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Abstract 
While the works of Soren Kierkegaard provide us with an insightful analysis 

of human selfhood within modernity, there remains a certain amount of ambiguity 
regarding the status of women within his authorship. Primarily, feminist re
interpretations of Kierkegaard' s writing have focused either on his seemingly 
irretrievable misogyny or, more favorably, on the possibility of Kierkegaard 
elaborating upon an androgynous ideal of selfhood. I want to argue that both 
approaches are misinformed. I want to argue against the notion that 'androgyny' 
could be a feminist ideal of selfhood at all, and also, that no conception of androgyny 
is one that even Kierkegaard would accept. Ifwe are to address the question of how 
an engagement with Kierkegaard's authorship can inform us as feminist philosophers, 
our approach must be broader in scope. I will introduce the notion ofthe "defining 
relation," as it is seen throughout Kierkegaard's authorship as a whole, but most 
importantly within his religious ideal of selfhood. My analysis will involve an illicit 
secularization of this concept, ultimately framing the "defining relation" in terms of a 
radical openness to the otherness of the other. The defining relation can be 
understood as a secular or worldly form of faith insofar as the existence of particular 
others is regarded as absolute or somehow constituting my very identity. In placing 
primary importance upon the defining relation, Kierkegaard' s model of selfhood 
undermines the illusion of the autonomous self or the self-imposed identity, favoring 
instead a depiction of the self that involves a paradoxical self-sufficient dependency 
upon others. This notion of the defining relation can bear significant implications for 
a feminist conceptualization of the self. 
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Precis 

As contemporary feminist philosophers, we are presented with the difficult 

task of inheriting and building upon a tradition led, in large part, by and for men. 

Although women have had only a marginal presence within the major cannons of 

Western philosophy, the subject of woman has nevertheless not been excluded from 

these texts. Sometimes the philosopher addresses the nature of woman directly, 

defining her particular characteristics and capacities and delineating her proper role 

within the social arena. More often, though, the subject of woman is only implied or 

indirectly approached within seemingly gender-neutral philosophies. As feminist 

philosophers and scholars, we must always be in the process of both leaving behind 

irretrievable misogyny and of taking with us crucial insights which have perhaps gone 

overlooked, but nevertheless can establish a foundation for new, more inclusive 

possibilities. Within this paper, I hope to continue this process of re-reading the 

cannons of Western philosophy by focusing on the works of Danish philosopher, 

Soren Kierkegaard. 

Kierkegaardian scholars, Sylvia Walsh and Leslie Howe, both address the 

question of whether Kierkegaard presents us with an "androgynous" ideal of 

selfhood. Walsh does so by assessing the significance and appropriateness of the 

gender categories employed by Anti-Climacus's analysis of despair in The Sickness 

Unto Death, while Howe takes a more holistic approach, exploring Kierkegaard's 

views on the nature of the feminine self as seen throughout his authorship. Both 

thinkers agree that Kierkegaard consistently characterizes woman's natUre as one of 

instinct, immediacy, and dependence, while man's nature is one of intellect and self-
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reflection. The 'natures' of man and woman will inform their respective modes of 

despair. Within The Sickness Unto Death, Anti-Climacus characterizes 'feminine' 

despair as the despair of weakness, of not willing to be oneself; masculine despair, on 

the other hand, is characterized as the despair of defiance, of willing, in despair, to be 

oneself. According to Walsh's reading of The Sickness Unto Death, in making use of 

these gender classifications, Kierkegaard is demanding that the individual on the path 

to authentic selfhood establish within herself, a balance of opposing, gendered, and 

yet, essentially human characteristics or capacities. It is in this regard that Walsh 

takes from Kierkegaard a formulation of an androgynous ideal of selfhood. Howe, on 

the other hand, draws our attention to the hierarchical assumption of the masculine 

characteristics (reflection) over the feminine (emotion or instinct); in doing so, she 

refutes the claim that Kierkegaard's model of the self could be understood as 

androgynous in the sense of an embodiment of equally weighted sets of 

characteristics. She does make the claim, however, that Kierkegaard's model of the 

self is androgynous in a different sense, arguing that, from a religious perspective, 

these differences are ultimately unessential and worth overcoming in order to 

establish a relationship to the divine. 

In response to the claims of Walsh and Howe, I first want to argue against the 

assumption that androgyny, understood either as the unification of the masculine and 

the feminine or as the imperative to overcome gender for the sake of that which is 

either universally human or ultimately divine, serves as a feminist ideal at all. The 

notion of androgyny espoused by Walsh, as the unification of masculine and feminine 

characteristics reveals my overarching concern with cultural feminism, namely the 
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appeal to troubling essentialist claims about the nature of woman. Whether we 

understand these definitive characteristics as biologically fated or culturally inherited, 

the result is still a static definition of gender. What I take to be the most problematic 

about the striving for this sort of "androgynous" ideal of selfbood, however, is that 

the notion of androgyny itself entails a binary differentiation of sex and gender that is 

neither necessary nor natural, but instead rests upon a remarkably stable foundation of 

what Judith Butler has referred to as "naturalized heterosexuality". Against Howe's 

notion of androgyny, I want to argue alongside our most sophisticated social 

constructivist thinkers, that we cannot speak of a self or consciousness that exists 

somehow outside of and prior to the social, cultural, and historical domain (and here, 

I take gender as well as sex to be a construction of that domain). My rejection of both 

of these thinkers rests not only with their troubling assumption regarding androgyny 

as a feminist ideal, but also what I take to be their misreading of Kierkegaard. While 

Walsh's approach is far to narrowly focused to adequately address the rhetorical 

complexities of reading Kierkegaard's authorship, Howe's more holistic approach 

inaccurately depicts the religious sphere as the abandonment of one's particularities. 

Furthermore, while Howe's concern regarding the hierarchical assumption of emotion 

and intellect as representing the hierarchical assumption of man over woman is 

certainly valid with regards to many of the cannons of Western philosophy, I will 

argue that Kierkegaard's religious sphere effectively overcomes this problematic 

dichotomy. 

In contrast to the feminist interpretations of Kierkegaard's works discussed 

above, I choose to read Kierkegaard's authorship systematically, as a unified and 
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coherent whole. Read as such, the most important and productive insights that we 

can extrapolate from Kierkegaard are those that not only run throughout his 

authorship as a whole, but most importantly those that playa primary role in his 

religious ideal of selfhood. Within this paper, I will be introducing the notion of the 

"defining relation", which I take to be the key to a productive feminist engagement 

with Kierkegaard's authorship. While I will be tracing the development of the 

individual and the role played by the defining relation from the present age through 

the lower spheres of existence, I will focus primarily on Kierkegaard's religious ideal 

of selfhood and the peculiar sort of defining relation found therein. Ultimately, my 

aim will be to take from Kierkegaard a radicalized model of the non-autonomous, 

relational self; this insight will prove to be crucial for a contemporary radical 

feminist, post-structuralist account of selfhood. 

Within The Sickness Unto Death, Kierkegaard draws a crucial distinction 

between a human being and a self. While a human being is regarded as a relation 

between or synthesis of various factors, it is the responsibility of the individual to 

define and uphold those factors in a particular sort of way. It is in this sense that 

Kierkegaard defines the self as "a relation that relates itself to itself' (Kierkegaard, 

1989, p.43). Becoming a self, in other words, involves taking a stand on who one is 

or, as Martin Heidegger puts it, the individual (Dasein) is that entity whose being is 

an issue for it. For Kierkegaard, one takes a stand on who one is by means of a 

passionate commitment to something within the world. These commitments that one 

makes are said to be both self-defining and world-defining, in that a passionate· 
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commitment provides me with a sense of who I am and of what is important or 

worthwhile within the world. 

Kierkegaard's logic of existential development begins with a critique of 

modernity, or as he calls it, the present age. When Kierkegaard describes the present 

age as "essentially one of understanding and reflection, without passion, momentarily 

bursting into enthusiasm and shrewdly relapsing into repose" (Kierkegaard, 1962, 

p.33), he is making the claim that present age individuals lack those interests or 

passions that are long enough sustained and deeply enough rooted to shape one's 

consciousness, decisions, and identity in a decisive manner. Instead, present age 

individuals are perpetually play-acting at various social roles and adopted identities, 

none of which bear any significant weight upon the individual. This refusal, on the 

part of present age individuals, to commit in any substantial or meaningful way serves 

the interest of existential evasion, of fleeing in the face of one's responsibility to ask 

the question of and take a stand upon who one is. All of the present age individual's 

particular commitments, including those to other individuals, stand as only relative to 

this all-pervasive anonymous strategy. Insofar as present age individuals flee from 

these existential demands of selfhood, they vacate the very locus of personal 

responsibility, thus precluding genuine relationships from the start. Present age 

individuals, therefore, stand in no real relation to one another at all, but rather, at best, 

stand only in what Kierkegaard describes as "a tension in which existence is 

exhausted." 

Kierkegaard goes on to describe two failed attempts to become a self within 

the present age by way of a self-defining, world-defining commitment. In response to 
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the present age, Kierkegaard's aesthete makes a defining commitment to pleasure 

and, as such, can be said to live out an absolute commitment to Hume's conception of 

human freedom as the freedom to act upon one's desires. The aesthete, in his earliest 

stage of development, acts solely on the basis of his immediate desires. This first 

stage aesthete quickly confronts the instability and vulnerability of worldly sources of 

pleasure and reacts by "rotating the crops," mobilizing his capacity to rationally 

control desire, to retract his desire before disappointment sets in. In other words, for 

the aesthete, reason is and ought to be the slave of the passions. At his final stage of 

development, the aesthete begins to take pleasure in forcing others out of their 

immediate desires or motivations (i.e. he becomes a seducer). In doing so, the 

aesthete animates that very force, namely the ability of forces beyond one's control to 

render the satisfaction of one's desire impossible, that once destroyed his own 

position. In this sense, the aesthete at once enacts a "re-mastery of his own defeat" 

and rehearses his own invulnerability. What is revealed in the aesthete's downward 

spiral into seduction or sadism is the tendency for reason, construed only as an 

instrument of the passions, to evolve into passion only for control. 

In response to the despairing breakdown of the aesthete, Judge Wilhelm, the 

personification of Kierkegaard' s ethical sphere of existence, makes a defining 

commitment to autonomous self-authorization and the enactment of self-legislated 

ethical duty. The defining task of the ethicist is to be the rational architect of his life, 

to underwrite every aspect of his existence with his own autonomous signature. As 

such, the ethicist can be said to live out an absolute commitment to the Kantian moral 

x 



I 

I 

I 

I 

I, 
I 

I 

I 

i 
I. 
i
I· 

u'-----

imperative or the assertion that ethical maxims are binding if and only if I legislate 

them to myself by way of rational and fully autonomous self-choice. 

While the aesthete shielded himself from the vulnerability of commitment by 

reflectively managing desire, the ethicist shields himself from such vulnerability by 

closing himself off to the world in its entirety. What Kierkegaard's portrayal of the 

breakdown of the ethical sphere reveals is that the imperative to subject every choice 

to rational scrutiny and to underwrite every action with one's own autonomous 

signature bankrupts the ethicist motivationally. On what basis can the ethicist make 

decisions? Either his choices are made fully autonomously, but on no external basis 

(and therefore, made only arbitrarily), or his choices are made on the basis of 

something external (but therefore, non-autonomously). 

With his portrayal of the breakdown of both the aesthetic and ethical spheres 

of existence, Kierkegaard reveals the fundamental shortcomings of both a Humean 

eudaimonistic and a Kantian deontological means of laying a hold upon the world. 

The most pressing of these fundamental shortcomings is to be understood in terms of 

interpersonal relations. I want to argue that Kierkegaard's structure of a religious 

consciousness reveals a heretofore unacknowledged, yet absolutely essential aspect of 

those friendships and relationships that are worth sustaining. 

What remains central to our only secular means of understanding of the way 

in which we lay hold of others in our lives (i.e. via desire or via duty) is the mediated 

approach to and relative standing of the other. For the aesthetic and ethical spheres, 

respectively, desire or duty serve as the original terms of any interpersonal 

relationship and it is only through these respective lenses that the other can be 
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perceived as bearing significant standing. What is constant throughout both 

explanations of interpersonal relations, therefore, is the ultimately replaceable nature 

of the other. Any other could stand in as an object of my desire or as a subject of my 

ethical choosing. As I will argue, within relationships understood religiously, the 

standing the other is taken to be absolute, rather than relative to my pre-established 

sense of subjective desires or anonymous and objective ethical duties. 

What characterizes both secular orientations to the world is the underlying 

imperative to establish a sense of self or identity in a fully autonomous manner, either 

by maximizing desire or by optimizing duty. Notice that both the aesthete and the 

ethicist make defining commitments to individually possessed, reflectively managed 

capacities. Kierkegaard describes this imperative of fully autonomous self-creation 

as, in fact, a form of despair. What this form of despair reveals is, "the relation's (the 

selfs) total dependence, the expression of the fact that the self cannot by itselfarrive 

at or remain in equilibrium and rest, but only, in relating to itself, by relating to that 

which has established the whole relation" (Kierkegaard, 1989, p.44). In short, what 

the despair of the autonomous or self-made self reveals is the fundamental structure 

of a religious consciousness. As Kierkegaard states, "The imbalance in despair is not 

simply imbalance but an imbalance in a relation that relates to itself and which is 

I 
i established by something else" (Kierkegaard, 1989, p.44). What Kierkegaard' s 
I 
I 

formulation of the religious consciousness amounts to is a conception of a self that is 

fundamentally dependent or non-autonomous; in short, the self is understood to be 

established by a wholly different, wholly external power. As Kierkegaard describes, 

"the self free from despair rests transparently in the power that posited it" 
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(Kierkegaard, 1989, p.43). At this point, I wish to provide an illicitly secularised 

formulation of the non-autonom~us self, framing the religious consciousness not in 

terms of the individual's relation to God, but rather in terms of worldly interpersonal 

relations. What I want to argue is that those relationships worth sustaining are best 

understood not in terms of desire or duty, but rather as analogous to religious faith. 

The glaring inadequacy of our only two secular explanations for the way in 

which we lay hold of the other (either via desire or via duty) consists in the following 

statement: insofar as the standing of the other is perceived as relative to the stable, 

pre-established foundation of subjective desire or anonymous duty, the particular 

other is revealed to be ultimately replaceable. I want to argue that the religious 

consciousness preserves that which neither secular model was able to account for, 

namely the irreplaceable particularity of the other; it does so by demanding that we 

take particular others in our lives to be of absolute rather than relative standing. 

To take the standing of the other, in her irreplaceable particularity, as 

absolute, rather than relative, is to regard her as somehow defining who I am, 

constituting my existence, and holding open my openness to the world. Simply put, I 

exist first and foremost not as a desiring or choosing subject, but rather as the lover 

of, friend of, daughter of, and so on, ofjust these particular, wholly irreplaceable 

others. If we understand the religious consciousness correctly, as the self that rests 

transparently in the power that posited it, how might we conceive of the other as 

precisely this wholly different and wholly external definitive power? For an initial 

response to this question, we must tum to the first of the two fundamental movements 

that structure Kierkegaard's conception of a religious consciousness, namely that of 

XllI 

1:11 

I 



I· 

I 
I 

I' 

I 

I 

I. 

infinite resignation. Understood as a transition from the ethical to the religious sphere 

of existence, infinite resignation entails lucidly giving up that project of autonomous 

self-possession and self-creation. Understood in the secular language of interpersonal 

relationships, infinite resignation involves relinquishing any sense of a proprietary 

claim upon the other. Aesthetically and/or ethically understood, interpersonal 

relationships involved staking claim to the other insofar as the particular other was 
( 

always indexed back to my subjective desires or my objective and universal ethical 

duties. Infinitely resigning or giving up any claim to the other radically transforms 

both my original orientation to the other and the way in which the other will show up 

for me. No longer approaching the other in terms of desire or duty, the individual's 

stance can be described as one of radical openness to the otherness of the other. 

Already, what we see here are the beginnings of a theory of radical recognition. 

Approaching the other from a stance of absolute openness implies the radical 

otherness of the other. The other no longer shows up as an object of my desire or as a 

subject of my choosing, but rather, as a being of intrinsic and independent worth. No 

longer understood as an offshoot of my particular urges or capacities, the other is, for 

the first time recognized as a being that is wholly different and wholly external from 

myself. 

It is only from this initial standpoint of radical openness that we can speak of 

faithfully receiving the other as somehow defining who one is, constituting one's 

identity, and holding open one's fundamental openness to the world. How can the 

reception of the other be described as a worldly form of faith? Regarded rationally, 

this particular other is no more than a finite, temporal, and merely contingent or 
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possible being. The fact that one's path has happened to cross with this particular 

other is only a matter of mere coincidence. Regarded as such, it seems absurd to lay 

hold of this merely finite, temporal, and possible other as though she provided me 

with a sense of my infinite dignity, eternal significance, and necessary identity. And 

yet, I would argue that it is precisely this unavoidable logical contradiction that we 

embrace and express as paradox in our most meaningful and enduring interpersonal 

relationships. 

Religious passion, for Kierkegaard, is precisely the willingness and strength 

required to open oneself up to another as a defining force. What I have attempted to 

show in the above discussion is the way in which religious faith, more so than desire 

or duty, serves as the most adequate means of understanding worldly, interpersonal 

relationships. What a religiously understood defining relation entails is first, a stance 

of radical openness to the otherness of the other, then coupled with a raw, 

unmediated, unreflective embrace or reception of that other as necessarily definitive 

of who one is. What remains to be addressed, however, is the way in which this 

regard for the other as a definitive force serves as a crucial insight for contemporary 

radical feminists. On the one hand, Kierkegaard's subversion of the traditional 

understanding of the self as fundamentally autonomous should strike a favourable 

chord with feminist thinkers; our most sophisticated philosophical and psychological 

accounts of identity formation reject the assumption of autonomous self-creation and 

instead, adhere to some account of social constructivism. And yet, the relational self 

that I pull from Kierkegaard's formulation of a religious consciousness involves not 

simply the largely indisputable claim that one's existence is constituted by the 
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presence of the general other; the more radical claim being made in this account is 

that my hold upon life is most my own precisely when beholding to just these 

particular others. To what extent does this radicalised notion of the relational self 

bear heretofore unrecognised feminist potential? 

