fact is rather a satire on him

than otherwise. For an abstract thinker

to try to prove his existence by the fact
that he thinks is a curious contradiction;.
for in the degree that he thinks abstractly
he abstracts from his own existence.

" Insofar his existence is revealed as a

presupposition from which he seeks

‘emancipation; but the act of abstraction

nevertheless becomes a strange sort of
proot for his existence, since if it
suecceeded éntirely his existence would
cease.%®

Behind the attack .on Cartesianism, we can
clearly discern the very significant -agree-
ment with Hegel which leads -Kierkegaard
to these extreme conclusions. Hegel had
argued that the concept of Spirit could not
be adequately- understood in terms of in-
dividugls; Kierkegaard agrees with this
claim, but so much worse for the concep-
tion of Spirit. Kierkegaard is ‘interested in
the concept of the individual, and if nei-
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ther the cogito, nor Kant's ‘“I think”, nor
Hegel's Spirit provides us with such a con-
cept, then they must all be rejected. It is
not just these concepts which must be re-
jected but rather the way of _thinking
which leads to them. We recall that Hegel
attacked Kant's critique of knowledge with
the objection that it led to an unrecognized
skepticism at least as insidious as the skep-
ticism growing from Descartes’ Medita-
tions. Kierkegaard also sees the problems
of a critique of knowledge in the style of
Descartes or Kant, but disagrees with them
as well as with Hegel that such an enter-
prise is even possible:

A skepticism which attacks thought
itself cannot be vanquished by thinking
it through, since the very instrument by
which this would have to be done is in
revolt. There is only one thing to do with
such a skepticism, and that is to break
with .57

Kierkegaard's ‘‘break’ is a return to "sub-
jectivity’, a refusal to even ask the question
about our knowledge of our world - and
focus attention only on our intentions and
attitudes towards this world. For. Kierke-
gaard, the traditional problems of episte-
mology and metaphysics are dismissed out
of hand; the commonsense answers to the
questions that had plagued Descartes and
Kant are simply and naively assumed with-
out doubt.

Subjectivity is truth,
subjectivity is reality.®®

The medning of human existence ac-
cording to Kierkegaard lies in its constant
and conscious  inner striving (strebend),
parallel to the fundamental notion of
conatus in Spinoza and the Will in
Schopenhauer. However, these latter two
philosophers took the task of philosophy
to be the suppression of this -irrational
force through the contemplative calm of
philosophy. Kierkegaard took as his phi-
losophical task the glorification and manxi-
mization of this striving (at the expense
of contemplation). For Kierkegaard, as for
most philosophers of the Western tradi-
tion, to exist as a man is to desire, to fear,
to be, if not the slave of one’s passions, at
least passionate. Few philosophers would
adopt Hume'’s doctrine that “Reason is and
ought to be the slave of the passions,” for
the great philosophies of the West have
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had a prominent goal, the victory of reason
over the passions through philosophical re-
flection. Kierkegaard would go further
still, and Reason for him cannot even oc-
cupy the degraded status afforded it by
Hume, namely, to direct the will to the ful-
fillment of the passions. According to
Kierkegaard, the ultimate demands of the
passions must be outside the scope of
Reason. One's choice of a way of life, as
opposed to one's choice of a specific
course of action within a well-established
value framework, has no reasons to sup-
port it. Departing from nearly every philos-
ophy in the Western tradition, therefore,
Kierkegaard has Reason play virtually no
role whatever in answering the most press-
ing question of philosophy, that is, “What
is the good life for man?"

Paradoxically, this is not to say that
Reason plays no part in coming to the con-
clusion that Reason has no part to play in
answering this question. To the contrary,
Kierkegaard's arguments to the effect that
ultimate choices are ‘irrational’ constitute
the central contribution of his philosophy
to the existentialist movement. It is his
doctrine of ‘choice’ and ‘freedom of
choice’, and his analysis of these concepts,
which sets the stage for the entire existen-
tialist movement away from tra nal
rationalism.

. To-achieve - -authentic-- individual - exis-
tence is-to-commit-oneself;-deliberately and
passionately, to a way of:life. Existence ‘is
a-.continuous - confrontation - with ~emer-

gencies, competing. desires,. situations -in-

which choices must be made. The: ultimate
meaning of - existence is not an a priori
given;-but-one's ultimate commitment; the
choice not of this or that-course of action,
but-of a-*‘mode -of -existence’ within which
all - more- particular choices ‘may - be
determined.

A young student wishes to know
whether to heed his father's advice and
study business in college or whether he
should “drop out” altogether with the en-
couragement of many of his friends.
Assuming the student is not willing (as
Kierkegaard demands that he not be) to
simply follow advice or encouragement of
others, what he seeks is a criterion or
standard by which to choose. What is clear
in this now-familiar case is the enormous
‘gap’ of irreconcilability between the two
choices and the ‘styles of life’ consequent
with them. Now if the student ultimately
wants the community respectability conse-
quent on a business career, his choice is

clear. Similarly, if he has no sympathy for
the often grueling demands of the bour-
geois business life, his choice is also
clear. In other words, once the style of life
is known, the particular choices follow
from certain rules concerning what is
needed within that life.

Given a "“mode of existence,” the deci-
sion can be made by appeal to what Kant
called a hypothetical imperative; given
that one ultimately wants ‘x’, then the

choice between 'y’ and ‘'z’ can be made

strictly on the grounds of which best leads
to ‘x’. Given that one knows what he ulti-
mately wants, all more particular choices
can be made more or less mechanically,
by appeal to the efficacy of one alternative
over another in obtaining the desired ulti-
mate end. Thus, if one has chosen a way
of life (for example, has chosen to be a
respected member of the community), his
choice between business studies and ‘neg-
ative freedom' can be made easily. The

only arbitrary decision within such a frame- -

work is in those cases in which it really
does not matter for purposes of one's ulti-
mate goals, whether ‘y’ or ‘z' is chosen.
How does one come to have an ultimate
set of goals or a way of life? Because these
are ultimate, one cannot appeal them to
some more ultimate consideration. These
are what Kant referred to as categorical
imperatives, those which cannot be de-
fended on the basis of some further im-
perative. Kant attempted to justify one set
of these ultimate values by an appeal to
pure practical reason; by showing that
these values are (transcendentally) neces-
sary for any morality. However, one can
still ask, as Hegel sometimes points out,
why one ought to be moral. In a Kierke-
gaardian vein, even if one were to agree
that those principles Kant identifies as
categorical imperatives are necessary for
any morality, any particular individual
might ask why he should have to follow
Reason's dictates. In other words, even if
we grant that certain principles can be de-
fended by appeal to Reason, one can then
turn about and challenge the value of

Reason itself. “Granted | ought to do ‘X',

because it is the moral thing to do, but
why should | do the moral thing? If |
ought to do the moral thing because it is
the reasonable thing, why should | be rea-
sonable?”" What can the Kantian answer
to this?

Kierkegaard claims that no answer can
be given, for the value of Reason can be
challenged as any more particular ethical

principles might be challenged. How then,
does one decide whether to be reasonable,

~to follow the dictates of reason and be
-~ moral? There is no way, for any further

suggested criterion, for example, ‘living
reasonably will result in living more
happily,” . “living reasonably is necessary
for a stable society," or “living reasonably
is necessary for mental health,” can be
challenged in precisely the same way.

“'Why should | be happy?” “Why should |

care about society?” "“Why should | want
to be healthy?" cart always be raised in
reply, as can similar challenges for any
suggested 'ultimate’ ethical criterion.%?

We now face a serious problem, if the
choice of ultimate criteria, of a way of life,

‘cannot bé made by appeal to some set of

criteria, how can we go about choosing at
all? Kierkegaard's answer is that we
simply have to choose, without appeal to
further standards, without reasons, without
justification. We simply have to decide,
‘irrationally’'—that is, without Reason—
how we are going to live, by what ultimate
standard we are going to make decisions.

Reason, that is, the capacity to give rea-

sons and justify our choices, can play no:

part in this ultimate decision, for here we
have the need for ‘pure’ commitment, with-
out appeal to any supporting principles,
and- therefore without reasons or Reason.
“Choice is ultimately irrational,"” means
that one cannot ultimately give reasons. for
his-choices;-as all-choices are founded on
one's - fundamental choice of criteria. and
that ultimate - choice -is -itself -unjustifiable.

Because our fundamental criteria are
unjustifiable, all our choices, which depend
on these criteria for their justification, are
also ultimately unjustifiable. Yet, we must
choose, must “leap to’ a way of life if we
are to exist, for the only alternative (apart
from suicide or a total retreat to inactivity)
is to refuse to acknowledge the absence of
ultimate justification (what Sartre later
refers to as “‘bad faith"') or, what is worst,
to abstain from choice of existence alto-
gether and simply follow the ‘crowd.’”°®
Because our ultimate choices are unjusti-
fiable, an unhappy spirit such as Kierke-
gaard can easily find that the demand for
choice becomes a crucifying demand; for
the burden of choice is entirely on one's
own shoulders; no other support, whether
it be from society, from one's religious
teachings, or from Reason itself can be
made responsible for one's decisions. Be-
cause no criteria can be used in ultimate
decisions, one cannot blame these criteria
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for the choice that one makes. The In-
credible responsibility of having no one and
no value to which to turn leads Kierkegaard
to cite despair as an essential ingredient
in freedom of choice, to cite guilt as an es-
sential component of responsibility, and
to identify dread, the dread of an indefi-
nitely large range of possibilities which it
is one's own responsibility to choose be-
tween, as the defining passions of human
existence.

