Kierkegaard, in Ten Minutes

Kierkegaard’s authorship assumes that just under the surface of everyday awareness, the modern individual experiences him- or herself as something fragmented, fractured, imperfect, incomplete, splintered, or cracked. Something isn’t quite right, even if it’s difficult to say exactly what it is. His entire authorship can be viewed as an exploration of various reactions to that fundamental insight, and questions like these are implicit throughout: “What is an authentic self?” “Is it even possible to achieve?”“Is it possible for me to discover myself, my particular role in the world, and my concrete obligations to others?”  
Kierkegaard describes his authorship as “Socratic,” and one of his central aims to get the reader to take up the Socratic challenge to “know thyself” or, in his terminology, to become “present to oneself” (which suggests that the question of selfhood is always asked in present tense and that selfhood is not a state that is achieved once and for all). It is a personal question, asked from the inside, and answered only here, now, by the individual doing the asking.
Unlike other forms of life, the human self does not develop naturally into what it is to become; authentic selfhood is not merely a matter of maturity. It can only be achieved with the proper use of our capacity to freely realize our own unique purposes. Thus, a prerequisite for becoming a self is a sense of negative freedom, a freedom from the authority of “immediate,” culturally inherited purposes and goals. The rejection of this this immediate path opens up a freedom to take responsibility for “what I care about and who I am.” His earliest major work, his university dissertation titled On the Concept of Irony, argues that each individual human being must experience the breakdown of inherited values and goals if he or she is to live fully and responsibly. Here Socrates is the prime example of a person who has discovered a subjective freedom from culturally-mediated values and who helps bring others to that same discovery. As an irritating “ironist,” he exposes the fact that his contemporaries don’t know what they think they know, and don’t even know why they believe in their own value systems. Ultimately, they don’t seem to know why they do what they do. Interestingly, Kierkegaard’s Socrates—unlike the Socrates of many interpreters—never gets beyond the “negative,” i.e., the “negation” or the “hollowing out” of traditional assumptions about how one ought to live. Socrates never discovers anything “positive” or constructive to take the place of the values he destroys. But he does discover the wonder of his own inner life and thus he “knows himself” insofar as he understands that his “self” is not discovered in the sum of his roles in the community.
Kierkegaard thus arrives at what might be called the dialectic of modern existence: for a reflective subject, the inherited value systems that make life familiar, negotiable, and sometimes beautiful, have already become unstable. The reflective person gains greater freedom from the inner limitations imposed by tradition and history, and experiences liberation toward an open future. But the other side of this attractive subjective freedom is an uncertainty about what ought to matter and the subtle pain of the loss of direction. He sometimes calls this move “losing oneself” or “letting go of the self” because the values that allow us to measure and recognize ourselves become emptied. It is a kind of death of the unreflective, “immediate” self and therefore he occasionally refers to it as “dying to the world.” As he sees it, this letting go is important because if a person never allows doubt [tvivl], or better yet, despair [fortvivelse], to disturb the security of immediate life, she will never become fully aware of herself as a free subject that is alive right now, in the present, making decisions about what she ought to become. 
We see this pattern throughout the authorship. In The Concept of Anxiety, for example, the individual is asked to reflect on the emergence of the self defined as “spirit” or “intellect” [ånd, geist], i.e., the reflective, concerned self that is aware that it is free from the immediate, pre-established concept of what it means to be a human being. “Anxiety” is described as the deep, troubled presentiment of the freedom to take responsibility for the self that is potentially there, right now.
But this negative freedom leads to a pressing question: Where do I go from here? Once I’ve lost myself, what then? Kierkegaard uses an entire authorship to show dozens of ways to struggle forward. 

For better or worse, Kierkegaard doesn’t group these different paths into tidy categories. Kierkegaard interpreters have often spoken of three stages or spheres—the aesthetic, the ethical, and the religious—even though Kierkegaard himself almost never names them. He certainly doesn’t have them in mind as he’s writing. The more one becomes familiar with Kierkegaard’s authorship, the more apparent it becomes that stage theory has been imposed on the authorship, sometimes rather forcefully, and leads to more problems that it solves. But we readers have to start somewhere. 