In response to this question, I will now turn to what Kierkegaard refers to as 

the "teleological suspension of the ethical". What is revealed within a defining 

relation is the idea that there exists something about the other, as a particular and 

irreplaceable individual, that cannot be subsumed under the general categories of 

desire or duty; what radical otherness implies is that there remains something 

altogether incomprehensible about the other. Kierkegaard, via the pseudonym of 

Johannes de Silentio, describes this sort of incomprehensibility of the individual as 

"the paradox that the single individual as the single individual is higher than the 

universal" (Kierkegaard, 1983, p.62). If our universal categories (i.e. rationality and 

ethical duties) serve to socialize the individual, the defining relation, possible only 

through a leap of faith, individualizes the universal or the social. Simply put, the 

teleological suspension of the ethical is an expression of the truth that while the 

demands of universal ethical duties are relatively important, they cannot relieve us of 

the much deeper and absolutely individuating demands of selfbood. I want to 

demonstrate that defining relations suspend the ethical not by demanding immoral 

deeds, but rather, by providing absolutely individuating grounds for doing what 

anyone ought to do; they do so by placing the unique and irreplaceable standing of 

another human being as the teleological factor or as the interest one might have in 

acting ethically. On a religious account, as opposed to an ethical account, when we 

XVI 

1:1\ 



act in accordance with ethical principles of reciprocity towards particular other 

individuals, our actions are not merely the expression of an objective, universal, or 

anonymous ethical truth, applicable to all rational beings. Rather, my addressing 

these particular individuals expresses the entirely subjective truth of how I become 

who I am by taking these particular and irreplaceable individuals as absolute. This 

absolutely unique telos- those particular individuals who provide the condition of my 

being, who constitute my very identity, who hold open my openness to the world-

provides me with an absolutely individuating motivation to act in accordance with 

some sense of the ethical. 

Meaningful interpersonal relationships both suspend and preserve the ethical 

by opening up the non-moral, non-ethical, absolutely individuating domain in which 

the ethical can be binding. Furthermore, this teleological suspension can be extended 

to not only the ethical, but to the aesthetic as well. What we saw with the defining 

relation, religiously understood, is a reversal of our traditional formulae for 

relationships. I am not the lover of this particular other because I desire or have 

chosen her, but rather, I can be said to desire or ethically choose this other because I 

stand as the lover of this particular other. This reversal is simply another means of 

expressing the teleological suspension of both desire and duty. What the absolute 

standing of the other and their placement as the fundamental teleological factor 

implies is that my reflexive understanding of happiness (desire) and ofjustice (duty) 

rest upon the way in which I am bound to another in becoming who I am. When read 

in this way, the defining relation effectively overcomes that problematic dichotomy 

'between and hierarchical assumption of emotion and intellect or desire and reflection; 
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it does so precisely by suspending both desire and duty as relative to a more 

fundamental moment of self-configuration. 

By placing the origin of our perceptions of desire and duty in one's openness 

to and faithful hold upon particular and contingent, but nevertheless absolute others, 

individuals are endowed with an entirely unique and absolutely individuating grounds 

for even approaching the relatively important questions of desire and happiness, duty 

and justice. Might not the consequence of taking just these particular others in our 

lives as the original factor of our interpretations of desire and duty or happiness and 

justice lead to a most healthy, non-objectifying, and productive form of radical 

experimentation? Insofar as this fundamental grounds for perception, cognition, 

action and choice are absolutely individuating, it should be clear that this radicalised 

notion of the relational self resorts, in no way, to essentialist or static definitions 

regarding desire or happiness, duty or justice, man and woman, norm and other, but 

rather, upholds an ultimately fluid conception of identity. 

Kierkegaard makes a demand upon all individuals alike; the fundamental 

demand is that we each take an active and absolutely individuating stand on who we 

are as particular individuals. Our individual lives are most our own when faithfully 

beholding to not the general other, but to those unique, particular, and wholly 

irreplaceable others, those particular others who call us good and bad, right and 

wrong, those particular others in whom we are condemned to face ourselves. In 

radicalising the idea of a relational self, framed not in terms of one's existence as 

constituted by the presence of the general other, but rather, in the idea that one's 

identity is first secured by one's openness to the presence of those particular, finite, 
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temporal and wholly irreplaceable others, we are provided with a model of selfbood 

that not only coincides with, but also extends and radicalizes the various social 

constructivist models of the self. 
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Introduction 

As contemporary feminist philosophers, we are presented with the difficult 

task of inheriting and building upon a tradition led, in large part, by and for men. 

Although women have had only a marginal presence within the major cannons of 

philosophy, the subject of woman has nevertheless not been excluded from these texts. 

Sometimes the philosopher addresses the nature 'of woman directly, defining her 

particular characteristics and capacities and delineating her proper role within the social 

arena. More often, though, the subject of woman is only implied or indirectly 

approached within seemingly gender-neutral philosophies. If we turn to the central 

inquires of Western philosophy, namely reason,justice, and selfhood, we will find that I
I 

I' 
more often than not, our traditional responses to those inquiries uphold only those traits 

that have been historically identified with masculinity, while those traits identified as 

feminine have been framed in terms of the weakness of man. If we are to take the 

tradition of Western philosophy at face value, it would appear as though only men and 

those few women who are willing to transcend or forego their femininity had privileged 

access to reason, to justice, and to selfhood. To uphold reason over emotion, intellect 

over passion, being over becoming, has been, in large part, to privilege man and degrade 

woman. A central task of feminist philosophy has therefore been to approach these 

inherited texts critically and to expose the tradition of Western philosophy as anything 

but gender-neutral. 

This process of re-reading major philosophical texts, with particular 

attention paid to gendered assumptions, must be considered a point of departure for 

i 
! 

expanded definitions and radically new theories, rather than a final resting place. As 
I
I 

feminist philosophers and scholars, we must always be in the process of both leaving 
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behind irretrievable misogyny and of taking with us crucial insights which have perhaps 

gone overlooked, but nevertheless can establish a foundation for new, more inclusive 

possibilities. Within this paper, I hope to continue this process of re-reading the cannons 

of Westem philosophy by focusing on the works of Danish philosopher, Soren 

Kierkegaard. Before engaging in any such analysis however, I would first like to offer a 

clarification of what it is I mean by the term, 'feminist'. 

While the central task or inquiry of feminist philosophy is neither simple 

nor singular, feminist theory can be divided into four central branches. Liberal feminists 

seek the emancipation of women from within existing social and political institutions. In 

this category, I would include thinkers such as Mary Wollstonecraft, Betty Friedan, and 

Carol Pateman. Radical feminists, on the other hand, will argue that male supremacy 

runs throughout the very structure of a society and will seek fundamental strucrual 

changes in the way in which a society operates. In this camp, I place figures such as 

Mary Daly, Catherine MacKinnon, and Andrea Dworkin. Cultural feminists will argue 

that there exist traits and characteristics that are essential to woman or the feminine; 

these traits and characteristics are imortant and perhaps superior in their own right, 

although they are rarely recognized as such. A central task of cultural feminism, 

therefore, will be to seek to dismantle the hierarchical assumption of masculine over 

feminine traits and characteristics. In this category we can include thinkers such as Carol 

Gilligan, Joephine Donovan, and Susan Moller Okin. While cultural feminists pointed to 

essential femine and masculine traits, post-structuralism feminists will seek to break 

down any such essentialisms, revealing the social construction of both gender and sex, 

arguing for a move away from both essentialisms and the assumption of a 'natural' 

bifurcation of sex. The forerunner of poststructuralist feminism is contemporary theorist, 
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Judith Bulter. My particular feminist orientation and conceptual framework will fall 

within the radical and poststructuralist categories, drawing particularly from the works of 

Judith Butler. Consequently, my ultimate aim within this paper will be to pull from 

Kierkegaard important insights for a radical feminist and poststructuralist 

reconcecptualization of the self. 

Over the span of thirteen years, Kierkegaard produced over thirty works, 

under both his own name and some 27 pseudonyms. While throughout his authorship, 

Kierkegaard provides us with a devastatingly insightful analysis of human selfhood 

within modernity, or as he will call it, the present age, there remains a considerable 

degree of ambiguity regarding how women fit into this picture. On the one hand, 

Kierkegaard, via the pseudonymous personality of Anti-Climacus, refers to woman as a 

"lower synthesis" than man. In fact, Kierkegaard goes so far as to. demand that women 

remain silent in church and makes the claim that woman can relate to God only through 

man. On the other hand, Kierkegaard's ideal of a religious existence appears to make no 

distinction between man and woman. As he states within A Literal)' Review, "What was 

discouraging about antiquity was that the man of distinction was what others could not 

be; the inspiring thing will be that the person who gains himself religiously is no more 

than what all can be" (Kierkegaard, 2001, p.82). For the most part, feminist approaches 

to Kierkegaard have involved the questions of how Kierkegaard views and portrays 

women and ofjust how inclusive and accessible his religious ideal of se1fhood actually 

is. My approach, however, will be somewhat different. I am less concerned with the 

question of whether or not Kierkegaard is reconcilable with feminism or what 

Kierkegaard's views on women consisted of, and more with the question of what can be 
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taken from Kierkegaard. How can an engagement with Kierkegaard's authorship inform 

us as feminist philosophers? 

My purpose in this paper will be twofold. First, I want to portray 

Kierkegaard's works not as separate and isolated from one another, but rather as a 

, coherent and unified whole. Taking into full consideration the function of his 

pseudonymous authorship, I will be reading Kierkegaard systematically, setting out an 

existential developmental logic within his works. This logic of development will begin 

with the passionlessness or spiritlessness of the present age and move through the 

aesthetic, then ethical, then religious spheres of existence. Read as such, Kierkegaard' s 

authorship provides us with a unique portrayal of what it is to be an authentic individual 

within the present age. My second task within this paper will be to place Kierkegaard at 

the forefront of contemporary philosophical theory. To what extent does Kierkegaard's 

depiction of the present age accurately describe our own? Are the symptoms that 

Kierkegaard points to exclusive to the relatively small context of 19th century 

Copenhagen, or do they reveal certain ongoing trends whose results are even more 

pronounced today? Rather than dismiss Kierkegaard as a conservative religious thinker, 

I want to argue that not only his critique of modernity, but also his ideal of religious 

selfhood bears ultimately important relevance within a contemporary setting. 

Chapters 1, 2, and 3 of this manuscript will address, in detail, 

Kierkegaard's critique of the present age. I will begin by drawing a fundamental 

juxtaposition between 'passion' and 'reflection'; as will be shown, these terms playa key 

role not only in Kierkegaad's critique of modernity, but moreover, they run throughout 

his authorship as a whole. I will then go on to address what Kierkegaard regards as the 

central problem of the present age, namely what he refers to as the "levelling of 
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qualitative distinctions". Chapter 3 will revolve around Kierkegaard's depiction of "the 

public" and "the press" as distincitvely present age phenomena. Ultimately, my aim 

within these first three chapters will be to pose Kierekgaard's critique of the present age 

as a motivational critique or a critique of groundless reason (i.e. reason not anchored in 

passion), posing present age levelling as an expression of a vested interest in existential 

evasion. Having set forth the conceptual framework of Kierkegaard's critique, I will 

conclude my third chapter with a brief account of several key 19th and 20th century 

critiques of modernity. By drawing parallels between Kierkegaard's critique and these 

others, I hope to emphasize the ongoing relevance of the questions that Kierkegaard 

raises. By way of contrast, however, I hope to bring about not only the uniqueness but 

also the often unrecognised sophistication of Kierkegaard' s critique of modernity. 

Within chapter 4, I will carry out the claim that Kierkegaard's critique bears particular 

relevance for a contemporary setting, particularly for feminist thinkers, by situating his 

critique within the concrete social situation of not only 19th century Copenhagen, but 

contemporary America as well. 

Having argued for the contemporary relevance of Kierkegaard' s works, I 

will then be in a position to address the remainder of his logic of existential development. 

The central question that runs throughout his authorship involves the possibility of a 

thriving life or authentic selfhood within the present age. Chapters 5 and 6 will address 

the fundamental structure of selfuood, as articulated by Anti-Climacus, as well as the 

question of selfhood within present age conditions. Because feminist scholarly accounts 

of Kierkegaard' s works have focused primarily on Anti-Climacus' s account of the 

general structure of the self, as articulated with The Sickness Unto Death, chapter 7 will 

be devoted to the voice of what I have denoted, "the traditional Kierkegaardian feminist". 
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My primary aim within this work is to provide a reading of Kierkegaard that illuminates 

the heretofore unrecognised feminist potential of his works. My feminist reading of 

Kierkegaard, however, will differ dramatically from that of the traditional 

Kierkegaardian feminists. Within chapter 7, I will begin with an account of two feminist 

interpretations of Kierkegaard, offered by Kierkegaardian scholars, Sylvia Walsh and 

Leslie Howe, followed by a critique of both readings. While I will be approaching 

Kierkegaard's writing from an altogether different conceptual backdrop of radical and 

poststructuralist feminist theory, I also want to argue that both traditional Kierkegaardian 

feminists misread Kierkegaard. In short, while Walsh's approach is far to narrowly 

focused to adequately address the rhetorical complexities of Kierkegaard's authorship, 

Howe's more holistic approach misrepresents Kierkegaard's religious ideal ofselfhood. 

Within chapters 8 and 9, I will offer my reading of Kierkegaard's two 

lower spheres of existence, framing their respective breakdowns in terms of a critique of 

our two fundamental secular means of understanding the way in which the individual 

lays hold of the world. Most importantly, I will regard the breakdown ofKierkegaard's 
I 

aesthetic and ethical spheres of existence as a powerful critique of the autonomous self. 

I Within chapters 11 and 12, I will frame Kierkegaard's two religious spheres of existence 

I 
as a response to this breakdown. 

Kierkegaard's formulation of the religious self is unique in that it abandons 

the traditional ideal of the autonomous, self-directed and self-legislating self. 

Throughout my explication of Kierkegaard' s existential logic of development, particular 

attention will be directed towards the idea that individual identity is a matter of the 

passionate commitments that one makes. The presence of these "defining relations" will 

be of paramount concern for our understanding of the present age and the three spheres 

6 

\~U _
 
I 



of existence. Ultimately, for Kierkegaard, the only truly successful defining relation will 

be the individual's absolute relation to God. Within The Sickness Unto Death, he 

describes the condition of the self, free from despair as follows: "By relating itself to its 

own self and by willing to be itself the self is grounded transparently in the Power which 

posited it" (Kierkegaard, 1989, p.147). It is within this idea of what I have called the 

"defining relation" that I locate the considerable feminist potential of Kierkegaard's 

authorship. Within the chapters of this paper, I will offer an illicitly secularised account 

of Kierkegaard's authorship, reframing the formula of a religious consciousness in terms 

of concrete and worldly interpersonal relations. Within chapters 13 and 14, I will 

contrast the particular sort of regard for the other that resul ts from an aesthetic and 

ethical spheres of existence with that of a religious mode of orientation. Chapter 15 will 

then address the potential feminist political implications of this "religious" conception of 

the self and regard for the other. On my account, we will be able to take from 

Kierkegaard a model of the "relational self," rather than the traditional and male-oriented 

model of the autonomous self. I want to make clear that, in posing a relational model of 

selfhood that is founded upon dependence, I do so without the intent to resort to any sort 

of essentialism regarding woman as a fundamentally dependent creature. Rather, 

Kierkegaard's strikingly unique portrayal of the self that is received, rather than self

created and the self that, in its authenticity, rests transparently in a wholly different, 

wholly external Power which created it, provides us with a radically inclusive model of 

selfhood that can yield previously unrecognised feminist implications. 
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Chapter 1 

The Concept of Reflection 

S0ren Kierkegaard's work, A Literary Review, begins as a critique of 

Madame Gyllembourg's novel, Two Ages. Kierkegaard uses the novel, however, as a 

point of departure for his own extensive critique of the problem of modem culture. In 

this chapter, I will outline Kierkegaard's depiction of modernity, or as he refers to it, "the 

present age," in contrast to what he calls, "the age of revolution". In this discussion, 

special consideration will be given to the contrast between reflection and passion, terms 

which serve to characterize, respectively, the present age and the age of revolutions. I 

will also engage in an extensive discussion of the levelling of qualitative distinctions, for 

this phenomenon serves as the central driving force of the present age as Kierkegaard 

sees it. 

Kierkegaard's diagnosis of the present age begins with the assertion that, in the 

present age, traditional relationships have been overthrown; he goes on to describe the 

distinctive character of relationships between present age individuals, stating: 

A subject no longer freely honours his king or is angered at his ambition. To be a 
subject has come to mean something quite different; it means to be a thirdparty. 
The subject ceases to have a position within the relationship; he has no direct 
relation to the king but simply becomes an observer and deliberately works out 
the problem; i.e. the relation of a subject to his king ... A father no longer curses 
his son in anger, using all his parental authority, nor does a son defy his father, a 
conflict which might end in the inwardness of forgiveness; on the contrary, their 
relationship is irreproachable, for it is really in process of ceasing to exist, since 

II	 they are no longer related to one another within the relationship; in fact it has 
I	 become a problem in which the two partners observe each other as in a game, 

instead of having any relation to each other, and they note down each other's 
remarks instead of showing a firm devotion ... A disobedient youth is no longer in 
fear of his schoolmaster-the relation is rather one of indifference in which 
schoolmaster and pupil discuss how a good school should be run. To go to 
school no longer means to be in fear of the master, or merely to learn, but rather 
implies being interested in the problem of education (Kierkegaard, 1962, pp.44
45). 
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Many have argued that Kierkegaard's social critique is no more than a testimony to his 

own traditionalist values. However, within his depiction of the two ages, Kierkegaard 

holds the age of revolution, a characteristically liberal historical epoch, in lofty esteem. 

Moreover, neither the specific political or social values of the age of revolution nor those 

of the present age serve as Kierkegaard' s point of critique. As Kierkegaard contrasts the 

two ages, his focal point lies at a much more fundamental level. With regards to the 

changing nature of traditional relationships, Kierkegaard's critique lies in the specifically 

modem way in which they have been overthrown or, as he describes the process, 

levelled. In order to shed light on the peculiar way in which the present age overthrows 

or levels traditional relationships, it is necessary to tum first to the state of such 

relationships in the age of revolution. 