There is a great deal said of the ‘irra-
tionalism’ which lies at the core of Kierke-
gaard’'s philosophy and the existentialist
movement as a. whole. However, from
what we have said thus far, it should be
evident that such bandying about of termi-
nology must be carefully guarded. Kierke-
gaard is an irrationalist in at least one im-
portant respect, he claims that Reason is
inappropriate as an aid to the most im-
portant choices of our lives. However, the
reason for this inappropriateness is the ab-
sence of any objective standard for making
these choices, by virtue of the fact that
they themselves are ultimate. Irrationalism
refers simply to this absence of ultimate
standards of value. However, overzealous
enthusiasts of modern existentialism have
delighted in stretching this irrationalist
claim even beyond Kierkegaard's too-
liberal use of it. They say that Kierkegaard
dispenses with Reason altogether, and his
writings are writings of pure passion. How-
ever, from what we have said, it is clear
that Kierkegaard does not deny Reason its
place in human thought, but denies only
its relevance to the specific problems of
existence; a choice of values. Moreover,
it is only through a more or less carefully
reasoned argument that Kierkegaard is
able to conclude that ultimate objective
standards for value are not available. It is
only through an impressive exercise of
Reason that Kierkegaard comes to the con-
clusion that Reason is inadequate in cer-
tain contexts.

The most horrifying misinterpretation of
Kierkegaard's doctrine of irrationalism is
the too popular thesis that all values, and
therefore all decisions, are arbitrary.
Therefore, it does not matter which value
system, which way of life one chooses.
However, if there is any feature of Kierke-
gaard's philosophy which cannot be missed
by the most distracted reader, it is Kierke-
gaard's almost pathological concern. with
how much the choice of ultimate values
must matter to us. It may well be the case
that these choices are ultimately unjusti-
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fiable, but they are our responsibility, and
the “arbitrariness” of choice, far from
alleviating us from concern, imposes on us
the most terrifying burdens.

It would also be a serious mistake to

leave the reader with the impression that.

these ultimate choices are totally without
reason -or justification, even though this is
the strong claim that Kierkegaard often
m.:mm.mmm.. The absence of ultimate justifica-
tion is, in fact, an absence of ultimate ob-
Bn:_\m justification; in other words, an ab-
sence of ary justification which™ would
justify a single way of life for all men,
_..,osmsmn this is-where ‘subjectivity’ plays
its_most “important ‘role "in Kierkegaard's
n:__wmou_._s for there ‘are subjective consid-
erations which do argue for'one way of life
rather. than another. These consideratioris
are Smn personal . desires, - hopes, fears,
eccentricities, and habits -of the" individiial
person. - There -is no- ultimate  justification
“oﬂ._mma:ﬁ a moral- life, that is nojustifi-
om:o:. which would--show that anyone 'at
any time ought to be moral (in Kant's
terms, “any rational creature”); however,
some people are simply morally inclined.
Moﬂ.Eomm peopte, the justification, the only
justification available to them for living
morally, is the ‘fact that they are so
_:.0_53. However, not everyone is so in-
o__:.mn. and some people find that they
desire the life of pleasure, or the life of art,
or, <.g§ Kierkegaard, the life of religious
passion. “Truth is subjectivity,” in the last
m:m_.<m_m. means that the choice of a way
of life can be made. only by ‘and on the
basis of the person who has to live it.

The Dialectic and

the Spheres of Existence

Kierkegaard's breach with Hegel is no-
where better exemplified than in his own
‘existential’ version of the dialectic. Like
I.mnm_.m ‘historical dialectic’, the existential
dialectic is the formulation of various op-
“..Bmmn conceptions, and the ‘'stages on
___“.m.m way” or “modes of existence” In
Kierkegaard's dialectic are in many ways
Identical to the “forms of consciousness”
found in Hegel's Phenomenology of Spirit.
m.o% consist of opposed conceptions of
‘life’, of oneself and of different systems of
values. In Hegel, the most primitive forms
of consciousness are mere ‘“‘conscious-
ness” and then consciousness of oneself
as an individual opposed to other individ-
uals. In the stages of Reason, one recog-
nizes one's oneness with others, first

»E.ocm: ethics, and ultimately through re-
ligion and philosophy, which are the high-
est conceptions of Spirit, the Absolute
Truth, the rational goal of human existence.
In Kierkegaard, we first meet the "aesthetic
stage,” in which man is already self-con-
scious and opposed to, or at least inde-
pendent of, other men. (Kierkegaard is sim-
ply not concerned with the epistemological
forms of Hegel's "*Consciousness.”) We
then meet the “ethical stage,” which, as in
Hegel, constitutes a societal and ‘moral’
way of ._=m. Finally, we are introduced to
m:m. “'religious stage,” in which Christianity
“w introduced as a crowning conception of
ife.
_The difference between the two dialec-
tics is not their content, but rather the rela-
tions between the various stages or forms
of life. Kierkegaard and Hegel agree ap-
proximately on the same delineations of
conceptions; and they order them the
same. For both, the aesthetic life is un-
satisfactory and Christianity is the most
mnmncma conception of life. How are these
dialectics ordered? In  Hegel, they are
ordered according to the “movément of
reason,” according to the sophistication of
these concepts_in rectifying conceptual in-
adequacies. The various forms are opposed
to each other, but only because each gives
a ‘one-sided’ view of life. A reflective medi-
ation of the opposition can absorb what
is true from each and find a new, and
therefore ‘higher’ form in which opposition
and one-sidedness do not occur. By means"
of _such ‘mediation’;, the. inadequacies
which develop in the conception of oneself
as an individual are corrected in- the con-
ception of oneself as a rational and moral
being, as a member of society, The Inade-

- quacies with such ‘ethical’ conceptions of

self are corrected in the religious stages in,
which the conception ‘of oneself as Spirit,
as part of the Absolute (God) becomes
fully explicit. At the completion of this
stage—the conceptual reformulation of
Christianity without its pictorial myths—
one's conception of oneself is ‘absolute’;
it is without inadequacies, for it opposes
oneself to nothing.

. Although Kierkegaard accepts the valid=
ity of such a ‘system’ of concepts with its
mediation of ‘paradox’ (by which Kierke-
gaard liberally designates any apparently
opposed ideas), he insists that such sys-
tematization can be applied only in logic,
in the study of concepts, and not to life
itself. Logic aside, such a system is of ab-
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.solutely no use to the "ethically existing

individual,” who wants to know how to

live. This individual faces ‘paradoxes’, that

is, opposed ways of life or alternative
courses of action which cannot be ‘medi-
ated’, but have to bé chosen between.
These ‘paradoxes’ are unresolvable by
Reason; they are absolute paradoxes, and
one can choose either one or.the other, but
not have the best of both. These choices
are beyond the scope of Reason, for the
mediating powers of Reason have no use
in-an absolute paradox. Choice is here not
guided by rational principle but by a leap
of faith. Reason plays the part of disclos-
ing these choices for us and showing us
that they are uncompromisingly opposed;
in other words, Reason shows us that we
have a choice, but not what to choose..

‘Here Kierkegaard is in the company of

both Kant and Hegel ‘in his insistence that
the production of paradoxes is character~
istic of Reason, and on the side of Hegel,
but not Kant, in his insistence that the pro-
duction of paradoxes is not a problem of
Reason 'but its chief virtue. In this sense,
therefore, Kierkegaard is very much a ra-
tionalist. Where he ceases to become a
rationalist is in the resolution of these
paradoxes, in which reason is impotent and
‘passion’ or ‘subjective truth’ or ‘faith’ (in
a religious context) or, more straightfor-
wardly, individual  logically-gratuitous
choice provides the only possible reso-
lution. ,

Kierkegaard's development of the dia-
lectic is often couched in characteristically
misleading language. He speaks of his dia-
lectic as ‘“qualitative” as - opposed to
Hegel's “quantitative” dialectic of ‘'pure
being"” (that is, conceptual truth) -and
claims that his dialectic is the dialectic of
“actual existence” rather than the ‘‘concept
of existence.” As we have argued, how-
ever, Kierkegaard is equally concerned
with conceptions of existence, and his dif-
ference with Hegel lies in the value he
places on the conception of ‘oneself as an
individual over the conception of oneself
as “collectivity” (Spirit), and in the
manner in which one moves from one con-
ception to another.

In-the existential ‘dialectic, we confront
three. alternative ‘waysof ‘life, three funda-
mental -commitments, or as Kierkegaard
elsewhere titles them, ‘‘views of life,"”
“‘existential categories,” - “'spheres of ‘exis-
tence,” '‘modes of ‘existing,” and ‘'stages
on life's way.””' These three different con-

ceptions of life, each with its own value
system and principles, are fundamentally
incompatible in that one can only choose
among them, not compromise between
them by use of Reason. Because each
“sphere of existence' contains its own sys-
tem of values, there can be no further cri-
terion for choosing between spheres, and,
therefore, the choice must be made with-
out a criterion, without a guiding prin-
ciple, without Reason, by a “leap,”’-a com-
mitment which cannot be further de-
fended. Thus, there is no rational way of
life, no one conception of life style which
is more reasonable than others. One's
choice of fundamental values is ‘irra-
tional” because there is no reason for
choosing one style of ‘life rather than an-
other, rior is there the possibility that one
can compromise to find the best of each.
Kierkegaard, like Hegel, will celebrate the
religious life as the “best" form of life, but,
for Kierkegaard, the adoption of this life
is not the Absolute Truth but his own un-
flinching commitment. 1t is not chosen
because it is most rational, but chosen in
spite of its lack of defense by Reason.