Below is an alternative to the traditional stage theory. This interpretive model is informed by something apparent in every Kierkegaardian work, namely, the “double movement”: It begins with a naïve, immediate understanding of self and world, and is followed by the painful, Socratic negation of that understanding. From this disillusioned vantage point, Kierkegaard seeks a way to engage meaningfully and passionately with oneself, one’s associates, one’s concrete world.        
The option of immediacy: First off, even though Socratic reflection can’t just be turned off once it has taken hold in a person, it’s always possible to try to return to the rhythm of a less reflective life and to become reabsorbed in our habitual modes of everydayness. Inherited value systems and definitions of self won’t disappear just because an individual begins to doubt their ultimate worth. Returning to the familiar world is therefore always an option, but, as he sees it, a deceptive option.
 This return to everydayness ignores the responsibility of taking a personal stand. Furthermore, it essentially walls in the doubt the individual is trying to wall out. But this move is the most common of all, as we see in The Sickness unto Death, and he thinks every one of us habitually do it all the time. In short, this is a return to the familiar concept of self, measured in terms inherited from one’s cultural environment. Ultimately, the success of the project of becoming oneself is dependent upon the approving or disapproving evaluation of others.
But if one socratically resists the unreflective life, what are the other options? How can one attempt to regain an understanding of oneself?

The aesthetic option: The aesthetic or artistic option, visible in A’s writings in Either/Or, for example, accepts the impossibility of finding objective answers to what a self is and embraces the freedom from limitations that this implies. The aesthetically governed individual also recognizes the ability we have to “create” the self according to our wishes and inclinations. As Kierkegaard sees it, the aesthetic personality takes full advantage of our “godlike” imagination, our artistic capacity to transcend the culturally mediated values and purposes we simply inherit, and to refashion ourselves according to our own evolving desires and ideal images. The artistic, thoughtful aesthete explores possibilities (including the artistic intensification of sensual, bodily pleasure) opened by the freedom of imagination. The “aesthetic” perspective also embraces a fluid concept of self, celebrating the fact that a self, a subject, cannot be reduced to a mere object with essential properties. The aesthete exploits the possibility of continual redefinition of the self. But as Kierkegaard sees it, the thoughtful aesthete also realizes that she has to resist getting weighted down with obligations in the world. The aesthete knows she must avoid indentifying herself with her actions; she must avoid deeper commitments to other human beings because these sorts of commitments limit the possibilities of redefining the self later, and that implies a heavier, more burdened existence than the aesthete wants. 
The ethical option: This option also recognizes that there are no objective answers to what a self is. But the ethical person chooses to accept responsibility for her free actions. She chooses to allow herself to become obligated to a set of values. We see this in Wilhelm’s letters in Either/Or. For Wilhelm, it is not important—initially—where these values come from, it is simply important that one chooses. And importantly, one’s choice must be made with a sensitivity to one’s own unique set of circumstances: one’s body, location, history, and all the relationships entailed therein. The ethical perspective chooses to appropriate and take responsibility for the concrete self that is situated in an inherited set of circumstances, and to be responsible for an inwardly appropriated measure of good and evil.

Kierkegaard’s authorship suggests that both these options are “human.” They are open to any human being who really thinks about things, and they are the only options available for one who has little interest in spirituality. Any human being can give up the immediate self, and refashion a new one (though the aesthetic option cultivates the possibility of changing one’s mind, and the ethical option includes a commitment to values the individual feels passionately about. In general, thinkers like Sartre and Heidegger follow the latter line of thinking).

There are still other options in Kierkegaard’s authorship for defining the self and one’s place in the world, for re-gaining the self after the loss of the self. 