The "age of revolution" refers to a specific historical epoch, namely the 

French revolution and the latter part of the 18th century. Kierkegaard describes the age of 

revolution as "a passionate tumultuous age [that] will overthrow everything, pull 

everything down" (Kierkegaard, 1962, pA3). The age of revolution can be said to 

passionately and deliberately 'level' traditional relationships. As Hannay points out, the 

term, 'levelling' finds its origins in Irish history, referring to agrarian agitators who tore 

down hedges enclosing common ground, and in English history, referring to a group who 

removed park palings and hedges that surrounded the crown lands (Hannay, 1999, p.72). 

Levelling, in the context of an age of revolution, was a political affair, associated with 

egalitarian aspirations and the attempt to remove authoritarian barriers. What sharply 

distinguishes the levelling of a revolutionary age from that of the present age is that, in 

an age of revolution, traditional relationships, perceived as inadequate or unjust, are 

overthrown for the sake of some new set of relationships. In the age of revolution, 
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traditional relationships or institutions are questioned and criticized on the basis of some 

fundamental driving idea. Kierkegaard describes the age of revolution as "essentially 

passionate, for which reason it must be able to be violent, uncurbed, wild, ruthless 

towards everything but its idea" (Kierkegaard, 2001, p.54). In short, the age of 

revolution levels traditional relationships or institutions for the sake of some central idea 

or principle, on the basis of which, new relationships and institutions can be established. 

The levelling of the present age is markedly different from the levelling of 

the age of revolution. Kierkegaard describes the present age, in opposition to the age of 

revolution, stating: 

A passionate tumultuous age will overthrow everything, pull everything down; 
but a revolutionary age, that is at the same time reflective and passionless, 
transforms that expression of strength into afeat ofdialectics: it leaves everything 
standing but cunningly empties it ofsignificance. Instead ofculminating in a 
rebellion it reduces the inward reality ofall relationships to a reflective tension 
which leaves everything standing but makes the whole oflife ambiguous: so that 
everything continues to existfactually whilst by a dialectical deceit, privatissime, 
it supplies a secret interpretation-that it does not exist (Kierkegaard, 1962, 
p.43). 

In contrast to the age of revolution, the present age levels traditional relationships, but 

puts nothing in their place. The passionate and deliberate levelling of the age of 

revolution is transformed into a "feat of dialectics," whereby everything is left standing I
I 

but cunningly emptied of significance. Here we are confronted with two dialectically 

opposed terms, which serve to characterize the two ages, namely passion and reflection. 

While the nature of the term, 'reflection' will be further illuminated throughout this 

chapter, for the time being it is sufficient to note that while passion implies commitment, 

reflection denotes detachment. For Kierkegaard, present age relationships exist only 

factually, in that individuals refuse to commit to the relationships of which they are a 

part. Present age individuals, as Kierkegaard sees them, can be described as merely play
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acting, as perfonning only the external, recognizable motions of the various relationships 

to which they are a part. 

As will be shown throughout this chapter, the all-encompassing problem of the 

present age is such that, often times, present age language proves to be inadequate to 

describe present age phenomena. For example, the problem of present age relationships 

is that the tenn, 'relationship' itself is somewhat problematic. 

What should one call such a relation? I think 'tension', but not, be it noted, a 
tension that strains every nerve for a decisive turn of events, but tension rather in 
which existence is exhausted-the ardour, enthusiasm and inwardness lost that 
make the chains of dependency and the crown of dominion light, that make the 
child's obedience and the father's authority happy, that make the humility of 
admiration and the eminence of distinction light-hearted, that give the teacher a 
uniquely valid meaning and thus the pupil the opportunity to learn, that unite the 
woman's frailty and the man's power in the equal strength of devotion. The 
relation is still there, but without the resilience to concentrate itself in inwardness 
so as to bring about a harmonious union (Kierkegaard, 2001, p.71). 

For Kierkegaard, the problem of present age relationships lies in the fact that the 

individuals do not really relate at all, but rather, in their reflective approach, stand as 

third parties to their own relationships. Rather than committing oneself to a particular 

role or a particular relationship, thereby standing in a direct relation to another, present 

age individuals become observers working out the problem of their particular 

relationships. To use a contemporary example, consider the breadth of literature devoted 

to discussions of what healthy marriages and relationships should be. What is so striking 

about this wealth of infonnation and discussion is that our discussions about the issue of 

healthy relationships seem to increase in inverse proportion to our confidence about what 

to actually do about them. In the Review, Kierkegaard draws an eerily similar example, 

stating, "In Gennany there are even manuals for lovers, so it will probably end with 

lovers sitting and speaking anonymously to each other. There are manuals on 

everything, and being educated will in general soon consist in being word-perfect in a 
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greater or smaller compilation of observations from such manuals, excellence being 

measured by one's skill in picking out the particular one, just as the compositor picks out 

letters" (Kierkegaard, 2001, p.93). We need venture only so far as our local bookstore's 

self-help section in order to see such a phenomenon take shape. The reflective and 

distanced approach taken by present age individuals to their own relationships increases 

the amount of deliberation over how such relationships should be conducted. However, 

Kierkegaard argues that, in a chronically reflective age, this deliberation never ends in 

decision or action, but instead expands endlessly until, "in the end, the whole generation 

becomes a representation-representing, well, there's no saying who; a representation 

that thinks over the relations... well, it's hard to say for whose sake" (Kierkegaard, 2001, 

p.70). 

The concept of 'reflection' is best understood in contrast to its dialectically 

I; opposed counterpart, passion. In our everyday usage of the term, passion comes to 

signify at least two different concepts. One can be said to have passion for something or 

one can be said to be in a passion over something. For example, one can say that an 

individual has a passion for antique automobiles; one could also say that this individual 

flew into a passion upon seeing somebody crash into his Rolls Royce (Roberts, 1984, 

pp.88-89). Passion in the first sense of the term refers to an interest, while passion in the 

latter sense refers to an emotion. The fundamental connection between a passion and an 

emotion is that the former is the disposition to the latter. A passionate response to 

witnessing one's antique automobile totalled rests upon a passion for or interest in 

antique automobiles. While a passion for something cannot be described as an emotion 

in itself, it does serve as a disposition to a wide range of corresponding emotions (i.e. 
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anger at seeing one's automobile totalled, excitement at the arrival of one's antique car 

magazine, etc) (Roberts, 1984, p.89). 

When Kierkegaard describes the present age as "essentially one of 

understanding and reflection, without passion, momentarily bursting into enthusiasm and 

shrewdly relapsing into repose" (Kierkegaard, 1962, p.33), he is making the claim that 

present age individuals lack those interests or passions that are long enough sustained 

and deeply enough rooted to shape one's consciousness, decisions, and identity in a 

decisive manner. The term, 'reflection,' used throughout the Review to describe the 

present age, bears a few interconnected meanings. First, reflection refers to deliberation 

and, for this reason Kierkegaard refers to the present age as "essentially sensible. 

Perhaps it knows more on average than any previous generation...Everyone is well 

informed; we all know what path to take, and what paths can be taken" (Kierkegaard, 

2001, pp.93-94). Secondly, reflection refers to the misuse of deliberation as a means of 

avoiding or refusing to take responsibility for action and decision. Kierkegaard describes 

the appeal of reflection and the difficulty of the task of extricating oneself from the 

temptations of reflection, stating "This is because these temptations are so dialectical, 

because a single clever invention is able to give the matter a sudden new twist, because 

reflection is able at any moment to put things in a new light and allow one some measure 

of escape; for it is possible even in the final moment of reflective decision to do it all 

over again" (Kierkegaard, 2001, p.68). Reflection in this second sense can shed light on 

what Kierkegaard means when he refers to the reflective condition of present age 

individuals. As he states, "Reflection is not the evil, but the reflective condition and 

, stagnation in reflection are the abuse and the corruption that, by transforming the 

I, 
prerequisites into evasions, bring about regression" (Kierkegaard, 2001, p.86). It is not 
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simply deliberation that is at fault with regards to the state of the present age, but rather, 

individuals' misuse of and enslavement within that deliberation. In fact, deliberation or 

reflection seems to bear considerable possibility, above and beyond the potential of the 

immediate passion of the age of revolution. Kierkegaard describes reflection as the 

I prerequisite for both meaning and action. Reflection can serve as the prerequisite for 

meaning and action if and only if "enthusiasm steps in and guides the powers of 
I 

reflection into decision" (Kierkegaard, 2001, p.86). 

Reflection, used only to signify deliberation, leads to decision only if 

enthusiasm or passion serves as its guide. For example, the individual with a passion for 

antique automobiles might be faced with the decision ofpurchasing one antique car from 

a group of five antique cars. The deliberation that this individual goes through will 

involve the question of how to best satisfy his desire for a high-quality antique car. This 

deliberation can also be described as revolving around the question of how to best 

express the individual's interest in or passion for antique cars. Deliberation, when 

guided by enthusiasm, occurs as a necessary step on the way to decision and action. 

However, in a reflective age that is lacking in passion, the deliberation remains unguided 

and, with nowhere concrete for it to go, only continues and expands endlessly. 

Passionlessness, therefore, leads to and results in reflection, in the second sense of the 

term. However, reflection can also be regarded as progressively undermining the 

possibility of making and maintaining passionate commitments. One can only express 

his or her passionate commitment via action and decision. Consequently, it is one's 

actions and decisions that serve to further and maintain one's passion. If reflection stifles 

and impedes action and decision, the very possibility of expressing or making any sort of 

passionate commitment is progressively undermined. 
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In the preceding discussion, reflection was first described as synonymous 

with deliberation. This sort of reflection is not necessarily problematic. What is 

problematic is the reflective condition. Reflection in the second sense of the term refers 

to the strategic misuse of deliberation in order to evade the responsibility of action and 

decision. The interest served by the reflective condition is therefore, one of evasion and 

irresponsibility. This second sense reflection can be regarded as a reflective condition in 

that it is self-perpetuating. While passionlessness leads to reflection, reflection, in turn, 

deepens the passionlessness and undermines the possibility of future passionate 

commitments. Reflection, however, is also self-perpetuating in another manner. 

Reflection as deliberation always has the ability to "give the matter a new twist" or "put 

things in a new light". Through the powers of reflection, the individual is able not only 

to evade the responsibility to take action and make decisions, but also to provide a 

justification for this evasion. By "putting things in a new light," the individual can frame 

his or her refusal to passionately commit to anything as an ideal, rational, or even 

normative decision. It is reflection's ability to reflectively justify itself that Kierkegaard 

refers to when he states, "But that it is a prison that reflection holds both the individual 

and the age in, that it is reflection that does it and not tyrants or secret police, nor priests 

or aristocrats-is a view of things that reflection does all in its power to prevent, 

maintaining the flattering illusion that the possibilities offered by reflection are 

something far greater than paltry decision" (Kierkegaard, 2001, p.n). Reflection can 

also be regarded as self-perpetuating in a third sense. This third sense leads us to the 

third meaning of the term reflection. While, to this point, reflection has been regarded as 

condition of an individual, Kierkegaard asserts throughout his assessment of the present 

age, that reflection is a prison that holds "both the individual and the age in". Reflection 
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in the third sense refers to a socio-cultural condition. Reflection in the third sense can be 

regarded as a self-perpetuating condition insofar as insofar as its resulting stagnation and 

levelling (a term to be further defined in a later section) become not only become the 

basis of a society, but also take on a seemingly normative (i.e. reflectively justified) 

character. As a consequence, subtle sanctions are then taken against individuals who 

deviate from this norm of reflection. 

For a clearer transitional link between an individual's reflective condition 

and a socio-cultural condition of reflection, we can turn to Kierkegaard' s discussion of 

"reflection's envy" as "the negatively unifying principle in a passionless and very 

reflective age" (Kierkegaard, 2001, p.n). Envy, as a psychological response, is at once 

a recognition and a censor of excellence. Kierkegaard allows room for envy in a 

passionate age, providing the example of ostracism in Greece, stating, "It was practised 

in full consciousness of its dialectical implication, namely that ostracism was a mark of 

excellence" (Kierkegaard, 2001, pg.73). In that this form of envy is conscious of its 

implication, it does not level or destroy the excellence in question and, in this sense, is 

linked to the relationship of admiration. The envy of the present age, however, is 

described as characterless envy in that it remains unaware of its own meaning. "Envy, 

lacking character, does not understand that excellence is excellence, does not see that it is 

itself a negative acknowledgement of excellence but wants to bring it down, have 

excellence disparaged until it is in fact no longer excellence. And envy directs itself 

against the excellence that is, as well as against that which is to come" (Kierkegaard, 

2001, p.74). This sort of envy, Kierkegaard calls "reflection's envy". Characterless 

envy is able, through the power of reflection, to convince itself that excellence simply 

does not exist. When a present age individual is confronted with another individual's 

16
 



excellence or expertise, he suffers the painful, envious realization that this excellence is 

not his own; this is where reflection can step in to ease the individual of his envious 

suffering. Through the power of reflection, the individual's excellence can be 

rationalized away or re-explained in a way that brings the former hero down to average 

human size. For Kierkegaard, it is reflection's envy, which serves as the "negative 

unifying principle of the present age". As a result of the reflective condition, extended 

from one individual to an entire culture, a certain form of stagnation occurs. We saw that 

as a result of reflection's envy, all signs of excellence were rationalized away, so that 

everything remained on an equal, average level. This sort of stagnation of a culture 

plagued by a reflective condition is what Kierkegaard refers to as 'levelling', stating 

"This self-establishing envy is levelling, and while a passionate age accelerates, raises 

and topples, extols and oppresses, a reflective, passionless age does the opposite-it 

stifles and impedes, it levels" (Kierkegaard, 200I, p.74). 

At this point, three interrelated interpretations of the term, 'reflection', have 

been provided: reflection as synonymous with deliberation, reflection as an existential 

condition, and reflection as a socio-cultural condition. Reflection as an existential 

condition and reflection as a socia-cultural condition share some key characteristics. In 

both senses of the term, reflection, in its misuse, stifles and impedes action, decision, and 

consequently, identity formation. Secondly, this reflection was described as a reflective 

condition in that it was self-perpetuating. While both of these claims have been 

demonstrated with regards to reflection as an existential condition, it will be the task of 

the following section to substantiate these claims with regards to the present age, as a 

reflective and passionless age. In the following section, particular attention will be 
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devoted to the phenomenon of 'levelling', for this phenomenon serves as the particularly 

modern illustration of the sort of stagnation that results from a reflective condition. 
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Chapter 2 

The Levelling of Qualitative Distinctions 

Until this point in our discussion, the contrast between the age of revolution 

and the present age has been framed in terms of the dialectically opposed terms, passion 

and reflection. Kierkegaard extends this contrast between passion and reflection by 

introducing the contrast between "the qualitative differentiating power of passion" and 

"the ambiguity which enters into life when the qualitative distinctions are weakened by a 

gnawing reflection" (Kierkegaard, 1962, p.43). The problem of the present age and the 

specifically mldem version of a more general socia-cultural reflective condition is the 

' f II' , d" ,1eveIImg 0 qua ltatlve lstmctlons. 

I 
Before examining the present age phenomenon of levelling, it is first 

important to bi clear about the phrase, 'qualitative distinction'. The term 'qualitative 

distinction' is Lst understood in contrast to quantitative distinctions. While a 

quantitative dJtinction entails numerical value, a qualitative distinction differentiates 

between kinds If things. The traditional relationships that Kierkegaard discusses in Two 

Ages (i.e. kingl and subjects, fathers and sons, teachers and pupils) a~e all examples of 
. I 

qualitative distinctions. For Kierkegaard; the levelling of qualitative distinctions or the 

reduction of qULitative differences to mere quantitative ones serves as the defining 

I 
characteristic of the present age. 

11I we consider the example of the qualitative distinction between teacher 

and pupil, we can begin to see why present age levelling is a problem. The distinction 

between teachJ and pupil is not merely a question of different amounts of knowledge 

I 
possessed. Such a distinction would be only a quantitative one. To be a teacher not only 

involves knowJg more than the student, but rather to be a teacher is to know the 
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difference between the kinds of things which it is important to know and the kinds of 

things which it is not important to know. The qualitative distinction between teachers 

and pupils, therefore, rests upon another set of qualitative distinctions, namely that 

between trivial and important knowledge. For example, a teacher of the classics knows 

and embodies the qualitative distinction between important and trivial books. In order 

for this qualitative distinction to exist, there must be teachers who commit themselves to 

the practice of teaching, to the practices that embody this distinction. In this way, 

qualitative distinctions can have no existence independent of their being maintained 

through individual commitments. In other words, "The coiled springs of life 

relationships... exist only by virtue of the qualitatively distinguishing power of passion" 

(Kierkegaard, 2001, p.69). 

Kierkegaard's diagnosis of the central problem of the present age is that it 

levels qualitative distinctions. "While a passionate age accelerates, raises and topples, 

extols and oppresses, a reflective, passionless age does the opposite--it stifles and 

impedes, it levels" (Kierkegaard, 2001, p.74). We saw, with regards to reflection's envy, 

that all greatness or excellence could be brought down by rationalizing it away. With 

regards to the levelling of qualitative distinctions, this process of rationalizing greatness 

in order to bring it down takes place on a very fundamental level. This levelling served 

the interest of the envious individual, who, when confronted with greatness, suffered the 

pain of knowing that this greatness was not his own. The relationship between the 

teacher and the pupil parallels this situation in that such a relationship is necessarily 

hierarchical. It is the inequality between the teacher and the student that allows the 

relationship to remain standing. With regards to this example, how is reflection's envy 

direct itself "against the excellence that is, as well as against that which is to come" 
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(Kierkegaard, 2001, p.74)? Rather than rationalizing away the superiority of this specific 

teacher, the vital distinction, upon which the superiority of the teacher rests, namely the 

distinction between important and trivial knowledge, ca~ be rationalized away or, more 

precisely, it can be levelled, thus making all knowledge equally important. To say that 

all knowledge is considered to be equally important is to say that there exists no 

significant differences between types of knowledge and therefore, that all knowledge 

makes the same sort of difference to individuals. By bringing all knowledge down to 

equal standing, no individual could ever be considered superior in his or her grasp of 

important versus trivial knowledge. Through the levelling of all significant differences, 

reflection's envy is able to bring down not only the excellence that already exists, but 

also that which is yet to come. 