We have already mentioned that Kierke-
gaard's objection to Hegelianism is based
not only on philosophical grounds, but on
personal and moral grounds as well. He:
objected to Hegel's glorification of the pos-
sibilities of reflective reason not only be-
cause he felt that Reason was not adequate
to rationalize ultimate choices, but because
Reason gave the illusion that choice and
commitment were unnecessary. |If Reason
could systematize and order all forms of
life, then the rational way to live could be
discovered in the system. Reason, because
universal, would therefore dictate that
every rational creature choose a single
mode of existence, the moral Christian life
(for Kant), the reflective intellectual
Christian life (for Hegel); in other words,
there would be no room for choice. Once
Reason is given ultimate authority, the dic-
tates of Reason are absolute and it makes
no sense to ask whether one shotild be rea-
sonable or not. If reason is not given this
authority, and is open to challenge by the
individual (who can ask “Why follow rea-
son's dictates?” ‘“Why be rational?"), then
choice is reintroduced, and the ‘rational’
way of life (that discovered by the sys-
tem) is just one conception of life among
others. The system is not only philosoph-
ically inadequate because of its glorifica-
tion of Reason, but is morally insidious as
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well; it gives men the illusion that the
choice and therefore responsibility for a
system of values is out of their hands.

It is evident. from Kierkegaard's attack
on Reason that he glorifies freedom of
choice in precisely the same way that
Hegel glorifies Reason:

The So& tremendous thing which has
been granted to man is: the choice of
freedom.”?

For Hegel, as-for. Aristotle, manis essen-
tially - rational; for-Kierkegaard, “man “is
essentially-the -chooser -of -his - own- values.
For-:Hegel; -everything--lies in ‘being ra-

tional; .- objective,-and reflectively ~under--

standing; -for -Kierkegaard,everything - lies
in-the act of choosing; in being ‘subjective
(passionate and-committed). This freedom
of choice is itself the most basic of values,
what makes a man-a human being or an
existent individual, and the recognition
and use of this freedom is far more im-
portant than the object of choice. )

According to ‘Hegel, freedom consists
simply-in-following-Réason; but for Kierke-
gaard,. following - anything is' to give up
one's freedom.

In making a choice it is not so much a
question of choosing the right as of the
energy, the earnestness, the pathos with
which one chooses.”?

Of course, there is a serious problem in the
use of “right" (and *“wrong") here, and
Kierkegaard frequently uses these terms.
Once he has argued the ‘objective uncer-
tainty' of all ‘existential’ decisions—the im-
possibility of justifying any one value ‘sys-
tem—he cannot then refer to any of these
as “right” or “wrong.” However, Kierke-
gaard's ‘point, although once again mis-

leadingly  stated; is quite clear: how one"

chooses—that is, whether he has chosen
freely -and: passionately commitied himself
to his choice-——is all-important.

The objective accent falls on WHAT is
said, the subjective accent on HOW
it is said.”4

What particular sphere of existence has
been chosen is not important, for all are
equally unjustified. A man has exerted his
freedom and proven himself an individual

by virture of his choosing, not by virtue of
the object of his choice.
The spheres of existence are alternative

value systems or ways of life which are..

mutually incompatible. The choice among
these spheres. cannot consist in compro-
mise, but yet there is no further criterion
for choice. Thus, unlike Hegel's dialectic,
there is no transition from one sphere to
the next, no compromise or ‘mediation’ be-
tween spheres, and no rational resolution
with their ‘opposition’. However, these
spheres do represent stages in a hierarchy
of values in Kierkegaard's writings, with

the religious or Christian stage the chosen. -

(‘highest') sphere. Similarly, Kierkegaard
sometimes treats the ethical and religious
spheres not as incompatible, but as a single
system to be contrasted only with the
aesthetic sphere. These ambiguities persist
throughout Kierkegaard's writings, and the
consistency of the existential dialectic thus
becomes a key issue in the interpretation
of Kierkegaard.

The spheres are often presented as
equally valid (invalid) possibilities for
choice, and as such, Kierkegaard can show
no preference among them. His favorite
technique employed to maintain this neu-
trality is the use of dialogue and pseudony-

mous characters to represent alternatives .

without the need to resolve the conflict
between them. This is illustrated in
Either/Or, in which two figures of an old
man (Judge Wilheim “B") and a young
Aesthete (Johannes the Seducer “A”) for
whom the pleasures of life, have soured’®
argue the virtues of the ethical and aes-
thetic spheres, exposing the values and
problems of each. There is no attempt at
resolution, and the- alternatives are pre-
sented only as alternatives; the choice be-
tween them is left entirely to the reader.
However, at other times, Kierkegaard
presents the stages as an actual progres-

sion from aesthetic to ethical to religious, ..
and argues in almost Hegelian fashion the -

inadequacy of each stage which leads us

to the next. The aesthetic sphere leads to

despair, and then leads to the ethical
sphere, which also ends in despair, which
in turn leads one to the religious sphere.
In his later and most religious writings
(Philosophical Fragments, Concluding Un-
scientific Postscript, and Sickness unto
Death), Kierkegaard leaves no doubt that
he thinks the aesthetic and ethical spheres
are inadequate and inferior while the re-

‘of pur

“ligious way of life is, in some sense, the

ight” way of life.

- ":These very different uses of the dialectic

can be resolved, we shall suggest, because
Kierkegaard, unlike Hegel, never argues
that the movement from stage to stage is

~-pecessary or that it can be demonstrated

systematically (that is, by reference to Rea-
'son alone). The movement of the dialectic
always requires a /eap, and, regardless of
the inadequacy of any sphere, the transi-

-"tion to another sphere must be chosen. Yet,

in a sense, we shall see that Kierkegaard's
critique of the aesthetic sphere does consti-
tute some reasons for abandoning that

.sphere and adopting a new mode of
- existence.

. " The Aesthetic Sphere

The aésthetic mode of existence is the life
mmeédiacy’. The aesthetic is some-
times presented as a life without princi-
‘ples, but this is misleading; its ultimate
maxim is not a ‘reflective’ or a ‘rational’

~principle, one of duty, obligation, or self-
-.discipline. The aesthetic life-can be the life

of -whim; of immediate satisfaction -and
gratification. It--has- no -moral principles,

“there is no-good- ahd no evil, there is satis-
:+ . faction. and . dissatisfaction, fulfilment ‘and

frustration, - pleasure-and pain, -happiness
and: suffering, -ecstasy -and despair. The
aesthetic existence is the life of the Ro-
‘mantic, as celebrated by Byron and Rous-

- .seau, and captured by Hegel as the Ro-
~°.mantic spirit in the Phenomenology.”¢ The
-aesthetic mode's luminary example is’ Don

Juan?? in his unending quest for “sensual
faithless love.” Sensual love (unlike ‘‘psy-
chical love,” which passes into the ethical
sphere) is purely. “‘for the moment, in the
same moment everything is over, and the
same thing repeats itself endlessly.” There
is no question whether the union will be
a happy one, for it is a union with no pos-
sibility of lasting. Don Juan does not know
the anxiety of developing a relationship,
for “he makes short work of it, and must
always be regarded as absolutely victor-
ious.” Every woman is simply “woman in
the abstract’; at most there is a sensual
difference between them, not a personal
difference. Don Juan is without principle,
or faithless, in that there is only an arbi-
trary difference between his loves. He
seduces women, which means that each is
to be enjoyed for the moment, and, in that
moment, is indistinguishable from every
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other woman, and that “moment is indis-
tinguishable from all other moments."

~ The principle of the aesthetic is satis-
faction with the immediate, with whatever
is arbitrarily chosen as an object of im-
mediate concern.

The whole secret lies in arbitrariness.
People usually think it easy to be
arbitrary, but it requires much study to
succeed in being arbitrary so as not to
lose oneself in it, but so as to derive
satisfaction from it. . . . You go see the
middle of a play, you read the third part
of a book. By this means you insure
yourself a very different kind of enjoyment
from that which the author has been so
kind as to plan for you. You enjoy
something entirely accidental; you
consider the whole of existence from this
standpoint, let its reality be stranded
thereon. . . . You transform something
accidental into the absolute, and, as such,
into the object of a wager, and so forth.
The more rigidly consistent you are in
holding fast to your arbitrariness, the more
amusing the ensuing combinations will
be. The degree of consistency shows
whether you are an artist or a bungler;

for to a certain extent all men do the
same. The eye with which you look at
reality must be constantly changed.”®

The aesthetic life need not be confined
to the seduction of women, of course, but,
as the above passage indicates, will con-
sist in_the enjoyment of the moment re-
gardless of what that moment consists. One
can--enjoy good. health or beauty, in him-
self or others, or riches and honor or talent
in the artsas well -as sensuous pleasure.
The aesthetic life, although essentially un-
reflective, need not be unintelligent, for it
may consist in the enjoyment or even crea-
tion -.of music (Mozart) or poetry,-or even
philosophy, as long as these are enjoyed
purely for their immediate satisfaction.