The spiritual (religious) option: The spiritual individual is also convinced there is no objective answer to the question about what particular self one ought to become. And the problem of becoming oneself is especially complicated for a spiritual individual because the religious path is so counter-intuitive to the reflective individual. The religious person is also aware of the desire to fashion herself into a person she would be proud of when compared with and measured against other human beings, and yet she is also aware that the desire to autonomously decide who to become can distract her from more demanding and perhaps less flattering aspects of her life vocation. In The Sickness unto Death, Anti-Climacus calls this refusal to be oneself “despair.” When this refusal to become oneself is viewed from a theological perspective, i.e., when one refuses to be oneself “before God,” the refusal is called “sin.” (Thus, sin is not directly defined as a lack of virtue, i.e., sins like greed or vanity, but rather a refusal to do the will of the divine, namely, to be content to become, right now, the self one has always potentially been).
The pathway to spiritual selfhood is inward, i.e., the divine is searched out in subjective territory. It requires a passionate inward spirituality which can bring an individual into a relationship with his or her creator, and via that relationship, into a proper relationship with oneself and the world. It requires “faith.” In Fear and Trembling, faith is defined by an “absolute relationship” to God rather than an “absolute relationship” to the Good. Pseudonym Johannes de silentio tries to show that God demands more of a person than just being morally good or virtuous (since any human being can be good without being religious). This also means that for de silentio, an individual’s inner spiritual life cannot be directly explained or imparted [meddelte] to other people—unlike ethics, which can be discussed, debated, and communicated in public space. From the perspective of our human understanding, faith is “absurd,” he says.
In The Sickness unto Death, inner spirituality is a kind of consciousness that cultivates the idea of being “before God.” In this private meeting, which must always take place in the present tense, now, one gives up the comparative measures for living successfully and defining the self, (I am more or less interesting than others, I am a morally better or worse than others, etc.), and one compares oneself with a divine measure. This meeting releases one from a comparative concept of self because in a meeting with the divine, one always falls short of perfection. Moreover, one recognizes the problems of defining oneself by comparing oneself with others.
This spiritual meeting with God requires an openness to a definition of self that is worked out with a consciousness of being before one’s creator. And for Anti-Climacus, that isn’t easy. But when one is “before God,” he thinks one becomes more in tune with one’s unique, primordial self. This self has always been there, though it has been suffocated by fitting in with one’s cultural environment, and by measuring oneself with the ideal self one would like to be. God demands that one give up the culturally-mediated ideal self (that allows one to be ashamed or proud of oneself) and open oneself to divine forgiveness.

Finally, Kierkegaard’s God is Love. In Works of Love, for example, Kierkegaard addresses an audience already willing to take the New Testament as divine revelation, and there he examines Christ’s command that “thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself.” As Kierkegaard sees it, only by opening oneself to divine love can one escape natural inclinations to love others (and oneself) because of their particular pleasant attributes. Only through divine love is it possible to really love oneself and one’s neighbor. This also approaches the full definition of self: the self is “present to itself,” now, grounded in divine love, its proper origin, and reintegrated via love into the public world, the sphere in which the self lives with other human beings.

Kierkegaard’s philosophical anthropology, viewed religiously, can be summed up like this: One must give up one’s inherited definition of what it means to be a human being in order to be in a position to “know oneself,” or “be present to oneself,” which is only complete when one is “before God,” in a spiritual frame of mind.   
An Unofficial Kierkegaard Glossary

“Negative”: negation, absence, what is not. Kierkegaard almost always uses “negative” to refer to a lack or absence, and almost never to refer to something bad or unfavorable. (This means that a “negative” can be advantageous, a good thing; and for Kierkegaard it often is). Socrates was a thoroughly “negative” character because he revealed what was not true, but that kind of negation is especially beneficial if it dispels illusion. 

“Positive:” affirmation, assertion, presence. Just as the term “negative” does not necessarily mean something bad, the term “positive” is not necessarily good. It means that something has been asserted to be true or that a claim has been made. 

“Actuality” [Virkelighed]: An alternative translation, “reality,” better points to the everyday sense in which Kierkegaard usually uses this term, though it is important to remember that he’s referring to much more than material reality. Actuality also includes your given situation: your place, your time, your particular cultural environment. 