If all knowledge is considered to be on an equal level, however, how is the 

qualitative distinction between teachers and students to remain standing at all? When 

qualitative distinctions are levelled, the practices that once served to embody them lose 

their inherent meaning. Present age levelling as a problem for individuals becomes more 

apparent if we consider the relationship between individual identity and qualitative 

distinctions. We saw, with regards to the concept of passion that a passionate 

commitment served to shape the individual's consciousness, decisions, actions, and 

ultimately, his or her identity or sense of self. Ideally, it is this passionate commitment 

that differentiates one individual from others. In other words, being a differentiated 

individual involves laying hold of or committing oneself to qualitative distinctions. By 

committing oneself to the qualitative distinction between trivial and important 

knowledge, for example, an individual commits herself to the role of a teacher and 

therefore, stands as a member of the relationship between teacher and pupil. Being a 

Ju_-
21
 



differentiated individual rests upon the idea that qualitative distinctions make some sort 

of difference to me. By levelling qualitative distinctions and eliminating all significant 

differences, the present age does not only level greatness, but moreover, it undermines 

the very possibility of having and defining individual identities. If individuals cannot be 

differentiated qualitatively, on the basis of their commitments to qualitative distinctions, 

they can only be differentiated numerically or quantitatively, as mere "fractional parts in 

some quite trivial whole" (Kierkegaard, 1962, p.53). The problem of the present age can 

now be restated as the replacement of qualitative distinctions with quantitative ones. 

In A Literary Review, Kierkegaard defines levelling as: 

a quiet, mathematically abstract affair that avoids all fuss ...At the head of an 
uprising may be a single man, but no single man can take the lead in levelling, for 
then he would be the master and would have escaped the levelling. The single 
individual may assist in levelling, each in his own little group, but levelling is an 
abstract power and is abstraction's victory over the individuals. In modern times 
levelling is reflection's equivalent to fate in antiquity...The dialectic of the 
present age points to impartiality, and its most consistent if mistaken 
implementation is levelling, as the negative unity of the negative mutuality of the 
individuals (Kierkegaard, 2001, p.75). 

In this next section, I want to clarify what Kierkegaard means by the claim that levelling 

is an "abstract power" and "reflection's equivalent to fate in antiquity". The 

phenomenon of levelling is to be regarded as an "abstract power" in its relationship to 

reflection. Such a claim can be supported if we return to the contrast between the present 

age and the reflection and levelling that can be said to occur in the age of revolution. 

The age of revolution passionately and deliberately levelled traditional relationships. 

This process began with a normative critique of existing relationships, institutions or 

qualitative distinctions. The merits of such existing qualitative distinctions could be 

rationally assessed according to their success or failure to correspond with the age's 

driving revolutionary idea or principle. For example, perhaps the traditional qualitative 
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distinction between important and trivial literature could be shown to be inherently 

patriarchal, in that it discounted literature by female authors. With a driving idea of 

gender equality in mind, this traditional qualitative distinction could be critiqued and 

overthrown for the sake of some new qualitative distinction between important and 

trivial books that took into consideration those pieces of literature written by women. 

The levelling that takes place in the present age, on the other hand, is driven only by 

reflection and not by passion for an idea. While in the age of revolution, reflection or 

deliberation servedas a necessary step that led to decision and action (i.e. the levelling of 

one set of qualitative distinctions and the establishment of a new set to take its place), the 

reflection or deliberation of the present age continues on endlessly, leading only to more 

questioning and deliberation. Present age levelling can be regarded as an abstract power, 

insofar as traditional qualitative distinctions are at once levelled and replaced by a self-

perpetuating reflection. 

The description of levelling as reflection's equivalent to fate in antiquity implies 

that while the levelling process is not something for which individuals are directly 

responsible, it is somehow irresistible: 

No single individual (I mean no outstanding individual-in the sense of 
leadership and conceived according to the dialectical category 'fate') will be able 
to arrest the abstract process of levelling, for it is negatively something higher, 
and the age of chivalry is gone. No society or association can arrest that abstract 
power, simply because an association is itself in the service of the levelling 
process. Not even the individuality of the different nationalities can arrest it, for 
on a higher plane the abstract process of levelling is a negative representation of 
humanity pure and unalloyed. The abstract levelling process, that self
combustion of the human race, produced by the friction which arises when the 
individual ceases to exist as singled out by religion, is bound to continue, like a 
trade wind, and consume everything (Kierkegaard, 1962, p.55). 

In our earlier discussion of reflection, it was shown that an individual could be said to be 

consumed by a reflective condition insofar as the reflection grew to be self-perpetuating. 
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With regards to the individual, reflection was self-perpetuating in that it progressively 

undermined its only antidote, namely passion. With regards to reflection as a socio

cultural condition, the reflection becomes self-perpetuating in a different manner. First, 

as a result of the levelling process, we saw that reflection undermined the condition for 

the possibility of authentic selfhood insofar as it diminished the possibility of making a 

concrete commitment. To what can individuals commit if there remain no qualitative 

distinctions? No single individual can resist the levelling process because, within the 

present age, individual qualitative differences have already been levelled; present age 

individuals are, therefore, defined by the levelling process itself. In this sense, any 

resistance to levelling is necessarily parasitic upon this very process. This point can be 

further illuminated by examining Kierkegaard's assertion that the levelling process 

cannot be arrested by a society, nation, or association. 

In a passionate age, associations embodied or gave form to certain corresponding 

qualitative distinctions. In the present age, however, these qualitative distinctions have 

been levelled. Consequently, associations, rather than embodying qualitative 

distinctions, can only represent groups of individuals. However, due to the levelling of 

qualitative distinctions, individuals within the present age are differentiated only 

numerically (i.e. quantitatively). As a result, present age associations can represent only 

strength in numbers: 

Whereas in antiquity the mass of individuals existed, as it were, to fix the price of 
the excellent individual, today the monetary standard has changed so that in equal 
proportions about so-and-so many human beings make one individual, so that it's 
just a matter of getting the right number-then one has significance...Nowadays 
one understands that so-and-so many make one individual, and one quite 
logically counts oneself together with a few others (true, we call it uniting, but 
that is being polite) in the most trivial thing ...This is why in the end not even a 
very gifted person is able to liberate himself from reflection, for in the most 
trivial thing he soon realizes 'that he is only a fraction (Kierkegaard, 200I, p.75
76). 
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The present age phenomenon of levelling can be regarded as reflection's correlative to 

fate in that it is self-perpetuating; levelling is self-perpetuating insofar as it progressively 

undermines the possibility of resistance. 

In our discussion of reflection as a socio-cultural condition, the further 

claim was made that insofar as this condition was, in fact social and cultural, its resulting 

stagnation takes on a seemingly normative character so that subtle sanctions could be 

imposed upon individuals who deviate from this norm. I want to argue, alongside Jane 

Rubin (1984), that levelling's apparent normative character is reflectively derived from 

the aspirations for individualism and egalitarianism. Within the present age, it is the 

aspiration for egalitarian individualism that serves as the pervasive reflective justification 

for the levelling process; insofar as it serves as the reflective justification, it is perceived 

as the fundamental and normative cause of the levelling of qualitative distinctions. This 

claim will be supported by demonstrating that, at least at first glance, Kierkegaard's 

depiction of the present age is not drastically altered if we presuppose the aspiration for 

individualism and egalitarianism to be the cause. 

We can begin by drawing attention to the particular sort of qualitative 

distinctions that have been discussed so far. The qualitative distinctions of teachers and 

pupils, fathers and sons, kings and students, men and women, are all social and 

hierarchical. "To say that they are social is to say that the distinction... is one between 

social roles. To be defined by one of these social roles is to be socially defined rather 

than self-defined and to be defined as a member of a social class or group rather than as 

an individual. To say that these distinctions are hierarchical is to say that the two parties 

to the relationship do not have equal importance" (Rubin, 1984, p.30). These 

qualitatively differentiated relationships discussed by Kierkegaard, which are both social 
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and hierarchical, also rest upon a belief in the significance of inequalities between 

individuals. One's qualifications for roles of greater or lesser superiority lie, in part, in 

finite, quantitative differences between individuals. These differences are finite in that 

they involve determinate qualities of individuals, such as lineage, gender, or intelligence. 

These differences are quantitative in that individuals possess them in greater or lesser 

amounts, or possess them entirely or not at all (i.e. in the case of gender or lineage). The 

inherent inequality of this situation rests upon the fact that these differences are 

necessary ones. They are necessary in that they serve to define the individual, yet are not 

up to the individual's choosing and cannot be radically changed. In other words, 

individuals' qualifications for roles of greater or lesser superiority are determined, at 

least in part, by matters of fixed, temporal circumstance. Because these qualifications 

cannot be chosen or changed, the remaining option, with regards to the aspiration for 

equality, is to make the roles or relationships themselves equal. If all social roles within 

relationships are on an equal level, it follows that there are no concrete social standards 

for choosing to take on one role over the other. Consequently, the standards for such a 

decision must be individual ones. In this sense, we can see how the aspiration for 

equality logically leads to a type of individualism, in which "it is up to the individual to 

determine which roles make a difference to him on the basis of his individual qualities" 

(Rubin, 1984, p.36). This sort of individualism still rests upon the assumption that 

individuals are, in some sense, defined by their social roles. These social roles (all of 

equal merit), however, are individually chosen. Furthermore, this individual choice is 

still made on the basis of individual qualities; only, these individual qualities are all of 

equal merit. 
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According to Rubin (1984), this sort of individualism, inspired by the 

aspiration for equality, rests upon two unjustified assumptions. First, it is assumed that 

once traditional roles have all been made equal, there will still remain differentiated roles 

to be chosen. Secondly, it assumes that once these roles have been made equal, there 

will still be individual differentiating qualities, upon which to base the individual's 

choice. We can see the way in which the aspirations for equality and individualism lend 

way to levelling if we re-examine the example discussed previously of the qualitative 

difference between teachers and students. As stated, being a teacher meant embodying 

the qualitative difference between important and trivial knowledge. However, 

maintaining that possessing the ability to know this difference and not possessing this 

ability are regarded as equally important amounts to saying that there is no real 

difference between what is and is not important to know. In other words, there is no 

qualitative difference between important and trivial knowledge. Once this distinction 

.(between important and unimportant knowledge) is levelled, so too have the roles of 

teacher and pupil. What results is the absence of differentiated roles for individuals to 

choose. 

When qualitatively distinct roles exist, it is possible to identify individuals 

as possessing or 'not possessing the qualifications for fulfilling them. It is on this basis of 

qualitative distinctions that individuals can be differentiated qualitatively from one 

another. However, if no qualitatively distinct roles exist, one's qualifications lose their 

significance, in that they are no longer qualifications for anything at all. At this point, a 

further question must be raised: if qualitatively differentiated roles do not exist and, 

therefore, individuals cannot be said to possess finite qualifications for anything in 

particular, how are we to identify finite qualities in the first place? "How can an 
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individual be identified, for example, as intelligent or unintelligent if there is no 

distinction between the proper and improper objects of intelligence? What counts as 

intelligence? Indeed, why should intelligence be a quality at all? What determines what 

can and cannot count as a quality?" (Rubin, 1984, p.39). In the absence of qualitative 

distinctions, which establish qualitatively distinct roles, there can be no qualitatively 

distinct individuals. Instead, individuals can only be differentiated quantitatively, in that 

they are numerically distinct from one another. Here, we can understand the 

phenomenon of 'levelling' as the reduction of qualitative differences between individuals 

to numerical (quantitative) differences alone. 

It would appear, at this point, that the aspirations for egalitarian 

individualisminspired the levelling of the hierarchical differences between individuals 

and, as a result, created a situation in which individuals could only be differentiated 

numerically or quantitatively. Ifwe turn back to A Literary Review, we will find that 

our description of the present age, as constructed around the aspiration for egalitarian 

individualism, corresponds well with Kierkegaard's depiction of the present age in 

contrast to antiquity: 

The dialectic of antiquity pointed to prominence (the single great one-and then 
the crowd; one free and then the slaves); the dialectic of Christianity point for the 
time being to representation (the majority views itself in the representative; is 
liberated by the awareness, in a kind of self-consciousness, that it is they whom 
he is representing). The dialectic of the present age points to impartiality, and its 
most consistent if mistaken implementation is levelling, as the negative unity of 
the negative mutuality of individuals... In antiquity the individual in the crowd 
meant nothing at all-the man of excellence meant all of them. The present age 
points in the direction of mathematical proportionality, so that, in roughly 
proportional measure in all estates, so-and-so many make one individual 
(Kierkegaard, 2001, p.75). 

In antiquity, the individual was differentiated from the crowd on the basis of his 

superiority or greatness, while in "the dialectic of Christianity" one was differentiated 
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from the crowd in that he served as a representative. In either case, one's identity or 

individual differentiation entailed the value judgment of superiority or inferiority. In 

other words, the inequality between individuals was a necessary component of identity. 

Furthermore, these inequities were based upon qualities beyond the control of 

individuals. Superiority was not a characteristic open to all. Not everyone could be "the 

great one" or "the representative". In order for the qualitative difference between 

excellence and mediocrity to exist, only a select few could be "great ones". It would 

make sense, therefore, to draw a transitional link between antiquity and the present age 

by turning to the driving aspiration for an egalitarian individualism. 

Framing the levelling process in terms of the aspiration for egalitarian 

individualism can also correspond with and help to demystify Kierkegaard's assertion 

that levelling is an "abstract power" and "reflection's equivalent to fate in antiquity" 

(Kierkegaard, 2001, p.75). To refer to levelling as an abstract power is to say that it is a 

process that occurs over and above particular concrete actions. Such is the case with 

regards to the motivated levelling discussed above insofar as the result of the aspirations 

for individualism was the direct opposite of this intention. In striving for an egalitarian 

sense of individualism, a situation was created in which there could be no meaningful 

individual differentiation. Insofar as the results of the levelling process bear no direct 

relation to the individuals' intentions, levelling can be regarded as an abstract power. 

Levelling can be regarded as "reflection's equivalent to fate in antiquity" insofar as it is 

the inevitable result of unforeseen consequences. From this line of argumentation, Jane 

Rubin draws two possible conclusions: 

The first conclusion, which resonates well with Kierkegaard's use of the language 
of fate--and, by extension, tragedy--is that the levelling is an instance of the tragic 
problem of unintended and unforeseen consequences... The second conclusion, 
which resonates well with Kierkegaard's use of the word "reflection" to describe 
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the problem of the present age, is that the individuals involved in the levelling of 
the social, hierarchical qualitative qistinctions are fully conscious of the fact that 
the loss of these distinctions means levelling. However, faced with the choice 
between non-egalitarian, non-individual qualitative distinctions--of meaning at 
the expense of individuality and equality--or meaninglessness individuality and 
equality, they choose the later (Rubin, 1984, p.49). 

But, what if there was no necessary conflict between qualitative distinctions and 

individuality and egalitarianism? It is important to remember that the aspiration for 

individuality and egalitarianism led to a specific sort of individualism and equality. The 

individualism and equality characteristic of the present age were mere quantitative, 

numerical ones. Kierkegaard refers to this sort of equality as "the mathematical equality 

of the present age". Individuals within the present age have gained equality in that they 

all represent the same quantitative fraction of the whole. Without anything meaningful 

(i.e. qualitative) to distinguish the individual from the whole, individuals can only be 

differentiated numerically. Kierkegaard's unfavourable picture of the present age is 

often regarded as a conservative religious reaction to a changing liberal social structure. 

However, following my interpretation, Kierkegaard's critique of modernity is not a 

wholesale rejection of modernity as such, and neither are his criticisms ofpresent age 

individualism and egalitarianism rejections of individuality and equality as such; rather, 

as I will argue, Kierkegaard's vision of the authentic self of the present age implies a 

striving for a truly compelling notion of individuality and genuine equality. In response 

to the question of whether there can be qualitative distinctions, but not at the cost of 

equality, I want to argue that Kierkegaard would say yes, and in fact, it is only when 

meaningful qualitative distinctions are upheld can we even speak of equality and 

individuality in their strongest senses. What Kierkegaard points to in his critique is not 

the simple absence of individuality and/or equality, but rather the way in which these 

ideals have been hideously distorted within the present age. Within the present age, 
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individuality exists only as play-acting, sociality as levelling and sameness, and equality 

as only numerical. 

If these specifically present age notions of individualism and equality are 

not necessary consequences, then the aspiration for individualism and egalitarianism 

cannot be said to be the fundamental cause of the present age and a deeper story remains 

to be told. Insofar as there is no necessary conflict between meaningful, qualitative 

distinctions, between significant differences between individuals, and egalitarian 

individualism, such aspirations cannot be regarded as causes, but rather, as the reflective 

justification for present age levelling. With this reflective justification in place, present 

age levelling takes on a normative character, such that deviations from this norm can be 

regarded as the espousal of traditionalist and unfairly hierarchical values. 

At this point, an essential question still remains: if there can be qualitative 

distinctions which are both individual and egalitarian, then why have individuals not 

uncovered them? If there is no inevitable conflict between the aspiration for 

individuality and egalitarianism, then why does the present age continue to exist? The 

claim that knowledge of individual, egalitarian qualitative distinctions simply cannot be 

reached cannot be justified, for such a claim implies that such distinctions, in fact, cannot 

exist. If, on the other hand, the problem of the present age is merely a matter of improper 

knowledge, then the claim that present age individuals made the rational choice of 

meaningless individuality and equality over meaningful, yet non-egalitarian, non

individual qualitative distinctions falls short as well, for "if they were really aware and 

fully rational, these individuals would see that there is no conflict between reason and 

qualitative distinctions" (Rubin, 1984, p.51). The remaining possibility is that 

individuals in the present age actively resist this knowledge, thereby furthering the 
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illusion that their position is justified. This tendency of individuals to delude themselves 

in order to justify their own positions is a generalizable one, absolutely central 

throughout Kierkegaard' s authorship, not only to the self in despair, as articulated in The 

Sickness Unto Death, but also to the three lower spheres of existence. For the time 

being, however, I wish to continue the discussion of present age levelling in light ofthis 

observation. For Kierkegaard, the largest danger of the present age lies in the fact that 

present age individuals remain more or less willingly in a state of ignorance or delusion. 