There is, however, a negative com-
ponent  to this - attractive Dionysian life;
there is not only pleasure, but the constant
threat of pain and suffering; not only satis-
faction but frustration, and, what is worst
of all, boredom. For the aesthete, nothing
is more damaging than being bored, or
recognizing the repetition of his life of the
‘immediate’. The aesthetic life, once it first
recognizes the threat, becomes obsessed
with escaping boredom and repetition, and
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subsequently becomes a slave to the de-
,Bm:.a for new experience. Don Juan comes
to live not for pleasure and gratification,

but to escape boredom and the staleness

of repetition.

The aesthetic life is essentially the life
of the immediate, and as such, rejects any
reflection concerning the significance of
that moment. One does, however, come to
ﬁ:ma on his life and the significance of
his actions, and this is disastrous to the
gesthete. On reflection, the immediate
_ommm its value, and the life of absorption
in the moment is seen as a mere ‘empti-
ness', a series of repetitions which are ulti-
.Sm.m_< meaningless. One becomes increas-
En_< restless, attempting to find con-
».::.ocm novel. experiences to suppress the
feeling of meaninglessness. The presence
of reflective Reason stultifies this attempt,
for the moment can never .again regain its
muoa.m:mmz and - autonomous importance.
. With reflection, an: aesthetic dialectic is
initiated. Don Juan represents. the first
stage of this dialectic, that in which .the
aesthetic life can be said to be satisfying.
>m.o:m reflects on the futility of trying to
satisfy. the human' spirit through immediate
gratification, he tends to become skeptical
mvoS all gratification and about all de-
sires. At this stage of the aesthetic typified
by Faust, one refuses to seek gratification
for .Zm desires and comes to deny those
am.m:mm themselves. His existence is pure
pride, coupled. with cynicism for the worth
& anything. From this lack of self-asser-
tion, passionless cynicism lays the founda-
tions of . the' anonymous character of
modern life.

. In the third stage of aesthetic dialectic,
exemplified by Ahasuerus—the wandering
Jew—the once happy aesthete falls into
total despair. ‘

So it appears that every aesthetic view
of lite is in despair, and that everyone
who lives aesthetically is in despair,
whether he knows it or not.”?®

Facing the prospect of death and the
meaninglessness of . life, the aesthete, in
silent despair, desperately attempts to es-
cape from reflection altogether, The nat-
ural way of doing so, Kierkegaard sug-
gests, is to stop all self-appraisal and self-
assertion, and to lose oneself-in the crowd
and the hustle and bustle of everyday Col-
lective life. Or, for those few who are suffi-

ciently strong to maintain their Eaiacm_.,

ity, there is the ethical life. The aesthetic
sphere has degenerated to a life of mean-

ingless despair; can the ethical sphere pro-:
vide the meaning that the aesthetic life

‘lacks?
The Ethical Sphere

Em:a@m.m_d.m presentation of the ethical
sphere is ‘not as much the formulation - of -

an ethic as such as the contrast of a life

lived according to ethical (secular) stan--

dards with the whimsical personal life ‘of
the Aesthetic and the religious life whose
highest ideals ‘are not of this world or of
Reason. The-basic featurs” of the Ethical
would-be- expected to be the employment

of .universal . rational - principles that tran- E

scend and leave no-exception for the in-
_dividual but.-yet -remain.secular principles,
The -ethical life Is the ‘sotistal life; the life
‘of-a-man-who"considers “himself part of &

.community-of-men-and- lives -according 1o -

_principles which:treat every man-as an end
in. himself--and -subsume - self-interest ‘to
moral duty.- The ethical - life, “with"'its em-
phasis- -on -~ universality, * ‘rationality, ‘and
duty; :-in “-short; “morality,” signified - for
Kierkegaard, as for ‘Hegel; the ethics of
Kant. Although Kierkegaard does not deny
the inclusion of a . non-Kantian ethics
within the ethical sphere, it is clear that
the system of values which concerns him
Is that of the Critique of Practical Reason.
The ethical sphere thus consists of living
for the good of men in community (in a
“Kingdom of Ends"), and personal inter-
ests are always to be subsumed. under the
interests of morality.

The central feature of the ethical is uni-
versality (rationality), and a necessary
condition for a ‘set of principles to be
ethical principles is the impartial appli-
cability to every person at every time:

The ethical as such is the universal; and
as-the universal it applies to everyone,
which may be expressed from another
point ot-view by saying that it applies
every instant, 80

it should be clear that the ethical life
with its value on community is not equiva-
lent to ‘crowd morality’, and ‘social con-
cern’ does not imply anti-individuality or
unquestioning obedience to society. Kierke-
gaard, like Kant, considers morality to be
autonomous and rational. Every man pro-

- (that s,

.duces these principles for himself, and

“.must, insofar as he is moral, uphold these
-.principles. even  against the opposition of

~society.

Of course, Kierkegaard does not fully
adopt Kant's moral philosophy to. his dia-
lectic, because the thesis from which Kant
_maintains that every rational creature will
recognize these principles (that is, the
categorical imperatives) in  himself is
idéntical to his characterization of Reason
practical Reason). Because
.Kierkegaard rejects this characterization in
~his:denial that Reason can give us justifica-
tion- of ultimate moral principles, he can-
-not -hold. with Kant that the principles of
morality can be autonomously derived by
every ‘rational creature’.

However, we can separate this Kantian
thesis. regarding the justification of moral
~principles- from™ those mora! principles
“themselves. Kierkegaard's ethical sphere
consists -in the acceptance of the cate-

.- gorical .imperative(s) as ultimate values

/(as ''dictates of practical reason’), but
acceptance of these moral values as ulti-
“ mate does not entail their ultimate justi-
fiability.. (Thus, according to Kierkegaard,
to demonstrate the rationality of a moral
“principle is not sufficient to justify it) It
s the requirement of .universality that is
central to the ethical life, and. not the
-claim to justifiability. of these universal
principles. The ethical life takes individual
“.Interest to be subservient to the demands
of u::oi_o. but the origins or justifications
-of .these - principles, or even the specific
content of these principles, is not provided
by the existential dialectic. ~
. Although the ethical stage is distin-
~guished from the religious stage, it might
be suspected that Kierkegaard's accep-
tance of Kantian ethics will lead him to
favor the religious support that Kant gives
for his ethics. Kant. and. Kierkegaard's
- gthics are both Christian-ethics, and the
-sanctions..of Damnation and Paradise are
dimplicit-in- them. It is in Kierkegaard's
acceptance of Kant's arguments to the
effect that morality cannot be justified
-without -the postulates of Christianity that
we find the tendency to speak of the
ethical life as 'a transition to and part of
the religious life. Yet the two stages are
importantly distinct, for .the two central
religious concepts of Sin and Faith do not
appear in the ethical conception of life.

These two concepts mark a drastic dif-
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ference between the two ‘‘spheres"”, so
drastic that any attempt to treat them as a
single system of values must. end in
confusion. :

The model for the ethical life, however,
is not the formality of Kant's ethics, but
the historical example of Socrates. In
Socrates, we find a clear representation of
not only the values but the living ad-
herence to the values of morality. Where
could we find a clearer example of the

" subordination of personal interest to the
demands of principle and the interests of
community? It is Socrates who not only
taught, but lived the principies that man
is of the highest value, that “the good is
in every man,” and that love of man is the
ultimate good. Again, we find Kierkegaard
carefully distinguishing - between the life
and principles of Socrates and his justifica-
tion of those principles. Socrates, like
Kant, argued that the good which is in
every man has. absolute justification and
that subjectivity does not serve as justifica-
tion of these principles. It is the self-reflec-
tion and life of principle which marks
Socrates as the paragon of ethical
" existence. )

It would follow from the Socratic
example that the virtues of the ethical life
would be social virtues, and .one need only
turn to either Plato or Aristotle to get an
enumeration of these. Friendship and
("psychic’”) love are all-important, and
finding one's proper place in the social
order is an ethical necessity. To this end,
courage, temperance, kindness, and gener-
osity acquire the status of virtues. Mar-
rlage is of centra! importance to the ethical
life, for it contains within it all of the
central demands of morality, commitment
to others, acceptance of duty and obliga-
tion, submission of personal interest to
community (family) interests, the stability
of community through stability of the fam-
ily. One can, of course, trace Kierkegaard's
emphasis on the importance of marriage
to his own experience with Regina Olsen,
but what he has to say about the decision
to marry has far more than ‘subjective’
(biographical) importance.

Unlike the aesthetic life, the ethical life
is- characterized by - reflection- and - self-
appraisal,-and with reflection-one can ap-
praise. the meaningfulness of- his life. De-
liberate and principled choice, as opposed
to action on whim, is the mark of the
ethical, and actions have significance not
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according to immediate gratification, but
with regard to their accordance with moral
principle. This-long-term-significance and
regard for principle rather than satisfac~
mwoP allows the ethical life-to-give a mean-
ing (a . coherence to (moral)’ “principles)
to existence that the Aesthetic canhot give;
but is the ethical life therefore adequate?