“Immediacy” [umiddelbarhed, “unmediatedness”]: A mode of understanding that is “not mediated” by critical reflection (as in, “My immediate impression is…, but I haven’t had a chance to think about it yet”). The individual who lives in “the category of immediacy” is absorbed in the familiar world of common sense. Kierkegaard suggests that we all have an immediate relationship to at least some aspects of our world; as children, we more or less live in “immediacy.” The immediate world is familiar to us and the norms and mores that govern our behavior are understood by us intuitively. This is “the unexamined life” that Socrates speaks of in the Apology 35e-38b. 

“Finitude”: In the strict sense, “that which is limited” or “bounded.” Kierkegaard often uses it to refer to the concrete, factical world, i.e., the concrete situation I find myself in or the set of facts that I am surrounded by. This is often tied to embodiment and everything implied therein: finitude includes physical location, specific time or era, the concrete cultural environment, the given language, etc. When Kierkegaard speaks of a person who lives in “the categories of finitude,” he means someone who understands everything in terms of “this world” (as opposed to the “otherworldly,” be it a divine or imaginary otherworldliness). The person with a finite mindset understands this world through the traditions, norms, and beliefs given by his or her own culture: a completely normal person guided by common sense.   

“Infinitude”: In the strict sense, “that which is not limited” or “beyond the finite” (note that this is a negative definition: infinitude is defined as something that is not finitude). Kierkegaard most often uses it to refer to our ability to transcend finitude via imagination or thought. We can rise above our own given time, place, and culture; we imagine things that are not facts or that have not happened. When he speaks of someone “discovering the infinite,” e.g., he refers to the discovery of otherworldliness via imagination, fantasy, or possibility. This sense for infinitude or otherworldliness can arise as the result of a Socratic search for values, aims, and purposes that transcend the relative ones handed down culturally, or the otherworldliness understood as a heavenly, divine sphere. When he speaks of someone who lives in “the categories of infinitude,” he means someone who has become alienated from his or her familiar world. Two of his examples are the Romantic artist, who longs for the otherworldly escape experienced in art and fiction, or the religious mystic, who longs to escape this world to become one with the divine. 

“Negative freedom”: A “freedom from” limitation or constraint. Kierkegaard uses this most often to refer to the freedom from moral or ethical guidelines imposed by tradition, custom, norms, and mores. But it also includes the freedom from consistent behavior, from the limitations we impose on ourselves when we make commitments, and a freedom from taking ownership of one’s own actions. For Kierkegaard this is often an imaginative, mental escape from the restrictions of actual, finite circumstances. Negative freedom is largely a matter of one’s own inner life or a matter of attitude.  

“Positive freedom”: the freedom that enables one to act in such a way as to take control of one’s life and realize (make real, actualize) one’s fundamental purposes in the concrete world. This is the kind of freedom we speak of in political contexts when we argue that individuals ought to be free to pursue and actualize the purposes they set for themselves. Kierkegaard suggests that the greatest form of positive freedom is the freedom to become oneself, or to realize (make real, actualize) one’s purpose or calling.    

� An ironic smile (. I don’t really think it’s possible to capture Kierkegaard’s thought in 10 minutes.    


� Kierkegaard often suggests that academic philosophy is also an attempt to return to the familiar world. Why? Because as he sees it, philosophy (and theology) treat the most personal questions of selfhood as if they were questions that can be solved in a public forum. They become “objects” of inquiry, they become “objective” questions. For example, philosophy can confuse “ethics”—which he thinks should properly be understood as a passionate commitment to one’s own “assignment” [opgave] in life—with a political debate about public policy or laws. Similarly, as he sees it, theology is inclined to understand religion as a historical tradition that shapes culture rather than a personal spiritual struggle. In short, philosophy and theology remain in the sphere of the familiar and they try to justify what is familiar; they seek to stop the questioning by supplying reasonable answers. In Kierkegaard’s authorship, reason is not the path back to living authentically or to regaining a self.


� It is also important to keep in mind how Kierkegaard generally understands “the ethical.” In most of his authorship, ethics means something like a passionate concern for becoming oneself. Ethics are understood of a loyalty to one’s own purposes or one’s vocation rather than a determinate set of virtues. In general, Kierkegaard goes out of his way to show that one can live virtuously and yet be completely lost to oneself.  
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