For Kierkegaard, the passionlessness of present age individuals and their failure to make 

commitments that are long enough sustained and deeply enough rooted to shape one's 

consciousness, decisions, and identity serves the desired anonymous strategy of evading 

the question and necessity of taking a stand on who one is. At this point, the complexity 

of the present age levelling process can be revealed. The central problem of the present 

age was the reflective levelling of qualitative distinctions, whereby nothing substantial 

was put in their place. It has just been said that present age individuals resist the 

knowledge that this is a problem or that this problem is not outweighed by the successful 

aspiration for an egalitarian individualism. For Kierkegaard, this form of self-delusion 

takes on a decidedly social and cultural character only with the contributions of the 

present age public and press. In the following section, I will discuss Kierkegaard's 

notion of the public and the press and their role in the process of present age levelling. 

Throughout this section, I will argue that the public and the press playa role not only in 

levelling qualitative distinctions, but moreover serve to cover up the possibility of the 

very qualitative distinction that they level. The present age press and public cover up the 

possibility of these meaningful qualitative distinctions by providing the illusion of 

something substantial in the wake of their absence; it is this provided illusion of 
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qualitative distinctions that allows individuals to willingly submit to and actively 

participate in present age levelling. 
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Chapter 3
 

The Public and the Press
 

In A Literary Review, Kierkegaard asserts that, "For levelling really to 

come about a phantom must first be provided, its spirit, a monstrous abstraction, an all-

encompassing something that is nothing, a mirage-this phantom is the public" 

(Kierkegaard, 200 I, p.80). The public, as articulated by Kierkegaard, is a solely present 

age phenomenon, not found in the age of revolution. "In spirited times, times of 

passionate upheaval, even when a people wants to put the desolate idea of destruction 

and total subversion into effect, at least there is no public; there are parties and there is 

concreteness" (Kierkegaard, 2001, p.81). In the age of revolution, qualitative 

distinctions remain standing and, consequently, parties and association emerge to give 

them form. The press, in revolutionary times, then serves to represent these parties and 

associations and the qualitative distinction that they embody. "The press will in such 

times itself assume the concrete character of the disarray" (Kierkegaard, 200 I, p.81). In 

the present age, on the other hand, all qualitative distinctions have been levelled; 

therefore, there are no corresponding parties or associations. Instead, there is the public: 

The public is all and nothing, it is the most dangerous of all powers and the most 
meaningless: one may speak to a whole nation in the name of the public, yet the 
public is less than even a single quite unremarkable actual human being. The 
category of the public is that phantom of reflection whose trickery has made 
individuals vain, since this monster, compared to which the concretions of reality 
appear trifling, is something anyone can pretend to. The public is the age of 
common sense's own fairy-tale, in imagination it makes individual greater than 
kings over a people (Kierkegaard, 2001, p.83). 

And what, if not qualitative distinctions, gives rise to the public? 

It is only when no energetic association gives substance to the concretion that the 
press creates this abstraction, the public, composed as it is of unreal individuals 
who are not and never can be united in the contemporaneousness of a situation or 
organization, and who nevertheless, it is insisted, are a whole...The abstraction of 
the press, combined with the passionlessness and reflectiveness of the age, gives 
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birth to that abstraction's phantom, the public, which is the real leveller 
(Kierkegaard, 2001, p.81-83). 

The press, therefore, can be said to give rise to the present age public. And yet, if the 

press is to be regarded as an abstraction in the same sense as the public, it also cannot 

exist on its own accord, but rather, relies upon the existence of the public as its 

counterpart. 

The public, for Kierkegaard, represents levelling's most significant implication, 

namely "the ascendancy of the category of the generation over that of individuality" or 

"abstraction's victory over the individuals" (Kierkegaard, 2001, p.75), for the public is 

only an abstraction. "The public is not a people, a generation, one's era, nor a religious 

community, a society, nor such and such particular people, for all these are what they are 

only by virtue of what is concrete. No, not a single one of those who belong to the public 

has an essential engagement in anything" (Kierkegaard, 2001, p.83). To be a member of 

the public does not involve any commitment or engagement. This is not to say, however, 

that the present age public does not serve certain needs or interests of present age 

individuals. Present age individuals are able to derive a certain sense of comfort and 

security in the arms of the public. We saw, with regards to reflection as an existential 

condition, that reflection was misused as a means of evading choice and action. With 

regards to reflection as a socio-cultural condition, individuals can be said to possess this 

same interest in evasion. With the establishment of the public and the press, individuals 

can evade the responsibility of decision, not through incessant deliberation, but rather, by 

conformity to the ready-made opinions of the public: 

Someone who, with actual persons in the contemporaneity of the actual moment 
and situation, has no opinion of his own adopts the majority's opinion, or, ifmore 
inclined to be combative, the minority's. But not that the majority and the 
minority are actual human beings, and this is why resorting to them is supportive. 
The public, however, is an abstraction. To adopt the same opinion as these or 

35 



those particular persons is to know that they would be subject to the same danger 
as oneself, that they would err with one if the opinion were wrong, etc. But to 
adopt the same opinion as the public is a treacherous consolation, for the public 
exists only in abstracto. So, while there has never been a majority so positively 
certain of being in the right and having the upper hand as the public, this is but 
little consolation for the single individual, for the public is a phantom that allows 
no personal approach. If someone adopts the public opinion today, and tomorrow 
is booed, it is the public that boos. A generation, a people, a general assembly, a 
community, a man-all still have a responsibility through being something, can 
be ashamed of being inconstant and disloyal; but a public remains the public 
(Kierkegaard, 2001, p.82). 

Present age 'public opinion' is markedly distinct from the majority or minority opinion 

of an age of revolution, for the majority and the minority were comprised of actual 

individuals. The opinions of the majority and of the minority were the results of 

passionate adherence to a particular idea or principle. The present age public, on the 

other hand, exists only in abstracto. Who, then stands behind supposed 'public opinion'? 

Furthermore, if the present age public only exists in abstracto, who can be said to stand 

behind issues of 'public concern'? For Kierkegaard, it is the role of the present age press 

to create the illusion of issues of "public concern" and to provide individuals with the 

safe harbour of "public opinion". 

The press, however, does not claim to create such issues, but rather, claims to 

merely reflect back to the public what is already at issue for it. In this sense, the public 

and the press are both abstractions, both mirror images of one another. The appeal of 

this situation is that issues can be raised and stands can be taken, without anyone taking 

real responsibility for such claims or committing themselves to such issues. While the 

press claims to speak for the public, no concrete individual or group of individuals can be 

said stand behind those views of the public. The public, steered by the press, is a world 

in which anyone and everyone can, and is expected to, have an opinion and comments 

about all public matters, without needing any first-hand experience and without having or 

36 

ill
'---.---'~~-~-----~~~~~~~-~----=======~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~-



desiring any responsibility. Kierkegaard describes this reflective relationship of 

irresponsibility with the metaphor of an ownerless dog, to describe the press: 

The public in the same way keeps a dog for its amusement. This dog is literary 
contempt. If someone superior appears, even someone of distinction, the dog is 
prodded and the fun begins. The snapping dog tears at his coat-tails, indulges in 
all sorts of unmannerly rudeness-until the public tires of it and says, 'That will 
do now.' ...Thus the levelling occurs through a third party; nothingness's public 
has levelled through a third party which, in its contemptibleness, was already 
more than levelled and less than nothing. And the public is unrepentant, for it 
was not the public, it was the dog...And the public will be unrepentant, for it is 
not really they who have the dog, they only subscribe (Kierkegaard, 2001, pp.84
85). 

Not only do the press and the public provide individuals with the comfort of detached 

irresponsibility, moreover, they provide individuals with the grandiose illusion that, as 

members of the public, they are a part of something monumental. 

If we could assume that a whole generation had the diplomatic task of keeping 
time at bay, so that anything at all was continually prevented from happening yet 
all the time it seemed as though something were happening, then our age would 
unquestionably be achieving something just as prodigious as the age of 
revolution. Were someone to try the experiment of forgetting all he knew about 
the age, and the factual relativities by which habit so excites our expectations, and 
arrive as though from another world and read some book or other, newspaper 
article, or just talk to a passer-by, the impression he got would be: My God, 
something must be going to happen this evening-----{)r else something must have 
happened the night before last! As against the age of revolution, which acted, the 
present age is the age of advertisement, the age of miscellaneous announcements: 
nothing happens, but what does happen is instant notification (Kierkegaard, 2001, 
pp.6l-62). 

Viewed in a somewhat favourable or at least sympathetic light, one could 

make the argument that the press serves as a response to the meaninglessness of the 

present age, which results from the loss of meaningful qualitative distinctions. 

Kierkegaard describes the condition of present age individuals, stating "This inert crowd 

that understands nothing itself and has nothing it wants to do, this gallery-public, tries 

now to pass the time, indulging in the fancy that all that anyone does happens just so as 

to give it something to chat about" (Kierkegaard, 2001, p.84). The press, by creating 
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issues of public concern, can be seen as providing individuals with "something to chat 

about." However, Kierkegaard asserts that the public and the press play an active, rather 

than reactionary, role in the levelling process, referring to the press as that which "gives 

birth to that abstraction's phantom, the public, which is the real leveller" (Kierkegaard, 

2001, p.83). The public and the press, for Kierkegaard, seem to serve as the masters 

behind the levelling process. At this point, I wish to return to the argument that the 

aspirations for individuality and egalitarianism provide a reflective justification for the 

levelling of qualitative distinctions. In support of this claim, the possibility was raised 

that there could exist individual, egalitarian qualitative distinctions, but that individuals 

within the present age remained unaware of them, that reflection had some interest in 

covering up the possibility of individual, egalitarian qualitative distinctions. The 

levelling process, according to this line of argumentation, involves more than the mere 

breakdown of qualitative distinctions, but moreover, an active hiding of its tracks, an 

active covering up of the possibility of the very qualitative distinctions that it destroys. 

How, then, can the public and the press be regarded as playing a role in not only breaking 

down individual and egalitarian qualitative distinctions, but also covering up the 

possibility of their existence? In the final section of The Present Age, Kierkegaard 

provides an account of five individual, egalitarian qualitative distinctions and their 

collapse in the present age. These distinctions include: talk and silence, content and 

form, revelation and concealment, and objectivity and subjectivity. 

In the following section, I will discuss the qualitative distinction between 

talk and silence, form and content, revelation and concealment, flirtation and love, and 

objectivity and subjectivity. First, I will show that these distinctions are, in fact 

qualitative. I will then demonstrate the way in which they have been levelled in the 
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present age. This levelling will be presented not only as a problem for individuals, but 

moreover as a socio-cultural phenomenon, made possible with the aid of the public and 

the press. Within this section, I also wish to situate this conceptual or thematic 

description of the present age against the sociological backdrop of not only Copenhagen 

of the 1840's, but moreover, against that of contemporary American culture. I do so with 

the understand~ng that Kierkegaard's critique of modem culture points not to the isolated 

context of Copenhagen of the 1840's, but rather, to emerging socio-cultural trends. 

The argument could be raised, however, that the changes taking place in 

Copenhagen during the 1840's can hardly be considered relevant to a broader discussion 

of modernity and the changing nature of the city. Copenhagen has never been regarded 

as one of Europe's larger capital cities and, in fact, many in Kierkegaard's time and since 

have described the city as "a somewhat provincial capital, a mere market-town, a pale 

imitation of foreign models" (Pattison, 1999, p.2). However, perhaps the small scale of 

Kierkegaard's point of reference (and ours as well) can in fact be beneficial, revealing 

more clearly the patterns of development shaping the modem city (and its accompanying 

culture of modernity), patterns which would be less clear if we turned straightaway to 

larger capital cities such as London or Paris for examples. To the extent that these 

patterns of development do become apparent in this albeit limited scale, we can then 

assess their continued significance for our understanding and experience of 

contemporary modernity. 
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Contemporary Interlude: 19th and 20th Century Critiques of Modernity 

Kierkegaard's depiction of the present age serves as one critique of 

modernity among many. In order to appreciate the uniqueness of Kierkegaard's critique, 

as well as its ongoing relevance for our experience of contemporary modernity, I will 

offer a brief account of some of the alternative leading critiques of modernity, including 

the insights of 19th century thinker, Friedrich Schiller, along with the more contemporary 

critiques offered by thinkers from the Frankfurt School of Social Science. What these 

thinkers all share is a social critique founded upon a particular critique of modem reason. 

In what way can we understand Kierkegaard's critique of the present age as a critique of 

modem reason? As we saw within chapter l, when Kierkegaard describes "reflection" as 

the cause of the present age, he is referring not to reflection understood as rational 

deliberation, but rather to reflection's misuse in the service of an all-pervasive, 

anonymous strategy of existential evasion. Reflection serves this purpose insofar as it is 

used primarily as a tool for the levelling of qualitative distinctions. Kierkegaard's 

critique of modem reason, therefore, is best understood as a critique of groundless 

reason, of reason that is not anchored in passion. While many fruitful parallels will be 

drawn between Kierkegaard's critique of the present age and the competing critiques of 

modernity discussed below, I hope to show that Kierkegaard offers us a unique 

foundation of conceptual resources that is not only relevant to a contemporary discourse, 

but also overcomes some of the shortcomings and deficits of these competing and/or 

corresponding critiques. 

Friedrich Schiller: On the Aesthetic Education of Man 

Schiller's post-Kantian re-conceptualization of the self and freedom begins 

with a critique of modernity. Writing during the late 18th century, marked by the French 
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revolution and the reign of terror, Schiller makes the assertion that, the modem age is 

i! characterized by the choice between savagery and barbarity, what Schiller refers to as the 
I'
Ii 
I "two extremes of human depravity" (Schiller, 1982, p.25). Implicitly appealing to both i: 
I' 
I 

Hume's and Kant's conceptualizations of freedom and human agency (as Kierkegaard 

will do through the aesthetic and ethical spheres of existence), Schiller distinguishes 

between the "life drive" and the "form drive". Both drives are fundamental orientations 

human beings have towards the world. The 'life drive' is the drive to satisfy our desires. 

Following this orientation to the world, freedom and action is perceived as the freedom 

to act upon one's desires. Accordingly reason is understood as serving the strategic 

purpose of enabling one to satisfy the greatest number of desires to their greatest extent. 

In other words, via a 'life drive' orientation to the world, feelings govern reason. The 

I, "form drive," on the other hand, involves the rational or moral form of one's actions. 
, ' 

While the life drive referred to human desires, the form drive concerns our capacity to 

reason, to abstract from and contemplate the form of our actions. According to this 

model, reason governs sensibility. For Schiller, the modem individual and modern 

society is caught within this problematic binary, reason governed by feelings or 

sensibility governed by reason. Already, we are confronted with what I take to be the 

primary fundamental shortcoming of Schiler's critique, namely the appeal to the 

problematic assumed bifrucation between reason and emotion, cognition and willing. As 

is the case with the majority of the central texts of Western philosophy, Schiller 

perceives of the individual as fragmented into two fundamental and starkly separated 

capacities (i.e. for desire or feeling and for reason or reflection). As he states, "But man 

can be at odds with himself in two ways: either as savage, when feeling predominates 

over principle; or as barbarian, when principle destroys feeling. The barbarian despises 
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Civilization, and acknowledges Nature as his sovereign mistress. The barbarian derides 

and dishonors Nature, but, more contemptible than the savage, as often as not continues 

to be the slave of his slave" (Schiller, 1982, p.21). For Schiller, savagery involves 

individuals acting only on the basis of their animal desires or, in other words, acting only 

in accordance with the life drive. Within the context of late 18th century Europe, the 

violent uprisings of the disenfranchised lower classes served as a primary example of 

savagery on a sociological level. 

While the life drive lead, ultimately to savagery, the form drive goes on the skids 

to barbarity. For Schiller, the depravity of modem humanity is not a matter of 

insufficient reason. As he states, "Reason has accomplished all that she can accomplish 

by discovering the law and establishing it" (Schiller, 1982, p,49). Through our shared 

capacity for reason, we can and do come to know the good and/or the morally right. And 

yet, simply knowing the universal concepts is not enough. Within his critique, Schiller 

asks why it is that we can know the good, but fail to act on it. Why has reason not 

become a mobilizing force of social change? As Schiller states: 

[Reason's] execution demands a resolute will and ardour of feeling. If Truth is to 
be victorious in her conflict with forces, she must herself first become a force and 
appoint some drive to be her champion in the realm of phenomena; for drives are 
the only motive forces in the sensible world. If she has hitherto displayed so little 
of her conquering power, this was due, not to the intellect which was powerless to 
unveil her, but to the heart which closed itself against her, and to the drive which 
refused to act on her behalf (Schiller, 1982, p,49). 

As the ability to formulate and come to know abstract maxims or principles, reason alone 

is not enough to actualize the good. Reason, in other words, needs a champion in the 

realm of the senses. Without such a champion, the modem individual is condemned to 

live out the two false paths of modernity. Schiller's proposed solution to the central 

problem of modernity, which will be discussed at greater length later in this paper, 
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involves a third fundamental human capacity, which he refers to as the "play drive". Via 

an experience of beauty, the individual experences a sense of balance or harmonious play 

between her capacities for sense and for intellect. In doing so, the play drive releases 

individuals from the tight grip of the life drive and the form drive, or from desire and 

intellect. Schiller's proposed solution to the problem of human freedom within 

modernity will therefore rest upon the notion of aesthetic attunement and an appreciation 

of the emanicpatory potential of artworks. 

As I will argue in later chapters of this paper, Kierkegaard's 

conceptualization fo a religious consciousness will involve the suspension of both desire 

and intellect to a more primary moment of self-configuraion. In this regard, Schiller's 

conception of human thriving as aesthetic attunement or a play drive that releases 

individuals from the grip of desire and intellect, initially appears to resemble the 

movements of Kierkegaard's religious consciousness. However, one fundamental and 

absolutely crucial distinction remains. Schiller's critique of modernity, as discussed 

above, plays into a stark bifurcation of reason (form drive) and emotion (sense drive) or 

intellect and desire. The notion of a play drive stands in the service of such a bifurcation, 

addressing only how the individual is to utilize both fundamental human capacities in the 

right sort of relationship. As I wi11later argue, Kierkegaard will not buy into this 

distiniction and will claim instead that such a bifurcation, conceived as the complete 

story of human development, is an abstraction from a more primary and unified means of 

being in the world. In what will later be descibed as the suspension of both desire and 

intellect, Kierkegaard will present us with a model of the individual that is unified, rather 

than fragmented into two competing fundamental and universally shared capacities. 
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Kierkegaard's critique of modern reason as groundless reason introduces 

the term, 'passion'. It is tempting to conceive of 'passion' as synonymous with emotion 

or desire, and to therefore draw a thourough paralell between Schiller's and 

Kierekgaard's critiques. However,. as discussed within chapters 1 and 2, passion, for 

Kierekgaard, signfies not desire or an impulse of the will, but rather, a defining 

existential committment. What characterizes groundless reason or reflective levelling is 

not a matter of being torn between competing capacities; rather, Kierkegaard offers us a 

more complex motivational critique, pointing directly to present age individuals' misuse 

of reason as a motivated cover-up, as a means of existential evasion. 

Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno: The Dialectic of Enlightenment 

Much of the contemporary project of critical theory begins with a critique 

of modern reason and a dialectic inversion of enlightenment. Central to their critique of 

modern reason will be the assertion that human reason is not to be understood as the 

merely objective search for 'facts', but rather, all human reason is to be understood as 

grounded within certain fundamental human interests. The Enlightenment upheld reason 

and rationality as the means of liberation from the (illegitimately) dominating grip of 

dogmatic authority. However, what began as a striving for human emancipation quickly 

underwent a transformation to an equally repressive and dominating orthodoxy. For 

Horkheimer and Adorno, this aggressive dominating force is inherent to the very 

structure of Western reason and rationality. On this account, the history of civilization 

reveals a threefold pattern of domination: "First, domination over one's self, over one's 

own nature ... ; second, domination of the labour achieved by such disciplined and 

controlled individuals; and third, domination of outward nature, science, and technology" 

(Held, 1980, p.149). Modern reason, therefore, is to be understood as inextricably bound 
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to this vested interest in domination. Epistemologically, Horkheimer and Adorno's 
i: 

critical theory is directed towards a systematic critique of positivism or objectivist 

reason; methodologically, however, they were both aimed towards an ideal of 

interdisciplinary research. 

Both Horkheimer and Adorno, appealing explicitly to Marx's claim that our 

condition determines our consciousness, proceed from the presupposition that the 

structure of our empirical sciences, most notably positivist or objectivist and instrumental 

reason, is determined by the demands of the social labour process. These demands can 

be characterized as the progressive mastery and control over the natural world. As David 

Held describes, "The concern with exactness, calculability and foresight predisposes 

science to seek knowledge of a particular type and form, namely knowledge suitable for 

prediction and, therefore, technical control" (Held, 1980, p.167). As opposed to the 

"traditional" empirical sciences, critical theory was to be understood as theory that is 

aware of not only its societal context, but also its context of practical application. 
! I 

Performing this task sufficiently required an immense interdisciplinary approach, 

incorporating valuable insights from the fields of psychology, sociology, and political 

and economic theory. 

Both the contemporary critical theorists and Kierkegaard attempt to reveal 

the underlying interest central to the structure and application of modem reason. 

I ~ 
Horkheimer and Adorno's fundamental claim, that modem reason is characterized by a 

vested interest in domination and control, can bear ultimately fruitful feminist 

implications. To what extent does modem rationality serve as an inherently destructive 

or violent force? Contemporary feminist thinkers have been terrifically clear about the 

way in which the appeal to reason is itself a remarkable form of interpersonal violence. 

i: 
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Poststructuralist thinker, Judith Butler, appeals to many of the central claims of 

contemporary critical theory in revealing our traditional categorization (i.e. bifurcation) 

of sex to be founded upon the dominating and oppressive discourse of what she refers to 

as "naturalized heterosexuality" (Butler, 1999,p.234). And yet, it remains questionable 

the extent to which the critical theorists' wholesale rejection of modem reason as such 

leaves room for some notion of human thriving. The critical theorists will share much 

with Kierkegaard, particularly with regards to their critique of mass culture, to be taken 

up within the following section. However, by framing his critique of modernity in terms 

of a motivational critique, Kierkegaard is able to offer us a rich and sophisticated account 

of the misuse of reason as well as a corresponding model of human thriving, without 

necessarily rejecting modem reason as such. What we saw with Kierkegaard's critique 

of the present age was the utilization of reason (construed only as deliberation or 

reflection) for the sake of an all-pervasive and anonymous strategy of existential evasion. 

This project of existential evasion was played out at a sociological level by way of the 

levelling of qualitative distinctions, a process which served to preclude the possibility of 

commitment or passion (i.e. a ground for reason or reflection) from the start.. The 

notions of levelling and/or existential evasion are seldom touched upon by Horkheimer 

and Adorno; it is this underlying imperative and its expression via present age levelling 

that I wish to bring into our contemporary understanding of modernity. 

The most striking development of contemporary society, for Horkheimer 

and Adorno (as well as Marx of course) was the increasing integration of the working 

class into the advanced capitalist social structure. While Marx's theory of history 

suggested that the proletariat was to be the inevitable locus of revolutionary social 

change, the historical reality of the 20th century seemed to prove the contrary. If the 
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historical process in general progresses in such a way that the potential for reason 

embodied in the productive forces is released time and again in social conflicts, then, 

under the especial conditions of the present, the question arises as to precisely which 

mechanisms prevent the outbreak of such conflicts? Why is it that entire classes of 

individuals, subject to consistent and systematic disenfranchisement, were not forming 

an active resistance? What was it that allowed what appeared to be inevitable social 

conflicts to remain latent? Via a theory of 'mass culture', contemporary social theorists 

have sought to reveal the way in which socialized subjects of advanced capitalist society 

were not simply passive victims of some anonymous steering process, but rather, actively 

participated in their own societal integration. For an account of such a critique of mass 

culture, I will tum to Herbert Marcuse's, One Dimensional Man (1991). As will be 

shown, this analysis of mass culture will bear the most fruitful similarities to 

Kierkegaard's depiction of the present age. 

Herbert Marcuse: One Dimensional Man 

For contemporary critical theorists, Horkheimer, Adorno, and Marcuse 

especially, the modem individual is increasingly enmeshed in a world where capital is 

highly concentrated and the economy and polity are increasingly interlocked, resulting 

ultimately in a world dominated by economic demand.. Particularly after the emergence 

of an entertainment industry, the growth and expansion of mass media, and the blatant 

manipulation of culture by the Nazi party and other totalitarian regimes, the critical 

theorists saw a need for an assessment of the way in which ideals and beliefs are 

transmitted by popular culture. What was witnessed was the progressive undermining of 

the personal and private realm by the external socialization of the individual and the 

management and control of leisure time. This "sociology of mass culture" rested, in 

47
 

------UC------L _ 



large part, upon a critique of what Horkheimer and Adorno referred to as the "culture 

industry." The term, "culture industry," replaced the concept of mass culture or popular 

culture because, as Adorno states, "We wished to exclude from the outset the 

interpretation agreeable to its advocates: that it is a matter of something like a culture that 

arises spontaneously from the masses themselves" (Held, 1980, p.9l). For Horkheimer 

and Adorno, contemporary culture is not the product of genuine demands by concrete 

individuals or groups or individuals, but rather, "it is the result of demands which are 

'evoked and manipulated'" (Held, 1980, p.9l). The culture industry, driven by capitalist 

interests, produces goods for mass consumption, while significantly contributing to the 

determination of that consumption. It contributes to the determination of consumption 

through the manipulation of interests and the creation of "false needs". Herbert Marcuse 

distinguishes 'false' needs from genuine ones, stating: 

False are those which are superimposed upon the individual by particular social 
interests in his repression ... Their satisfaction might be most gratifying to the 
individual, but this happiness is not a condition which has to be maintained and 
protected if it serves to arrest the development of the ability (his own and others) 
to recognize the disease of the whole and grasp the chances of curing the disease. 
The result then is euphoria in unhappiness. Most of the prevailing needs to relax, 
to have fun, to behave and consume in accordance with the advertisements, to 

, :	 love and hate what others love and hate, belong to this category of false needs. 
(Marcuse, 1991, p.5). 

I 

By creating interests and manipulating needs, the culture industry, with the aid of the 

advertising industry, can claim to provide products (i.e. consumer durables) that will 

fulfill those very needs that it, in fact, created. 

It is precisely through this manipulation and creation of needs that modem 

individuals become increasingly yoked to the world of consumer culture. Marcuse' s 

most important contribution to contemporary critical theory, particularly for feminst 

critical theorists, weary of a stark separation and hierarchical ordering of reason over 
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emotion or interest, has been this focus on eros and on the culture industry's 

maniuplation of needs and interests. It is in this sense that Marcuse provides us with the 

resources necessary for enaging in a motivational critique, rather than solely a crtique of 

: 

i 
r 

the structure of modem reason as such. In the same way that Kierkrgaard's 'public' and 

'press' provide the illusion of qualitative distinctions when, in fact, none existed, the 

culture industry provides illusory sources of fulfillment, freedom, choice, individuality, 

and equality. Ifwe recall, Kierkegaard was not reacting to individuality or equality as 

such, but rather, the way in which the meanings of these terms have been hideously 

distorted within the present age. Herbert Marcuse reveals a similar phenomenon in One-

Dimensional Man, pointing first to the way in which consumer durables take the place of 

genuine individuality. "The people recognize themselves in their commodities; they find 

their soul in their automobile, hi-fi set, split-level home, kitchen equipment. The very 

mechanism which ties the individual to his society has changed, and social control is 

: : anchored in the new needs which it has produced" (Marcuse, 1991, p.9). As individuals 

identify themselves more and more with their commodities, commodities which are, in 

fact, available to everyone, any and all significant differences between individuals are 

leveled; the result is false sense of equality, an equality that is, at best, only quantitative. 

As Marcuse states: 

If the worker and his boss enjoy the same television program and visit the same 
resort places, if the typist is as attractively made up as the daughter of her 
employer, if the Negro owns a Cadillac, if they all read the same newspaper, then 
this assimilation indicates not the disappearance of classes, but the extent to 
which the needs and satisfactions that serve the preservation of the Establishment 
are shared by the underlying population. (Marcuse, 1991, p.8). 

i: 
r' 

The real danger and totalitarian control of such a society exists not merely in the fact that 

"genuine" equality and individualism or individual differentiation are undermined, but 

moreover, that false notions have stepped in to take their place, thus appeasing its 
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members with "euphoria in unhappiness." Our contemporary experience of modernity, 

characterized by rampant consumerism, individuals are no more than their commodities 

and freedom exists only as the freedom to choose between brand names and consumer 

durables. 

Marcuse's concerns regarding what he refers to as a "one-dimensional 

society," whereby the fundamental interests and needs of individuals are replaced by the 

demands of advanced capitalism, paralell some of Kierkegaard' s criticisms of the present 

age. If we recall, Kierkegaard's critique of the present age was not to be regarded as a 

rejection of individuality and/or egalitarianism as such; rather, what Kierkgaard reveals 

is the way in which the present age has hideously distorted the meanings of these terms 

and their ultimately illusory presence within the public and the press. Furthermore, as 

was revealed by not only Marcuse, but also by Adorno and Horkheimer, this process of 

complete social integration relied upon the active participation of the society's 

individuals. The particular role that Kierkegaard assigns to the press, with regards to this 

process will be taken up in greater detail within the following two chapters. However, 

the initial paralells should be apparent. Apart from these similarities, Kierkegaard's 

critique of modernity, as articulated with the Review, is strikingly distinctive. While the 

contemporary critical theorists were engaged in a wholesale critique (and rejection) of 

modern reason, as such, Kierkegaard' s focus will rest primarily upon present age 

indiviudals' systematic fleeing from the responsibility and dearnnds of se1fbood. His 

critique of modernity will rest not upon a rejection or critique of modern reason as such, 

but rather, he will turn to its misuse by present age individuals, who, on this account, 

maintain reason only in the service of this anonymous strategy of existential evasion. 

Furthermore, Kierkegaard is the only theorists who will discuss, at any length or detail, 
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the corresponding process of levelling qualitative distinctions. Before returning to 

Kierkegaard's account of the present age, I wish to offer a final critique of modernity that 

will combine some of the crucial insights of the Frankfurt School social theorists 

discussed above with an account of the evolution of the public and the press. In its focus 

upon the historical development of the public and the press, this critique can shed 

valuable light on Kierkegaard's claims. 

Jurgen Habermas: The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere 

Jurgen Haberms defines the public sphere as "a realm of social life in 

which something apraching public opinon can be formed," a sphere in which citizens can 

"confer in an unrestricted fashion-that is, with the guarantee of freedom of assembly 

and assciation and the freedom to express and publish their opinions-about matters of 

general interest" (Held, 1980, p.260). Habermas locates the beginning of the public 

sphere in the middle of the 18th century. Initially, the public sphere stood outside of the 

political realm; this was considered to be its source of power. Because public opinion 

was, in some sense, shielded from the partisan influence of political power, the public 

sphere served as a space in which ~ genuine public opinion could be formed. Of primary 

importance to the promotion of the public sphere was the maintanence of as many 

newspapers and journals as possible. As a result, "newspapers changed from mere 

institutions for the publication of news into bearers and leaders of public opinion-

weapons of party politics" (Held, 1980, p.261). Thus, the original function of the public 

sphere was an arena for free, rational, and disengaged discussion and the existence of a 

public sphere itself served as an essential feature of a free, democratic polity. During the 

mid-19th century (at the time of much of Kierkegaard's writing), the public sphere 

became increasingly democratized as the press extended the debates of the public to an 
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increasingly larger population. This democratization of the public sphere, accordidng to 

Habermas, "altered the social preconditions of 'public opinion' around the middle of the 

century" (Dreyfus, 1999, p.98). As a result of the proliferation of the press, the no longer 

solely elite public expanded and "the reign of public opinion appeared as the reign of the 

many and mediocre" (Dreyfus, 1999, p.99). Beginning in the last quarter of the 19th 

century, the public sphere underwent a transformation that Habermas characterizes as the 

"de-politicization" and "re-feudalization" of the public sphere. 

Habermas links the changing structure of the public sphere to four general 

modem capitalist developments. First, Habermas points to the commercialization of the 

media. "Journalism altered from an occupation motivated by conviction to one 
! I 

stimulated primarily by commerce" (Held, 1980, p.262). As a result, questions of a 

political, and therefore normative nature are excluded from the public sphere. Discursive 

will formation is eventually replaced by the creaation and manuplation of public opinion 

through publicity, public relations, and public opinion research. Genuine discursive will 

formation is replaced by conformity to a pre-packaged "public opinion". This trend was 

taken up most notably by Horkheimer, Adorno, and Marcuse, within their critique of 

mass culture and the culture industry. Secondly, Habermas points to the grown th large

scale economic organizations, whereby "large organizations compete with one another 

for a kind of political compromise with the state and with one another, excluding the 

public whenever possible" (Held, 1980, p.262). The growth of large-scale economic 

organizations, coupled with the increase in state intervention in order to stabilize the 

economy, further distances the public from the primary tasks of the policital realm. The 

public sphere no longer exists as a forum for discursive will formation or the articulation 

of political and normative ideals, for the primary tasks of the political realm appear to be 
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largely out of reach. Lastly, and more generally, Habermas links the disintegration of the 

public sphere to the expanding influence of instrumental reason in social life. For 

Hamemas, the dismantling of the public sphere not only changes the nature of politics, 

but moreover, undermines the capcity for any form of discursive will formation and the 

possibility of reaching any sort of intersubjective realization of normative goals. Much 

of Habermas's later works, thereofore, will involve an attempt to recaputre the orignal 

moral and political values of the public sphere. His primary concerem here is with the 
! : 

insufficient understanding ofrationality as purely instrumental and reason as only 

efficiency, rather than the sort of wholesale rejection of rationality as espoused by 
i 

II 
: I 

Adorno and Horkheimer. This critique of instrumental rationality will be brought about 

in more detail with my discussion of the breakdown of Kierkegaard' s aesthetic sphere of 

existence. 

While Habermas upholds the original structure of the public sphere as 

expressive of important moral and political virtures, Kierkegaard seems to reject the 

notion of 'the public' in its entirety. For Habermas, as well as thinkers like J.8. Mill and 

Alexis de Tocqueville, who feared the "tyranny of public opinion," what began around 

the middle ofhte 19th century lead to an unfortunate decline into conformism, from 

which the public sphere must be recaptured. And yet, this "tyranny of public opinion" or 

levelling to the common demoninator does not accurately describe the levelling proecss 

that Kierkegaard characterizes as central to the present age. If we recall, Kierkegaard's 

critique is not to be regarded as an elitist rej ection of democratization or the dissolution 

of authority within and between various social groups, for such phenomena are not 

problematic in themselves and may take place within an age of revolution. Rather, the 

sort of levelling that Kierkegaard refers to regards the way in which qualitative 
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distinctions are left standing, and yet are "cunningly emptied of significance." While 

Habermas turns favourably to the original structure and function of the public sphere, for 

Kierkegaard, the public itself, with the aid of the present age press, stands as the very 

source of this distinctive levelling process. Rather than a press that articulates the 

discursively formulated opinion of the public, Kierkegaard's present age press claims to 

speak for a public, to which no one can be said to genuinely belong. As Kierkegaard 

! i 
puts it more clearly within the Review, "It is only when no energetic association gives 

substance to the concretion that the press creates this abstraction, the public, composed as 

it is of unreal individuals who are not and never can be united in teh 

contemporaneousness of a situation or organization, and who nevertheless, it is insisted, 

are a whole" (Kierkegaard, 2001, p.81). What, for Habermas, appears to be a virture of 

the public, the ability for disengaged reflection and discourse, appears as a fundamental 

drawback for Kierkegaard. The present age public and press that Kierkegaard sees 

provide the conditions for a world of anonymous, uncommitted/irresponsible spectators. 

The real problem here is that the present age press claims to articulate the views of the 

public, and yet, no individual or group holds any sort of responsibility for those views. 

What are revealed to be mere abstractions, i.e. the public and the press, alleviate 

individuals from the responsibility of taking a concrete stand or making an actual 

committment to anything at all. 