According to Kierkegaard, the secular
reflection of the ethical life is adequate to
disclose the meaninglessness (lack of prin-
ciple) of the aesthetic life and disclose the
‘moral principles which define and give
meaning to this life. As long as one re-
mains in this secular state of reflection,
guilt is a result of failure to fulfill ethical de-
mands and can always be overcome by the
performance- of good acts. If one's self-
reflection moves from the secular to the
religious and one just once perceives the
revelation of his personal, yét nonethical
Sin and its unavoidable personal guilt, the
despair of the aesthetic dialectic returns,
for the good ethical life is not sufficient to
escape the despair of the revelation of Sin.
(We find the same despair in Camus’ char-
acter Clemence, as soon as he sees his
“public service” and ''good character”
from a quasi-religious perspective.) Once
one has this terrifying revelation, which
it is the business of Kierkegaard's writings
to produce in him, he has fittle recourse
but to ““leap into the arms of God.”

The Relationship Between

the Aesthetic and the Ethical

in our descriptions of the aesthetic and
ethical stages, we have already indicated
the nature of the differences between the
two and the ‘existential dialectic’ that
brings us from one stage to the next. How-
ever, we have also indicated that there is
a serious problem in the movement of the
dialectic from one stage to the next; if the
choice between spheres of existence is
really ‘irrational’ or ‘arbitrary’, then there
cannot be any movement of the dialectic
at all: Yet the aesthetic dialectic does give
us reasons for moving to the ethical stage,
namely, the despair confronting the aes-
thete as soon as he comes to reflect on the
ultimate meaningless of his existence.
Given that both the dialectic, with its
progression to the religious life, and the
ultimate ‘irrationality’ of choice are central
doctrines in Kierkegaard's philosophy, must
we conclude that his philosophy is funda-
mentally inconsistent? Does Kierkegaard
claim there are no reasons for committing
oneself to a way of life which he then pro-

ceeds to give us reasons for adopting?
This question most often arises in the

transition from the ethical to the religious

sphere, primarily because Kierkegaard's

claims regarding the ‘leap of faith’ to-

Christianity is the best known and most
influential of his doctrines. However,
Kierkegaard's very personal concern with
Christianity often leads him to drop his
insistence on merely presenting positions
and, when he speaks of Christianity, makes
it impossible for us to distinguish between
his reasons for accepting Christianity and

the reasons (valid for anyone) for choos- -

ing Christianity. In addition to this prob-
lem, there is the already mentioned ques-
tion concerning the distinctness of the re-
ligious and ethical stages. We shall, there-
fore, concentrate our efforts to defend the
‘existential dialectic’ in the more clear-cut
distinction between the aesthetic and
ethical stages. :
To begin the defense, it must be clear
that Kierkegaard never claims that the rea-
sons he gives for the transition are Jogi-
cally sufficient conditions, and denies,
therefore, that the transitions are logically
necessary. (He claims this as a central dif-
ference between his dialectic and Hegel's
dialectic. However, we have seen that this
is a misinterpretation of Hegel, who is not
claiming logical necessity, but rather teleo-
fogical necessity for the transitions of his
dialectic.) The reasons which Kierkegaard
gives for moving from one stage to the
next are not fogical but psychological;
they are not logically compelling, but they
may be compelling for some individual.
One might compare this sort of reason to
an argument by appeal to sympathy, or
fear, or anger. The argument itself makes
no claim to validity—to the contrary, such
arguments are often the clearest cases of
fallacious reasoning—yet they may be
persuasive nonetheless. If someone argues
that we ought to accept social inequality
by appealing to our fear of social unrest,
the question of validity may not come
seriously into question, but the argument
may be successful nonetheless.
Kierkegaard is thus not claiming to be
giving us a valid argument for accepting
one stage over another, and, therefore, the
question of the logical compulsion of the
choice of one stage rather than another
does not arise. Kierkegaard is- appealing
to our feelings, primarily our feelings of
despair and guilt. If one feels these emo-
tions as Kierkegaard does, he will feel
attracted to Kierkegaard's conclusions, in-
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" dependent of any logically compeliing ar-

guments (of which there are none, accord-
ing “to Kierkegaard). Kierkegaard is not
giving reasons in the sense of logically
compelling reasons, therefore, but reasons
only in the degenerate sense that they are

~personal considerations which might per-
‘suadé us to accept his position. Further-
.. -more, it should be clear that no claim for
“yniversality need be made for these rea-

sons either, for Kierkegaard, like Nietzsche
and very unlike Kant and Hegel, writes for
‘the Few” who can '‘understand him.”
“Understand” in this context refers to
sharing feelings—for Kierkegaard, the

; “feelings of dread, despair, guilt, and suffer-

ing—and not to the more intellectual un-
derstanding -appealed to by Kant and
Hege! in their claims that they are writing

truths holding for "'any rational creature.”

The 'movement’ of the existential dialec-
tic does not constitute an inconsistency in

- Kierkegaard's philosophy, for his denial of
- rationality is of a very different category

than the reasons he offers for moving from
stage to stage. The ‘reasons’ of despair that
push one from the aesthetic sphere to the
ethical sphere are not logically compelling
feasons but personal or ‘subjective’ rea-
sons, and because these consist of feelings
and not of propositions, one might argue
that these ‘reasons’ are not even relevant
to considerations of rationality.
Kierkegaard's apparent inconsistency
stems from the ambiguous use of ‘‘reason’
and “rational” that he inherits from Hegel.

. -On the one hand, ‘reason’ and ‘rationality’

are strictly logical notions (although

‘Hegel's notions are broadened -to include
“the notion of ‘teleological necessity’ as
“well), and it is this sense in which Kierke-
.gaard denies that one can demonstrate the
“rafionality or give reasons for choice of

one sphere rather than another. There is
another sense of 'reason’, also utilized by
Hegel, in this other sense a ‘reason’ is any-

‘thing (a feeling as well as a consideration)

that makes one more likely to accept some
conclusion. In Hegel, this use of ‘reason’
and the use of ‘reason’ in the sense of
‘logically compelling' are joined together
in'the central notion of teleological expla-
nation so that the senses need not be dis-
tinguished. In Kierkegaard, the play on
“reason’’ and ‘“‘rationality’” becomes impos-
sibly confusing, and failure to distinguish
these very different uses threatens his en-
tire philosophy with confusion.

However, we again find Kierkegaard
much closer to Hegel than his intense anti-

Hegelian ‘instincts would allow. If we re-
turn to the operation of Hegel's dialectic,
we see that the transitions between stages
in the Phenomenology are sometimes iden-
tical in kind to Kierkegaard's ‘existential’
transitions. For example, the transitions in
the stage of "Self-Consciousness” come
about not as a result of any logical in-
~adequacy, but because the persons who
“hold certain conceptions of themselves
find they cannot live with these concep-
tions (compare the transitions to Stoicism
and Skepticism). Similarly, the rejection
of Kantian moralitit depends upon the
inability of real people to live in accord-
ance with merely formal doctrines when
their passions are ignored. The difference
between Hegel and Kierkegaard is not,
therefore, a difference between logic and
choice; rather, Hegel looks back and re-
flects over the ultimate purpose of such
transitions (resulting in his conception of
teleogical necessity), while Kierkegaard
asks what justification one can adduce for
making certain choices now.

The relationship between the aesthetic
and ethical spheres is best illustrated by
the example to which Kierkegaard himself
gives much weight. In. Either/Or, Judge
Wilthelm -argues that only the ‘man who
is--married -can ‘‘thoroughly - fathom - the
depths of life’ and that marriage is the
greatest.end of human existence. Marriage,
(the culmination. of *psychic love’) is con-
trasted with mere ‘sensual love’ or infatua-
tion;..it is not for the moment, but a com-
mitment -for the future; it is -not aimed-at
personal gratification, but the ‘interests of
others. Sensual love requires only a given
momentary " feeling;” psychic love and its
culmination in- marriage requires  a de-
cision to'commit oneself.

Suppose one is deciding whether to
commit himself to a relationship; that is,
commit himself to an ethical mode of ex-
istence. He might go about weighing all
the immediate satisfactions and dissatis-
factions to be derived from a union, and,
according to the criteria inherent in the
aesthetic life, the decision would be made
on the basis of the greatest personal satis-
faction. One might also weigh the moral
Eioﬁ_mm and good for society and other
people, and decide, on the basis of purely
universal ‘rational’ principles, whether he
ought to marry or not. Given these two
very different sets of considerations, how
-does one make a decision, that is, to de-
cide which kind of consideration is the
more important (assuming that they are
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in conflict)? According to Kierkegaard,
(like Kant) considerations of personal in-
clination are totally independent of moral
(ethical) considerations. Unlike Kant, the
choice between the two does not necessar-
ily go to the Ethical, but, in the absence of
any further criterion, one has no (logically
compelling) reasons for choosing either
the Aesthetic or the Ethical.

However, this is not to say that there are
no reasons$ in the less-than-rigorous psy-
chological sense. If the aesthete. begins to
reflect on the repetition of love affairs he
has had and gets the feeling of despair at
the pointlessness of it all, this may well
move him into marriage, that is, into the
ethical life. However, there is no (logical)
necessity for this move, unless the psy-

chology of that particular individual hap-.

pens to be such that he feels compelled to
grasp at a new way of life. Despair is
capable of pushing one to change his way
of Iife, but there is no (logical) necessity
that it do so, nor is there any necessity that
one feels despair when reflecting on his
present way of life. Thus, the claim in
Kierkegaard that everyone who leads the
aesthetic life is in despair does not entail
or even causally necessitate that everyone
leading an aesthetic life will move to the
ethical life. It is' possible that one remain
indefinitely in the aesthetic sphere in spite
of his despair, and it is even possible that
he be immune to Kierkegaard's indirect
preachings and stay indefinitely in the Don
Juan stage, successfully resisting the re-
flectiveness that would push him through
the rest of the dialectic. h

Kierkegaard's dialectic and his analysis
of despair are more akin to a selectively
directed psychoanalysis than to a logical
analysis. He attempts to find those who
can be made to feel the despair that he
describes, and to lead these people to tell
them how to find the way to escape this
despair,;

Becoming a o_...._un._m:l
The Religious Way of Life

A man who cannot seduce men

cannot save them either.®!

The - religious stage s -that sphere.-of life
defined: by the conception- of-the-individual
in.relationship -to God. There is no doubt
that Kierkegaard personally considered
this his chosen mode of existence and that
the central purpose of his writing, as he
admits in his Point of View of My Work
as an Author, is to arouse the religious

view of life in his readers. "Religlous™ for
Kierkegaard is ‘to be taken in a very re-
stricted sense—to be -religious 'is" to be a
Christian, .but a. Christian in- Kierkegaard's
very-special -sense.®? To be a Buddhist, a
Jainist, or a Jew, or to be a worthy, non:
suffering .Church-going doctrinaire Prot-
estant is not to be religious in this sense.
In fact, the sense of religious here is so
restricted that it is questionable whether
anyone who has not had a background in
Kierkegaard's pathologically guilt-ridden
Lutheran upbringing could qualify as the
religious “Knight of Faith.” Membership
in the Christian church is the very anti-
thesis of being a Christian. In fact,

it-is easier to.become a Christian
when | am.not a Christian-than:
lo become a Christian when | am
one.%*-

Hegel and Kierkegaard (and more
subtly, Kant) take the Christian concep-

tion of existence to be the ‘highest’, but.

yet Kierkegaard's conception of Christian-
ity is diametrically opposite to the ration-
alist conception. For Kant, Christianity
was rationally justified by its necessity for
practical reason, and God is a postulate in
support of morality. Christ enters into
Christianity as a corollary of belief in God,
for belief in Christ can be rationally justi-
fied only so far as this belief is necessary
for morality. For-Hegel also, belief in God
is rational, but the Hegelian God'is of a
radically different sort, and the rationality
of this belief is defended in a very differ-
ent way. For-Hegel,“God is ‘not" transcen-
dent .as- for-Kant, but-immanent. God for
Hegel is that. subject -which is common to
all- men,-and -Christ is the symbol-of that
‘incarnation’, “that is, the fact that God or
Spirit-is man, and man“is “God. Kierke-
gaard rejects not only the reinterpretation
of the Christian conceptions - of God,
Christ, and the incarnation by Hegel, but
the entire rationalist approach to Chris-
tianity. Godis -not .immanence=such a
concept- -is- . ‘hypocritical . -atheism'—=but
transcendence, in- Kant's:-terms, -noumne-
non,..and essentially unknowable -and " in~
comprehensible. God-is not only separated
from - man; - but - forever unknowable ' by
man. God-cannot be an object of knowl-
edge, but- simply an objectof faith, and
here-Kierkegaard is in compléte agreement
with: Kant. He also shares some of Hegel's
views, for he insists that God must be
viewed as a subject, and therefore Kant's
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_notion_that we must have faith that God

exists- is inappropriate. What is needed is
faith in- God, for the question of His ex-

~Istence, once one is within the religious
~-viewpoint, cannot be intelligibly raised.

The central tenet of Christianity is the

~~-historical existence of God in the form of
_-~-man. -In- rationalist thought, this. doctrine
- +had -been ‘variously interpreted in order to
~make- it reasonable, for the literal inter-

pretation of a transcendent eternal God

" .existing and dying as mortal man seemed
~-absurd. Hegel is typical of such attempts

in-his interpretation of Christ as a symbol
for the doctrine of the immanence of -God.

-Kierkegaard, however, complains that such

imposed plausibility is the destruction of

-the very doctrine to be rescued. The notion
~of God as man is not that sort of paradox

which can be resolved through the media-

~tion of the Hegelian dialectic. Here we

have an Absolute paradox, one which can-

§

- .-not-be resolved. The-idea that-God‘is at
-once-eternal and temporal, is like a man

‘but-not-at -all like a -man, is utterly and

~fundamentally absurd. Because this doc-

trine -is the central doctrine of Christianity,
the-religion is absurd and paradoxical at

- its:very foundations.

As we stressed before, Christianity is not

a set of doctrines, but a way of life, a set
-of values. The absurd doctrines of the ‘In-
~=carnation, the Trinity, and so on are not

important in themselves; it is the attitude
of the religious toward these that is im-

~portant. The appropriate attitudes for
-Kierkegaard are fear, dread, and even
““.terror, before an almighty yet unknowable
.. :God, despair and suffering at one's per-
- sonal weaknesses, and overpowering guilt

n.the face of Sin before God because. of

-these weaknesses. i

:"Yet, Christianity. is-also the love of this
God;-confidence in His goodness and.jus-
tice, as well as the fear and despair of
Him. The life of a Christian is to be totally
and. passionately before God, and to be the
Christian “Knight of . Faith” is to drop
every vestige of skepticism and rationality

- ~with regard. to religious questions and sim-

ply exist in the presence of God.

The believer differs from the ethicist
in:being infinitely interested in the
reality of another.%4

One can be rational only to the extent of
recognizing the absurdity of the doctrines
of -Christianity and discovering the utter
irrationality of accepting the Christian way

of life. Reason thus having completed its
functions, what is left is the choice, the
unquestioning acceptance, the leap to
Christianity. )

It by now must be evident that there are
two senses in which Christianity can be
said to be '‘irrational’ for-Kierkegaard, and
these senses must be kept distinct. First,
the choice of the Christian way of life is
irrational -because, as one of the autono-
mous spheres of existence, there. are no
external standards for choosing it, and the
choice. must-be a simple leap - of -faith.
However, in. this sense, the religious way
of life.is-no more-irrational than the ethical
way of life which is also autonomous and
requires -a leap for its acceptance. In the
sense -that: -Christianity- is- irrational here,
all ways of life are equally irrational. The
too-common interpretation of Kierke-
gaard's plea for the irrational acceptance
of Christianity—that one not attempt to
prove its truth—is highly misleading if it
is taken as a contrast to the rational ac-
ceptance of the other spheres. The choice
of Christianity as a way of life is irrational
only so far as any choice of a way of life
is irrational.

In-another- sense, however, -we- may say
that Christianity- is. irrational not-only be-
cause. Reason' is incapable of determining
choice; but-Reason-cannot -even-compre-
hend .the. doctrines. .of Christianity. God,
as necessarily unknown, cannot be reason-
able understood, and the basic doctrine
about God, namely, that “in his timeless-
ness he existed in time on earth as man,”
is incomprehensible.

Knowledge of God is past the limits of
Reason, but yet a product of Reason inso-
far as it results from Reason's being
pushed to its ultimate limits. Christianity
is irrational in the sense that it is absurd,
in the sense that it must be accepted even
though it cannot be understood. In this
sense, Kierkegaard is a strict antirational-
ist, in that he attacks any possibility of
rationalizing . Christianity. Contrary - to
Hegel,. Christianity -cannot be grasped by
the development of Reason, for Christian-
ity is not a set of -doctrines to be under-
stood,- but-only to-be -accepted and lived
by. This is in sharp contrast to the ethical
sphere, in 'which the use of Reason is suffi-
cient to derive ethical truths, for Kierke-
gaard accepted Kant's notion of a priorl
ethical truths attainable by Reason alone.
Being moral consisted not simply in acting
in accordance with morality, but with
understanding morality as well. In the re-
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_amocm stage, no comparable understand-
ing and no comparable employment of
Reason is possible. In this sense, Kierke-
gaard does speak of the ethical sphere as
rational (in that it depends upon the em-
ployment of Reason), but:the “religious
sphere is not.- The-ethical life is the life of
Reason; the religious life is the unreason-
dble life of faith. -

Because the doctrines of Christianity are
paradoxical or absurd, acceptance of
Christianity comes about in a manner
somewhat different from acceptance of the
other spheres. Once one has committed
himself to the ethical mode of existence,
Reason is capable of telling him what is
good and what is evil. Kierkegaard's ap-
peal here is again to Kant but perhaps
more directly to Socrates. The teacher of
good and evil, as Socrates in the Protag-
oras, acts only as an “occasion” to bring
out the knowledge of good and evil. In the
Philosophical  Fragments, Kierkegaard re-
fers to Socrates’ dialectic method of teach-
ing and the ethical aspect of the Theory
of ‘Recollection as the defining character-
istic. of the ethical or ‘rational' way of life.
The doctrines of the ethical sphere are
comprehensible and acceptable to any
rational creature who is brought to recog-
nize them; once one is within the ethical
sphere, he needs no external source to ex-
plain or to justify. these ‘rational’ prin-
ciples.