While Kierkegaard' s critique of the present age bears some ini tial 

similarities to 19th century and 20th century critiques ofmodemity, his insights remain 

fundamentally unique. While Schiller's critique of barbarity initally appeared to paralell 

Kierkegaard's critqiue of groundless reason or of reason not anchored in passion, what 

we saw with Schiller was an appeal to and assumption of a stark bifurcation of emotion 
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and reason. As I will argue, Kierkegaard overcomes this problematic dichotomy, 

presenting us with a model of a unified self. Furthermore, we can see evidence of this 

claim, that Kierkegaard does not resort to the traditional dichotomy between emotion and 

reason, within his critique of the present age insofar as 'passion' is used to signifiy 

committment rather than impulse of the will. Horkheimer and Adorno's assesment of 

reason as an inherently dominating and violent force brings about issues that will be most 

pertinent to my later discussion of the breakdown of Kierkegaard's ethical sphere of 

existence, framed in terms of the breakdown of the traditionally understood autonomous 

and cognitive self. In terms of a critique of modernity, however, this first generation of 

critical theorists failed to address the more primary underlying existential issues that 

Kierkegaard brings to force. Horkheimer and Adornon do offer us the beginings of a 

critique of mass culture that is later taken up by Marcuse; this contemporary cultural 

critique will prove to be quite useful in bringing Kierkegaardian terminology to an 

assessment of our contemorary experience of the present age. Lastly, while Habermas 

seeks to restore the values central to the original structure and function of the public 

sphere, Kierkegaard will pose "the public" as a fundamentally problematic present age 

phenomenon. For Kierkegaard, the fundamental problem of the present age revolves 

around the levelling of qualitative distinctions and the pervasive vested interest in 

existential evaion, notions that have not been taken up in any significant detail since 

Kierkegaard. And yet, as I hope to reveal within the following chapters, Kierkegaard's 

unique critique of modernity, centered around the levelling of qualitative distinctions, 

bears as much, if not more relevance today as it did within the context of Copenhagen 

during the mid-19th century. 

*********************************************************************** 
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Chapter 4 

The Present Age and Everyday Life 

I. 

The first qualitative distinction which the present age collapses is that 

between talk and silence. "What is it to chat? It is to have repealed the passionate 

disjunction between being silent and speaking. Only the person who can remain 

essentially silent can essentially speak; only the person who can remain essentially silent 

can essentially act. Silence is inwardness. Talking forestalls essentially speaking, and 

reflection's utterance weakens action by stealing a mark on it" (Kierkegaard, 2001, p.87). 

To level the distinction between talk and silence is to regard anything and everything as 

! i	 an appropriate subject of conversation. In other words, there remains no difference 

between appropriate and inappropriate subjects. "Where mere scope is concerned, 

talkativeness wins the day, it jabbers on incessantly about everything and nothing" 
i! 

(Kierkegaard, 1962, p.69). To demonstrate the way in which talkativeness or chattiness 

is purely symptomatic of the present age's reflective levelling, Kierkegaard draws a 

contrast between present age and revolutionary age talk: 

In an age when individual are not turned inwards in religious inwardness, quietly 
content, comfortably satisfied, but in the relationship of reflection search 
outwardly and for each other, when no great even ties the loose ends together in 
the unanimity of great change-the talking beings. The great event gives the 
passionate age (for the two go together) something to speak about; all want to 
speak about the same one thing-the poets sing about nothing else, it is alone 
what conversations echo, the greetings of passers-by contain references to this 
one thing. It is one and the same. Chatting, on the other hand, has a great deal to 
chat about. And so, when the important event was over, when silence returned, 
there was at least something to remember, something to think about, while one 
was silent; whereas a new generation speaks of quite different things. But chat 
dreads the moment of silence that would make the emptiness plain (Kierkegaard, . 
2001, p.87). 
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To say, however, that perfecting the distinction between talk and silence is to speak of 

only one thing would be to reduce the qualitative distinction to a merely quantitative one. 

Kierkegaard demonstrates that this distinction is, in fact, a qualitative one by framing the 

discussion in terms of "the law of poetic production": 

Anyone who experiences something originally also experiences, through ideality, 
the possibilities of the same and the possibility of the opposite. These 
possibilities are his literary legal property. But his own private, personal actuality 
is not. His speaking, his producing, are thus borne by silence. The ideal 
perfection of his speaking, his producing, will correspond to his silence, and the 
absolute expression of that silence will be that the ideality contains the 
qualitatively opposite possibility. As soon as the productive artist gives up his 
own actuality, its facticity, he is no longer essentially productive; his beginning 
will be his end, and the first word already a sin against the holy modesty of 
ideality. A poetic presentation of this kind is therefore also, from an aesthetic 
point of view, a kind ofprivate talkativeness and can easily be recognizable by 
the absence in equal measure of its opposite. For ideality is to deal fairly with the 
opposite (Kierkegaard, 2001, p.88). 

For Kierkegaard, to speak about something is to offer a description of it or an 

interpretation of its significance. In order to wholly understand something, it is 

necessary to have an understanding of its opposite. Therefore, while a person may be 

inspired to speak out of unhappiness, he or she will: 

If genuinely initiated into ideality, have as great a preference for writing about 
happiness as about unhappiness. But the silence with which he brackets off his 
own personal actuality is precisely the condition of his gaining ideality; 
otherwise, despite all precautions, such as setting the scene in Africa, etc., he will 
be recognizable by his one-sided preference. For an author must certainly, like 
everyone else, have his private personality, but this must be his aduton, and just 
as one bars the entrance to a house by stationing there two soldiers with crossed 
bayonets, so the dialectical cross of qualitative opposites forms the equal dealing 
of ideality that prevents all access (Kierkegaard, 2001, p.88). 

To maintain the ideal distinction between talk and silence, with regards to literary 

production, is to offer a description or interpretation of a subject, which relies upon an 

understanding and interpretation of both the subject and its opposite. So, an author 

attempting to describe suffering would be able to describe happiness as well. However, 

57
 



if an author writes simply to draw attention to the fact that he or she has personally 

suffered, the depiction of suffering will significantly outweigh that of happiness. 

Consequently, no real information regarding happiness or suffering will come to light as 

a result of the author's works. Rather, only the fact that this particular author has 

suffered will come across with any clarity. For Kierkegaard, this is an inappropriate 

subject for public talk. To maintain the qualitative distinction between talk and silence, 

with regard to literary or poetic production, is therefore to speak of a subject, while 

remaining silent about one's particular relationship to the subject at hand. Thus, the 

perfection of talk necessarily rests upon the perfection of silence. 

The perfection of silence, upon which the perfection of talk necessarily 

rests, entails quite simply that one perfect the art of listening. One cannot truly speak, in 

a meaningful sense, without also being able to remain silent long enough to hear the 

voice of the other. Jean-Francois Lyotard makes a similar claim, stating, "For us, 

language is first and foremost someone talking. But there are language games in which 

the important thing is to listen, in which the rule deals with audition. Such a game is the 

game of the just. And in this game, one speaks only inasmuch as one listens, that is, one 

speaks as a listener, and not as an author" (Young, 1990, pA). Within a contemporary 

American setting, to what extent can we pinpoint a systematic and pathologic disregard 

for the necessity of listening? I want to argue that the levelled distinction between talk 

and silence is most clearly evident within our contemporary monological 

conceptualisations ofjustice. Within her work, Justice and the Politics of Difference, Iris 

Marion Young (1990) identifies this paradigm of moral reasoning as consisting in 

"adopting an impartial and impersonal point of view on a situation, detached from any 

particular interests at stake, weighing all interests equally, and arriving at a conclusion 
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which confonns to general principles of justice and rights, impartially applied to the case 

at hand" (Young, 1990, p.96). John Rawls's theory ofjustice provides the best example 

of such a paradigm. According to his account, the individual is to approach questions of 

justice from what he refers to as the "original position". Under what Rawls deems "the 

veil of ignorance," morally reasoning agents are to approach questions ofjustice under 

the assumption that they do not know from what particular social position they might 
, , 

, i 

happen to inhabit. The veil of ignorance is designed to remove any and all 

differentiating characteristics among individuals, thereby ensuring that all moral reason 

will come from identical assumptions and the same universal point of view. In other 

words, Rawls's conception ofjustice as necessarily impartial requires the morally 

reasoning subject to take on a fundamentally disinterested stance. This sort of 

detachment from one's particularities, conceived as necessary for moral reasoning, rests 

upon the assumption of individuals as fundamentally self-interested. As Young 

characterizes it, "[Rawls] interprets the process of choosing principles as a bargaining 

game in which individuals all reason privately in terms of their own interests. This 

bargaining game model does presume a plurality of selves; each subject reasons in tenns 

of its own interest along with the full knowledge that there is a plurality of others doing 

the same with whom it must come to agreement" (Young, 1990, p.1 01). Such a 

conceptualisation ofjustice, as necessarily detached from anyone individual's 

particularity is certainly compatible with the very structure of the American legal system. 

Michel Foucault points to this parallel, describing the American courtroom as follows: 

A table, and behind this table, which distances them from the two litigants, the 
'third party,' that is, the judges. Their position indicates firstly that they are 
neutral with respect to each litigant, and secondly this implies that their decision 
is not already arrived at in advance, that it will be made after an aural 
investigation of the two parties, on the basis of a certain conception of truth and a 
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certain number of ideas concerning what is just and unjust, and thirdly that they 
have the authority to enforce their decision. (Young, 1990, p.96) 

How does such a conceptualisation ofjustice, so pervasive within the 

contemporary American setting, imply a levelled distinction between talk and silence, or 

more specifically, a fundamental disregard for the necessity of listening (Le. silence) in 

relation to talk? I want to argue, alongside Iris Marion Young (1990), that the 

requirement that participants approach conversations of justice from mutually 
I' 

disinterested positions precludes any of the participants from genuinely listening to 

and/or receiving others' expressions of their particular desires, interests, or outright 
/

I 

demands. Insofar as principles of justice are to be articulated monologically by a 

theoretical universal rational agent, the ideal of impartiality rules out genuine discussion 

and interaction between and among individuals. Rawls's theory of justice has been 

criticized for its reliance upon a theoretical individual, set apart from any particular 

history, gender, class, race, religion, etc. It has been argued that such an ideal is, in fact, 

an idealist fiction insofar as one's consciousness cannot be separated from one's identity 

in this manner. In response, many have attempted to reconceptualize Rawls's 

understanding of impartiality, suggesting that rather than think of impartiality as a "view 

from nowhere," one can arrive at the same ideal result by thinking in terms of a "view 

from everywhere". Susan Orkin, for example, reconstructs Rawls's idea of the original 

position as "a reasoning process that takes account of all the particular positions and 

perspectives in the society in order to arrive at the just outcome" (Young, 1990, p.l 05). 

Such a move is, I,want to argue, no more possible than and as equally problematic as its 

former counterpart. This construction of a "particularist account of impartiality" still 

assumes that from my particular position, I can adequately assume, understand, and 

empathize with the feelings and perspectives of others inhabiting radically different 
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social positions. We can see this assumption played out, for example, in recent 

presidential debates. What authority can two white, heterosexual males, speaking about 

the condition of women, gays, lesbians, or transgendered individuals possibly possess? 

The assumption that I can speak with authority on behalf of or even about the condition 

of various other social groups denies any radical difference between individuals and 

between social positions. Moral reasoning and social justice of course entails empathy 

with the needs and interests of others; however, I want to argue that the needs, interests, 

and perspectives of those others are not accessible monologically, but rather, require a 

genuine discourse. Furthermore, as Young asserts, "It is impossible to reason about 

substantive moral issues without understanding their substance, which always 

presupposes some particular social and historical context; and one has no motive for 

making moral judgments and resolving moral dilemmas unless the outcome matters, 

unless one has a particular and passionate interest in the outcome" (Young, 1990, p.l 04). 

While moral reasoning certainly involves a degree of reflection and distance from one's 

particular impulses and desires in order to consider them as standing in a fundamental 

relation to the interests of others within a community, this process of reflection need not 

necessarily require the adoption of a point of view that is the same for everyone. 

Fundamental to questions of justice are the vested interests and needs ofparticular 

individuals, situated and formulated against a backdrop of a particular social and 

historical context. Not only is it impossible to speak about justice without understanding 

its substance, but moreover, to do so does significant damage to arguments brought about 

from a truly passionate and engaged perspective by dismissing such arguments as 

"subjective", "opinionated", or "biased". Questions ofjustice, therefore, must include 

the questions of what fundamental needs and interests are or are not being met. Raising 
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such questions and fonnulating adequate answers cannot be done from a disinterested or 

impartial stance. Rather, a truly compelling notion of justice and democracy must 

involve a fundamental receptivity to the other. As such, any reflection upon justice must 

begin "in a hearing, in heeding a call, rather than in asserting and mastering a state of 

affairs" (Young, 1990, p.5). In other words, we can only speak ofjustice when we know 

when and how to remain silent long enough to hear one's call. 

For Kierkegaard, the relationship between talk and silence rests upon 

another qualitative distinction, which in the present age, has been levelled. Another way 

of saying that in the present age, there remains no distinction between appropriate and 

inappropriate subjects for talk is that the distinction between public and private has been 

levelled. 

With gossip, therefore, the vital distinction between what is private and what is 
public is obliterated, and everything is reduced to a kind ofprivate-public gossip 
which corresponds more or less to the public of which it fonns part. The public is 
public opinion which interests itself in the most private concerns. Something that 
nobody would dare to tell to a gathering, that nobody could talk about, and which 
even the gossips would not like to admit to having gossiped about, can perfectly 
well be written for the public and, as a member of the public, people may know 
all about it (Kierkegaard, 2001, p.72). 

At this point, the levelling role of the public and the press becomes increasingly 

apparent. At the time of his writing, Copenhagen was growing in size and taking on the 

fonn of a metropolitan city. As a result, Kierkegaard also witnessed the birth of the 

modern, urban press. The Copenhagen papers ofKierkegaard's time, such as Adresse-

Avisen and Politi- Vennen and, of course, the Corsair, took on the role of passing on what 

we might call 'the talk of the town' (Pattison, 1999, p.16). In this way, Kierkegaard's , 

depiction of the press as providing the public with nothing more than mere gossip is 

brought to light. And yet, Kierkegaard sees as problematic not only the role of the press 

in passing on "the talk of the town," but moreover the very structure of the modern urban 
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press is to be regarded as symptomatic of the present age. The development and 

expansion of the modern city not only provided the modern press with an attentive 

audience, but also it provided a distribution population large enough to sustain 

publication in an era prior to the construction of mass railway systems, which made daily 

nation-wide distribution a possibility. The press that Kierkegaard refers to in the Review 

belongs to this urban stage of development, rather than the national and multi-national 

publications we see today. In his study, The Newspaper: an International History, 

Anthony Smith states, "The city represented a concentration of activity... in which there 

arose the sense of a world of public affairs on which citizens could take intellectual or 

moral positions"(Pattison, 1999, pp.16-17). These so-called 'public affairs', however, 

were not necessarily affairs that directly affected individuals, as members of a concrete 

public. These affairs were only truly public in that the press made them publicly known. 

Furthermore, as discussed earlier, a central problem of the urban press, for Kierkegaard, 

was not only that it created illusory issues of public concern, but also, it created a 

situation in which it appeared as if stands were being taken, yet no one had to take 

responsibility for them. These public affairs were such that individuals could know and 

form opinions about them anonymously. These opinions are anonymous in that they 

regard issues brought forth by the press and not through the actual interests of 

individuals; these opinions are also to be regarded as anonymous insofar as suitable 

opinions are provided to present age individuals by the press. If we extend the 
, 
i: 

distribution of publications from an urban setting to a national or multi-national setting, 

an even greater degree of anonymity and irresponsibility is made possible. 

It is not difficult to find contemporary examples of this sort of large-scale 

public-private gossip, driven by the press. The creation of Hollywood, along with the 
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idolization of "Hollywood stars" provides the most obvious example of this 

phenomenon. Consider, for example, the way in which the private lives of public 

Hollywood figures become issues of "public concern". First, these public figures are 

only truly public in that the press has made them so. Their private lives are only 

interesting due to the fact that they are public figures. In this sense, "something that 

nobody would dare to tell a gathering...can perfectly well be written for the public and, 

as a member of the public, people may know all about it." When the private life of a 

public figure is made an issue of "public concern", what results is the creation of an 

illusory issue, about which members of the public are expected to have an opinion. 

However, this issue is really no issue at all. It is at this point that a cultural critique, as 

performed by Horkheimer, Adorno, and particularly Marcuse, becomes especially 

important to our understanding of present age levelling. To what extent do our popular 

modes of entertainment express an all-pervasive strategy of existential evasion? 

Moreover, to what extent do our popular modes of entertainment effectively eviscerate 

passion from the start? 

What makes theses issues of public concern particularly appealing to the 

public is that anyone can have an opinion about them. There are no qualifications for 

knowing and having an opinion about the private affairs of public figures. "Real 

publics," as Jane Rubin describes, "-an art public, a political public, a sports public, an 

intellectual public-are differentiated by their abilities to talk about a particular subject 

in the terms proper to it. They therefore presuppose the existence of definite subjects of 

different kinds of knowledge and opinion which are appropriate to them" (Rubin, 1984, 

p.72). Furthermore, these "real publics" are comprised of differentiated individuals, 

differentiated by their ability to form knowledge and opinions about definite subjects. 
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Within the present age, on the other hand, there exists only an undifferentiated public, to 

which all undifferentiated individuals belong. Consequently, the present age public does 

not talk about definite subjects, but rather gossips about the private lives of public 

figures. This situation parallels that of the author who, rather than discuss the definite 

subject of suffering, only calls attention to the fact that s/he has suffered. If the private, 

particular experiences of a publicly known individual did, in fact, raise issues appropriate 

for public discussion,it would be possible to discuss and fonn opinions about them with 

no reference to the particular individual in question. This is not the case in the present 

age. As Kierkegaard states, "People's names are always mentioned and they are people 

whose trivial way of life is interesting because of their names. People who are talkative 

certainly chatter away about something and, indeed, their one wish is to have an excuse 

for more gossip, but the subject is non-existent from the ideal point of view" 

(Kierkegaard, 1962, p.71). The press can be regarded as actively covering up the 

possibility of a distinction between public and private in that it presents, to the public, 

issues of mere gossip as though they were important issues of genuine public concern. 

As a result of the press' creation of such non-issues, individuals within the present age 

public can feel as though they have come to know and fonn an opinion about something. 