In the religious sphere, however, Rea-
son cannot show us the Truth, nor can it
even allow us to comprehend the Truth.
The teachings --of - Christianity, “therefore,
cannot be-based-on-Reason but must be
based..on-authority. Kant and Hegel's in-
sistence on natural religion is, according
to Kierkegaard, to reject what is funda-
merital to the religious way of life. ‘Posi-
tive’ religion is the only possible re-
ligion.8%

Because ‘religion rests on" authority, " the
teacher, namely Jesus, ‘is-not -simply an
‘occasion’” for learning, but himself- con-
stitutes the Truth-that “God “exists in and
with-his -own Existence.”®¢ In other words,
it is not a matter of indifference that Christ
is the teacher of religion, for he himself is
the ‘truth’ which he is teaching. Again,
there is the emphasis on Christianity as a
relationship between oneself and God, and
not as a set of doctrines. To ‘learn’ Chris-
tianity, one must feel himself confronted
with God, and this confrontation is not the
sort of ‘learning’ which could be prompted

by an ‘occasional’ teacher. Similarly, the
‘Moment' of learning, that is, the time of
revelation, is all-important, in contrast with
the Socratic method of teaching. It is the
historical existence of Christ-in-time which

constitutes the miracle (absurdity) that

is the Truth for Christianity, and the Mo-
ment of his existence is the Moment of

God'’s revelation to us. Of course, those of

us who were not present at this original
presentation of the Truth are forced to

learn it “second-hand,” but ‘thé ‘Mérient

of - revelation is ‘still“vital - to -religious faith.
It-is-only-by feeling oneself-in-the actual
presence-of God that one-can become-a
Christian.

At that Moment, the Eternal, which
hitherto did not exist (for us), came
into existence.®?

It-is this conception of the -eternal which
most--clearly: differentiates the religious
sphere from the other two. In the aesthetic
sphere, "time" refers only to the immedi-
ate; in the ethical, ""time" refers to more
than the immediate, but only to secular
(worldly) existence. In ~the - religious
sphere, however, there is no" coricept of
time; - our recognition” of ‘God" places "us
“beyond -the - thissworldly  and. - the
temporal.”

In Christianity, everything rests on the
authority of God and His presentation of
Himself in the person of Christ as the
Truth of Christianity. Acceptance of the
teacher is acceptance of His teachings but,
more importantly, it is the recognition of
the teacher as a personal God (the Truth).
Being in the presence of God unavoidably
brings one to the recognition of -his own
relative ‘“‘incompleteness,” which Kierke-
gaard, attempting to carry on a parallel
with Socrates, refers to confusingly as
“‘error’’:

The teacher is then the God himself,
who in acting as an occasion
prompts the learner to recall that he
is in error, and that by reason

of his own guilt. But this state, the
being in error by reason of one’s
own guilt, what shall we call it? Let
us call it Sin.%8

The central teaching of God, therefore, is
that man -is in Sin; acceptance: of God' is
the acceptance that-one-is sinful. Facing
this Sin, which need involve no specific

fransgression, feeling guilty about it, de-

spairing at the impossibility of erasing it,

. and" earnestly repenting is the Christian

way of life,

the way of suffering, of fear and
trembling, of infinite resignation.®*®

" Christianity begins with the doctrine

of Sin, and therefore with the
Individual.?®

It is the presence of Sin that distin-

~guishes the religious from the ethical, for

Sin..is "'irrational.” In ethics, a man feels
guilty (justifiably or needlessly) because he
‘believes he has transgressed some specific
moral principle. In religion, the Believer
feels guilty for a transgression against no
principle in particular. By his very being
he - has -Sinned against God where no
amount of reasoning could disclose how
such-a Sin is possible. In ethics, one is re-
sponsible for his own errors, but this is not
true of the doctrine of Original Sin. Moral
transgressions, even if not remediable, can
be absolved by God Himself, Who, because
He is not concerned with the temporal but

"with salvation, makes it a point not to pro-

vide - 'such absolution during a man's
worldly existence. Rather, this existence
must be one of continuous guilt and suffer-
ing—the permeating recognition that one
is basically incomplete and as such consti-

~tutes a-virtual insult to God. Therefore, Sin

is::not one of the corollary doctrines of

- Christianity, but is the inevitable conse-

quence (not logical consequence) of
recognizing oneself in God’s presence.
‘Thé breach between the religious and

-the-ethical is best illustrated in the story

of Abraham and Isaac.?’ In-his choice be-
tween. obeying -the .command -of God and
saving_ his .son, Abraham was faced ‘with
‘an unenviable -choice between. the central
precepts of the religious and the . ethical.
What could be more blasphemous for a
religious person than to fail to obey a di-
rect imperative of God? Yet what could
constitute a more heinous. crime in the
moral sphere than the murder of one's own
son? The choice itself shows beyond any
doubt that secular morality and religious
duty may be in Absolute conflict in that
there is no criterion for making this horri-
ble choice; one must simply choose be-
tween God and morality. Kierkegaard, of
course,. encourages . a broader conception
of -morality -in. which -one's first duty is to
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God, the *'teleological suspension of the
Ethical”?2. .or the-- “individual (before
God) becoming higher - than the uni-
versal.”?* However, few of us are con-
fronted with such a direct imperative in
religion, and for those people (including
Kierkegaard, who in spite of his “mystical”
tendencies, never claimed that his confron-
tation with God included the Lord's speak-~
ing to him) who do not have such direct
access, the religious way of life consists
basically in the adoption of religious atti-
tudes of "inwardness" and suffering, guilt,
and the like. In the absence of a Divine
countermand to morality there is no nor-
mal contradiction between the religious
life?#4 and the ethical life, in that the latter
does consist in part in following the Lord’s
Commandments. Abraham provides a
special case (showing him to be a true
knight of faith) just because he confronts
even his grotesque test with unflinching
faith in God. In these Commandments, the
ethical can be considered God's expression
of His commands to all men, and it is belief
in God that gives sanction and ultimate
meaning to morality (an obviously Kantian
point). However, the Abraham example
should be sufficient to keep us from ever
attempting to deny the distinctness of the
two spheres.

Freedom and Subjectivity

We have presented Kierkegaard's philos-
ophy as he develops it with the concep-
tions of the “existent individual,” the "‘free-
dom of choice” of the individual, the ab-
sence of ultimate justification of values,
the importance of ‘subjective truth' in ac-
cepting a set of values, and Kierkegaard's
own choice of Christianity (in his spedcial
sense) as a way of life. These central no-
tions have all been subjected to severe
criticism, but, unfortunately, not always
well-informed criticism. Kierkegaard's phi-
losophy is developed into a well-protected
system (although he would not like this
characterization) which is difficult to pene-
trate critically from the outside because
of the safeguarding concept of ‘subjective
truth’; yet the system is equally difficult to
criticize internally because of the slippery
employment of its key terms, for example
""Reason.” Most of the criticism that main-
tains its grip on this viscous philosophy is
simply criticism concerning Kierkegaard's
failure to defend crucial philosophical po-
sitions on which his entire philosophy
depends.




KIERKEGAARD : FAITH AND THE SUBJECTIVE INDIVIDUAL 102

Most notably, we find no defense in
Kierkegaard of his central value of free-
dom. Hegel's glorification of Reason is un-
justified in his system: it is the presupposi-
tion of the powers of Reason which is the
basis of the system. It is this presupposi-
tion that is attacked by Kierkegaard, who
replaces it with a glorification of freedom
of choice and ‘irrationality’. Suppose we
were to question this . presupposition as
Kierkegaard has challenged that of Hegel:
Why is freedom a value? Why even sup-
pose. that there is any such freedom of
choice? :

It-is-the “‘existential ‘value" of fresdom
which - determines -the. worth of one’s ac-
tions, that-is; an action"is of “existential
value" if it is the result of a freely chosen
commitment.. Free choice is the mark of
the - ““truly -existent individual,” - setting -him
off from-the ‘‘crowd,” a clearly ‘derogatory
term in Kierkegaard's writings. Why is it
valuable to be a truly existent individual
as opposed to a member of the crowd?
Why should it be better to suffer the de-
spair and anxiety which accompanies one’s
recognition of freedom than to be secure
and settled in the comfort of an uncrit-
ically accepted set of crowd-derived “rea-
sonable” " values? Kierkegaard does not
fairly consider this question, and he never
seems to feel discomfort at holding at one
and the same time the ‘'denial of any ulti-
mate criterion- for evaluation and the pos-
iting of a single ultimate value according
to which every human being is to be mea-
sured. Of course, freedom is not a measure
of the value of one course of action as
opposed to-another, but a measure of the
value of a person in choosing some course
of action. Why should we take freedom to
be a value at all? :

This question of the value of freedom
is to become, in later existentialist thinkers,
the central problem of their philosophy.
Sartre, for example, sees, as Kierkegaard
does not, that there is at least an apparent
inconsistency in denying the existence of
absolute values and maintaining that the
only value is freedom. Where Sartre at-
tempts. to dispel the problem, Kierkegaard
does not even recognize that there is a
problem. Similarly, there is a multitude of
well-established doctrines . in philosophy
which would deny that there is even a
single case of freedom of choice. Kierke-
gaard makes virtually no mention of the
“free-will problem,” but simply assumes
the reality of the individual freedom he

values.. Kierkegaard's most sympathetic:
interpreters have -suggested that his con-
cept of freedom does have a basis in his:

phenomenological description of our expe-

rience of freedom, and that this description :

establishes both the actuality of this free-

dom and the value of it. No doubt this is"

a fitting description of the use .to which
several later

dreadful
Kierkegaard himself does not present a
*‘phenomenological analysis’®s in this con-

text. This is not in the least to deny that’
Kierkegaard's analyses of ‘“dread” and®

other passions are among the most per-

ceptive essays in psychology in the nine-

teenth century. However, the problem of
whether one actually has free choice is
fully distinct from the question of how we
feel when we believe that we have free
choice,
nothing to say about this problem, nor
does he seem to be the least bit interested
in it. Similarly, the analysis of one's feel-
ings of freedom might and often do incite
similar feelings in others, but this does not

constitute a justification of freedom as a-

value any more than Kierkegaard's reli-
gious ‘writings constitute a justification -of
Christianity in their. ability to incite the
Christian temperament in readers. :
Kierkegaard simply avoids these crucial
philosophical objections to his system; but
again, he can make himself immune to
criticism by claiming that he is not at-
tempting to justify any philosophical posi--
tion, but merely to describe a. position
from within and attempt to draw the
reader into that position as well. By in-
sisting on the “‘subjectivity” of his writings,’
Kierkegaard is capable of simply ignoring
the charge that he has begged certain
questions, or has failed to justify the posi-
tion that he apparently defends. This sort
of ‘subjectivist’ hedging is bound to be a
source of annoyance to philosophers, and
it explains both the occasional hostility to
and the frequent neglect of Kierkegaard
among contemporary nonexistentialist phi-
losophers. Freedom, for Kierkegaard, is
simply ‘suggested’ as a value in a “‘per-
suasive definition” of the “truly existing
individual” or the ‘‘authentic human be-
ing"” as one who recognizes the ultimate
value of freedom, choice, and passion.
Despite the apparent immunity Kierke-
gaard’s philosophy enjoys -against attacks
from without, there has been a long series

existentialists have put-
Kierkegaard's brilliant analysis of the:
experience of freedom, but:

and Kierkegaard has ' virtually

: ;a ozmamm from within claiming that his
“philosophy is simply inconsistent. . How-

ever, such charges can rarely be fully sub-

~stantiated because of Kierkegaard's slip-

pery ambiguity in his use of key terms,

“For example, we have already argued that
‘the objection against his notion of the

‘irrationality of choice’ on the grounds that

. he-does provide reasons can be avoided

once we become clear about Kierkegaard's
tnannounced use of several different no-
tions of Reason. -

“There is ‘a long-standing objection to
Kierkegaard's defense of Christianity

~which focuses on his insistence on the
- ‘absurdity” or ‘paradoxical nature' of Chris-
-tian doctrines. First, it is argued that

Kierkegaard fails to distinguish between
paradox and absurdity, on the one hand,
and flat logical contradiction and utter
nonsense on the other. This objection is
ssuredly valid, but loses its force as a crit-
sm when we find that the “paradoxes"

;.a_m,,ocmwmn by Kierkegaard inevitably fall

Into the first category. “‘Paradox" refers to

~“any notion for which the explanations of
“Reason do not suffice, and his ‘paradoxes’
-of ‘ultimate- choice and of Christianity are

‘absurd’ only in that they cannot be ‘ration-

- “alized'; they are not logical contradictions
- “in any sense. We may agree with Kierke-
‘gaard that the orthodox doctrine of the

Incarnation is absurd or incomprehensible

‘without insisting that it violates any laws
“of logic, 1t ‘is true that Kierkegaard fails

‘to'use logical terms’in their accepted ways

‘and~that he fails to draw important dis-

tinctions; yet it does not follow and is. not
the case that his paradoxes make his phi-

" losophy explicitly inconsistent.

- Kierkegaard insists that faith is neces-
sary” in religion because of the absurdity
of its doctrines, and moreover that it is
absurdity which makes faith possible
(“there cannot be faith where there is
proof"). It often has been argued that
there are doctrines other than those of tra-

ditional Christianity that are a good deal

more absurd than the doctrine that Jesus
‘was God-incarnate, for example, the doc-
trine ‘that Pontius Pilate was God-incar-
nate. It is concluded that the absurdity of
Christianity does not constitute: its justifi-
cation, for there are other doctrines more
absurd. :
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‘However, this objection once again
misses the force of Kierkegaard's insis-
tence on ‘subjective truth’. Kierkegaard
does not argue that the justification of
Christianity is the absurdity of its doctrines,
but rather that the absurdity of its doctrines
is a necessary condition for it to be a
Treligious way of life. Kierkegaard insists that
Christianity is not a set of doctrines, ab-
surd or not, but a life of suffering and re-
ligious passion. Christianity is this way of
life, and Kierkegaard claims that as such, it
cannot be justified at all. The objection
that there are more absurd doctrines is
therefore to simply miss the point of Kierke-
gaard’'s conception of Christianity; it can-
not be justified and is not defined by a set
of doctrines.

The concept of ‘subjective truth’ has
held a central position in- our discussion of
Kierkegaard and has been the main de-
fense against standard objections to his
philosophy. However, it has often been
claimed that this notion is itself incom-
prehensive, that truth is necessarily objec-
tive if it is truth at all. To speak of the
‘subjective truth' of mathematics or sci-
ence is to speak utter nonsense; to speak
of the ‘subjective truth' of moral or relig-
ious commitment is not to speak of “'truth”
at all.

‘Subjective truth’ does raise these prob-
lems if interpreted as a general conception
of truth. However, Kierkegaard did not so
present it, and reserved talk of ‘‘subjective
truth” only for cases of ‘objective un-
certainty’. It is true that in these cases,
namely those cases in which choice and
commitment are required, we. should be
hesitant of speaking of Truth and speak
rather of “intentionality” or “‘personal
choice.” However, this reduces the objec-
tion against Kierkegaard to his unfortunate
" and perhaps misleading choice of words.
Whether this choice is a manifestation of
a deeper philosophical confusion or an.
attempt on Kierkegaard's part to deliber--
ately muddy the issues of Hegelianism is
open to debate. Kierkegaard evidences the
traits of the philosophical sophist and the
confused philosophical novice as well as
the traits of genius and sincerity which
make him one of the great religious phi-
losophers of modern times.
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Friedrich Nietzsche:

Nihilism and

the Will to Power

When Nietzsche was thirty-five years old,
he left the University and the philosophy
of the university, and went into the moun-
tains - of - Switzerland and Italy. For ten
years he suffered in body and spirit, push-
ing himself to a frenzy of philosophic and
literary creation. The resultant writings are
terse and unsystematic explosions of bril-
liance, more akin to the ancient teachings
of religious leaders than to the scholarly
tomes of the nineteenth century. Accord-
ingly, Nietzsche found a spiritual ancestor
in the prophet Zarathustra, who becomes
the spokesman for Nietzsche’s most trea-
sured doctrines. In Zarathustra, we cannot
help but perceive Nietzsche's projections
of his own solitude in this ‘wanderer’ who
Is forever distant from the mankind he
claims to love, who sought to “teach man-

'kind" but feared that he would be pro-

nounced “holy” for -it, and who was never
quite - certain himself whether he was or
would rather be a saint or a buffoon.
Nietzsche's interpreters have not agreed
on his significance either; much of his con-
siderable ‘influence’ has been due to the
gross misrepresentation and misinterpre-
tation of his philosophy by the Nazis, who
dealt him the ultimate insult of accepting
him as their philosopher. He has been wor-
shiped as a saint for the worst of reasons,
and ‘celebrated for defending doctrines
which he in fact found repulsive. In reac-
tion to the resultant ill-founded enthusiasm
for Nietzsche, many serious philosophers
have tried to cleanse philosophy of his
name altogether, and dismiss him, not
even as a buffoon—the fruits of his ‘influ-
ence’ have been far too disastrous for such
light treatment—but rather as a madman.
Thus, it should not be surprising that
Nietzsche is more often the subject for
psychoanalytic than serious philosophical

CHAPTER 4

investigations, and his ideas are often dis-
missed as manifestations of the ilinesses
discovered in his biography. His vicious
attacks on the church are diagnosed as a
reaction to his strict Christian upbringing;
his sarcastic and sometimes silly attacks on
women are attributed to his early life in
a family of women and his subsequent sex-
ual failures; his glorification of power and
strength is said to be the reaction to his
persistent ill health, and the celebration of
the Ubermensch the imaginative projec-
tion of his own Unter-manly life. His phi-
losophy as a whole has not infrequently
been discounted as the product of the
tragic madness which ultimately caused
his death.

No doubt the origins of many of Nietz-
sche’'s most radical ideas can be better
understood by appeal to his biography (as
we found in our study of Kierkegaard),
and his dreadful influence can be under-
stood only if we go beyond his writings to
the techniques and prejudices of his in-
terpreters. In our survey, however, we
shall be concerned only with Nietzsche's
philosophy. The gruesome details of his
unhappy life are sufficiently well-known
that they need not be reviewed here. We
shall discuss Nietzsche's notorious ‘influ-
ence’ only as a preliminary to understand-
ing what Nietzsche really did believe.

So distorted were Nietzsche's doctrines
that any adequate historical treatment of

" Nietzsche ‘as philosopher would perhaps

require two separate studies, one of his
writings, and the other what he has been
said to have written. The two lists would
have little in common except for familiar
catch phrases. Nietzsche despised politics
and nationalism and referred to himself as
“‘a good European’; yet his editor-sister
celebrates his great love for Germanism
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