And yet, this something, this subject is "non-existent from the ideal point of view." By 

coming to know and fonn an opinion about a piece of mere gossip, individuals do not 

really come to know anything definite and distinct. In contrast to the "real publics" 

discussed above, the present age public does not talk about definite and distinct subjects, 

but rather only gossips about the private lives of public figures. If individuals do not 
, , 

possess any definite and distinct knowledge, they cannot join definite and distinct 

publics, nor can they establish definite and distinct identities on the basis of this 
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knowledge. "Instead of personal opinions about public subjects, they have vicarious 

experiences of the private experiences of public figures" (Rubin, 1984, p. 74). As a 

result, due to the levelling of the distinction between public and private, individuals 

remain undifferentiated members of an undifferentiated public. Furthermore, what 

appears, at least initially, to be a simple reversal of the terms, private and public, is in 

fact a destruction of the distinction. "Private matters become public insofar as everyone 

knows about them and is expected to have an opinion about them. But this means that 

these matters are private only in the impoverished sense that they are not really public" 

(Rubin, 1984, p.75). These matters are private in that they are issues of private 

experience, yet due to the fact that they are publicly known, they cannot be regarded as 

truly private. They are public, but only in the impoverished sense that they are no longer 

private. 

II. 

The second qualitative distinction which the present age collapses is that 

between form and content. "What is formlessness? It is the repealed passionate 

distinction between form and content, which therefore, in contrast to insanity and 

stupidity, may contain truth, but the truth it contains can never be essentially true. 

Formlessness will be able to expand in extensity, comprehensively, attacking on all 

fronts, in contrast to essential content which has the inadequate limitation of its firmness, 

if you will, intensively present in self-deepening" (Kierkegaard, 2001, p.90). "Essential 

content," for Kierkegaard, is necessarily limited in its scope. The limited scope of 

content is precisely what gives it meaning and significance. A concept such as the theory 

of relativity, for example, can only bear meaning with regards to the world of physical 

objects. If applied to all areas of existence, the concept would lose its real meaning. In 
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other words, formlessness involves the unlimited application of a concept to all areas of 

existence. Kierkegaard's specific focus throughout his critique of the present age has 

been the dichotomy between action and reflection. Consequently, he finds the most 

significant expression of present age formlessness in individuals' propensity towards 

"acting on principle." 

The universality of formlessness in a passionless but reflective age is expressed, 
moreover, not only by the fact that the most varied ideas are found dallying in the 
same company but by the diametrically opposite fact that people find a 
paramount longing for and pleasure in 'acting on principle'. A principle, as the 
word indicates, is what comes first, i.e. the substance, the idea in the undeveloped 
form of feeling and of enthusiasm which drives on the individual by its own inner 
power. That is entirely wanting in a passionless individual. To him a principle is 
something purely external for the sake of which he does one thing as willingly as 
another, and the opposite of both into the bargain. The life of an individual 
without passion is not the development of a self-revealing principle. On the 
contrary, his inner life is something hurrying along, always on the move and 
always hurrying to do something 'on principle'. A principle, in that sense, 
becomes a monstrous something or other, an abstraction, just like the public 
(Kierkegaard, 1962, p.73). 

With regards to action, 'content' refers to what a person does, while 'form' refers to how 

the individual does whatever it is she happens to do. In order to maintain the ideal 

relationship or qualitative distinction, form and content must rely upon one another. 

One's actions cannot have form without content and vice versa. As discussed with 

regards to the age of revolution, one's motive, commitment or passion can serve to give 

one's actions content. How is it that an individual expresses this content? What gives 

form to one's actions is the expression of their content. "Thus if a woman in a fit of 

boredom were to get the idea of adorning herself and dressing up gorgeously, this would 

be lack of form for the simple reason that there would be no idea behind it" 

(Kierkegaard, 2001, p.58). How is this formlessness of action regarded as a symptomatic 

condition of present age individuality? Within the present age, individuals are engaged 

not in the unending task of selfhood, which rests ultimately upon passionate 
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commitments and relations; rather, present age individuals, as Kierkegaard sees them, are 

engaged only in playacting, in the picking up and disposing of various disconnected 

social roles, professions, projects, etc, without ever really committing to any of them. If 

present age individuals refuse to truly commit to any particular person, ideal, or social 

role, then their actions cannot be differentiated in any meaningful way and instead, 

anything goes. 

At this point, we can see the inherent exclusiveness of fonn and content. Content 

is necessarily limited in its scope. In order to be committed to something in particular, 

there must be other things that one is not committed to. The limited content of one's 

actions places a necessary limit on the fonn of one's actions, insofar as some actions will 

serve as expressions of that content, while other actions will not. In this sense, upholding 

the qualitative distinction between fonn and content provides a basis upon which one 

qualitatively differentiates his or her actions. To illustrate this point, we can return to the 

contrast between the age of revolution and the present age. For both ages, "acting on 

principle" entails something strikingly different. The events that took place in a 

revolutionary age possessed form, in that they were the concrete expressions of the 

driving revolutionary ideals or principles of the time. "A principle, as the word indicates, 

is what comes first, i.e. the substance, the idea in the undeveloped fonn of feeling and of 

enthusiasm which drives on the individual by its own inner power" (Kierkegaard, 1962, 

p.73). This content of the age of revolution allows us to differentiate between those 

events that are definitive of the age and those that are not. In the present age, however, 

this substance or idea in the undeveloped fonn of feeling and enthusiasm is entirely 

lacking in the individual, and rather, "everything becomes permissible for the sake of 

principle...For the sake of principle one can do anything, take part in anything, and be 
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oneself an inhuman neither one thing nor the other" (Kierkegaard, 2001, p.91). For 

example, consider the endless array of contemporary pop culture icons whose actions are 

heralded as "progressive" or "feminist". The late 1990's British pop band, "Spice Girls," 

comes to mind here. The spandex clad group of five women reached its highest 

popularity among pre-teen to teenage girls by boasting the message of "girl power!". 

And yet, we must ask, are we really witnessing a feminist revolution at the level of pop 
I' 

I 

culture, or has the empowerment of women been watered down to the meaningless 

notion of "girl power" in order to sell more albums. Is the phrase, "girl power," an 

underlying passion and driving ideal, or empty rhetoric? Has the very real ideal of 

feminist empowerment remained as "something external," on the basis of which one can 

do "this and that and also the opposite"? What this levelled distinction between form and 

content implies is that we lack the terms to make such a distinction between meaningful 

statements or actions and formless rhetoric. The levelling of qualitative distinctions, 

particularly that distinction between form and content, is especially dangerous for truly 

revolutionary social and political movements. In levelling the distinction between form 

and content, we not only lose the ability to differentiate between meaningful statements 

and formless rhetoric, but also, we lose the ability to distinguish between "genuine" 

revolutionaries and individuals merely play-acting at feminism. What the levelling of 

qualitative distinctions does render possible, however, is the co-opting of anything 

revolutionary, anything damaging to the present structure of the present age. 

Within the present age, principles do provide one's actions with form, but rather, 

provide a reflective means of endowing undue significance to trivial, formless acts. As 

Kierkegaard states: 

A harmless nobody suddenly becomes a hero 'for the sake of principle' .. .If a 
man 'for the sake of principle' were to have a little button sewn on the breast 
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pocket of his coat, that trivial and perfectly reasonable precaution would suddenly 
acquire tremendous importance-not improbably, a society would be founded on 
the strength of it. . .In this way everything becomes permissible for the sake of 
principle; and just as the police 'in the line of duty' enter many places where 
others are not admitted, and just as one cannot conclude from their presence there 
anything about a policeman's person, so too can one do everything on principle 
and evade all personal responsibility (Kierkegaard, 200 I, p.91). 

At this point, we can see the way in which present age levelling presents itself as both a 

social problem and also a problem for individuals. If we recall, the events of a 

revolutionary age (i.e. the overthrowing of certain qualitative distinctions) had form in 

that there existed some unifying content or ideal, to which individuals were passionately 

committed. Qualitative distinctions were overthrown and rebuilt for the sake of these 

unifying principles. In an age without passion, on the other hand, qualitative distinctions 

were overthrown for the sake of none at all. The present age could be described as 

formless in that its levelling of qualitative distinctions was not the result or expression of 

any unifying passion or content. At the same time, this formlessness of the present age 

presents a problem for individual differentiation. Ifwe recall, to uphold the qualitative 

distinction between form and content is to provide a qualitative basis for differentiating 

one's actions; some actions make a meaningful difference to the individual, while other 

actions do not. Within a revolutionary age, "acting on principle" was an expression of 

this upheld qualitative distinction. For present age individuals, "acting on principle" 

does not serve to differentiate one's actions, but rather, makes anything and everything 

permissible. The differentiation of one's actions relies upon the differentiation of one's 

passions or commitments. Lacking both differentiated actions and differentiated 

principles or passions, individuals in the present age lack anything that can serve to 

differentiate them qualitatively from anyone else. Therefore, the levelled qualitative 

i, 
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distinction between fonn and content presents a situation in which individuals remain 

undifferentiated members of an undifferentiated public. 

How does the press playa role in the levelling of the qualitative distinction 

between form and content? If we tum back to the contrast between the press 

characteristic of the age of revolution and the press of the present age, this levelled 

distinction can be illuminated in more clarity. According to Kierkegaard, within the age 

of revolution, parties emerged, in support of either traditional values or revolutionary I 

! , 

ones. "In spirited times, times of passionate upheaval, even when a people wants to put 
Ii 

the desolate idea of destruction and total subversion into effect, at least there is no public; 

there are parties and there is concreteness. The press will in such times itself assume the 

concrete character of the disarray" (Kierkegaard, 2001, pp.80-81). The press, in such 

times of destruction and upheaval, emerges to support one party or another. In the 

present age, as Kierkegaard sees it, there are no central ideas to give the age, and its 

individuals, fonn and content. Consequently, parties in support of an idea or principle do 

not emerge. The press does not serve to support one idea or another, but rather reports 

on "all the news that's fit to print". By refusing to limit its scope to a particular driving 

idea or even an area of expertise, the press can cover and provide present age individuals 

with an immense ground of material, yet does so only from a distanced, detached, 

observer perspective. The press, therefore, can claim to only objectively report the facts 

without anyone taking any fonn of responsibility for them. We can tum to the editorial-

opinion section of any newspaper in order to see that present age individuals, not by 

virtue of any particular qualifications, but only by reading the news, can then fonnulate 

an opinion about an endless array of subject matter. In this sense, the present age press 

and public gain in scope what they lose in intensity. 
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III. 

The third qualitative distinction that the present age collapses is that 

between concealment and revelation. "What is superficiality and its characteristic 

propensity, 'the urge to show off? Superficiality is the repealed passionate distinction 

between hiddenness and revelation. It is a revelation of emptiness, which in scope does 

have the trickster's deceptive advantage over essential revelation and its essential 

homogeneity of depth; superficiality offers a multifarious or omnifarious appearance. 

And the show-off tendency is the self-infatuation of a conceited reflection" (I(jerkegaard, 

2001, p.92). Essentially, superficiality implies that the meaning or significance of one's 

actions is their external appearance; the purpose of 'showing off is to draw attention to 

that external appearance. Superficiality, as the "revelation of emptiness" levels the 

qualitative distinction between revelation and concealment in that it reveals everything, 

insofar as the meaning of one's actions are contained entirely at surface level; 

superficiality reveals nothing insofar as it reveals nothing other that itself. Because 

superficiality conceals nothing it therefore reveals nothing. 

Why would superficiality be such an essentially present age characteristic? 

What interest is served, to present age individuals, by superficiality? In our discussion of 

the levelled qualitative distinction between form and content, the claim was made that 

individuals maintained definite and distinct identities through their concrete 

commitments or passions. These concrete commitments were shown to be a necessary 

condition for the upholding of the distinction between form and content. It follows that, 

in order for an individual to possess a definite and distinct identity, this qualitative 

distinction must remain standing, as the individual is defined both by the content of her 

actions (i.e. what she does) and by the form of her actions (how she does them). In this 
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sense, content and form were shown to be mutually reliant upon one another. Within the 

present age, individuals, lacking both form and content, were shown to be 

undifferentiated members of an undifferentiated public. How, then, are individuals to 

differentiate themselves within the present age? Through superficiality and 'showing 

, ' off, present age individuals attempt to draw attention to their visible differences from 

the rest. Such a tendency is even more pronounced within a more contemporary setting, 

specifically with regards to the importance placed upon consumer durables. As Herbert 

Marcuse asserts in One Dimensional Man, "The people recognize themselves in their 

commodities; they find their soul in their automobile, hi-fi set, split-level home, kitchen 

equipment" (Marcuse, 1991, p.9). And yet, as undifferentiated, in a meaningful sense, 

members of the public, this means of establishing a visible identity can be regarded as 

the "revelation of emptiness". Superficiality and showing off can be understood as the 

active attempt to cover up the levelling of meaningful individual differences, by drawing 

elevated attention to insignificant differences. As Kierkegaard states, "The concealment 

of inner life is given no time for anything essential to be deposited that can become 

revealed, but is much too quickly muddied up; and by way of compensation selfish 

reflection tries its best to draw all eyes towards this motley show" (Kierkegaard, 2001, 

p.92). 

For an account of the superficiality of the present age, within the context of 

1840's Copenhagen, we can turn to the emerging culture of spectatorship, characteristic 

of the modern urban crowd. Gyllembourg's novel, Two Ages, provides the clearest 

example of this phenomenon in Copenhagen, drawing attention to the establishment of 

Tivoli, the cities upcoming amusement park. Tivoli, which held its first season in 1844, 

serves as the embodiment of the urban culture of spectatorship in 1840's Copenhagen. 
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On the first Sunday of its season, Tivoli's visitor number reached 10,000. Over the 

course of the first season, the park welcomed 372,237 visitors, nearly a third of the 

population of Copenhagen. What was it that drew such enormous crowds to Tivoli? To 

start, Tivoli "struck a thoroughly contemporary note with its steam roundabout, its 

daguerreotype studio, its roller-coaster, pantomime theatre, moving wax figures, 

panorama, diorama, 'dissolving views', oriental buildings and bazaar, illuminations, 

fireworks, and J.H. Lumbye's music" (Pattison, 1999, p.5). The models of the park were 

taken from London and Paris, thus introducing something of the large metropolitan city 

to Copenhagen. The significance of Tivoli lies beyond its mere entertainment value. 

More importantly, the opening of the park opened up a new style of urban living. Its 

grand orientalism and its utilization of new optical technology exemplify the way in 

which it contributed to a culture of spectatorship. As a social space, Tivoli made it 

possible for Copenhagen's ci tizens to experience, first hand, the modern urban crowd, 

"with all the opportunities that provided for distraction and display and, with the aid of 

the latest optical technology, promoting a culture of spectatorship, in a never-ending 

round of kaleidoscopic variations" (Pattison, 1999, p.ll). 

We can see, with regards to contemporary American culture, an 

increasingly radical anonymous culture of superficial spectatorship, as evidenced by the 

recent trend of "reality television". While television shows featuring actors and 

actresses, based upon imaginary plot lines claim to showcase actual talent (i.e. acting 

talent or scriptwriting talent), "reality shows" showcase "real" people, people with no 

distinguishing marks of talent or expertise, "real" people just like you and I. At first 

glance, these shows appear to be a celebration of humanity in its endless diversity. And 

yet, although these shows do not claim to raise and/or take stands on definite issues, their 
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presence does make a meaningful statement. By showcasing non-descript, 

undifferentiated individuals as "just like you and I," the statement is made that all of our 

differences are merely superficial ones and that, on some level, we are all truly the same. 

Furthermore, if we look to the appeal of these shows to us, as viewers, an even more 

distressing claim can be made about our age. The supposed appeal of these shows is that 

we, as spectators, are able to witness "real people" living their lives and interacting with 

others. We can feel as though we have been connected to the real lives of real people, 

without taking any real part in the relationship. Without ever engaging in any form of 

interaction, communicative or otherwise, we can feel as though we have actually come to 

know another individual. In this regard, when we showcase the "real lives" of "real 

people" as means of detached entertainment, we level another qualitative distinction that 

Kierkegaard does not speak about, namely the qualitative distinction between reality and 

fiction. I would argue that this urge to "connect," from afar, with "real people" as 

displayed in a half-hour television format is symptomatic of an age in which actual 

relationships and genuine human interaction have been pushed aside or made relatively 

impossible. I want to argue further that this sort of spectatorship endorses a 

fundamentally objectifying regard for the other insofar as the "real lives" of "real others" 

present themselves only as sources of distanced, passionless, and irresponsible 

entertainment. 

IV. 

The fourth qualitative distinction mentioned by Kierkegaard is the vital 

distinction between real love and debauchery. For Kierkegaard, flirtation takes the place 

of this distinction. "A flirtation only toys with the possibility and is therefore a form of 

indulgence which dares to touch evil and fails to realize the good" (Kierkegaard, 2962, 
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p.75). As I will argue later, Kierkegaard's depiction of the present age, as well as his 

authorship as a whole, presents us with a story about the possibility of genuine 

interpersonal relationships within the modem world. While this qualitative distinction 

between real love and debauchery is only briefly mentioned within A Literary Review, I 

think it reveals something quite telling about the nature of levelled qualitative 

distinctions with regards to our most significant social relations, those of friendship and 

romantic love. Previously, the possibility was raised that present age levelling was a 

conscious act, founded upon the interest in equality and individuality, as the social 

relations that were initially pointed to as levelled within the present age, were 

characteristically hierarchical. At this point, Kierkegaard seems to imply that present age 

levelling is equally damaging to even those relationships that are not hierarchical by 

necessity. The refusal of present age individuals to make full-blooded, conscious 

commitments rests upon an anonymous strategy of evading the existential questions and 

demands of selfhood. By vacating the very locus of personal responsibility, present age 

individuals simultaneously preclude the original term of significant social relations. In 

doing so, we lose the capacity not only to establish ideal relationships, but also to 

critically approach our existing relationships with others. To what extent have we lost 

the language with which to articulate the distinction between those relationships founded 

upon love or recognition, and those founded upon this anonymous strategy of fleeing in 

the face of responsibility? Even worse yet, to what extent have we lost the capacity to 

distinguish between those relationships founded upon love or the recognition of the 

ultimate and irreplaceable significance of another, and those that do significant damage 

to ourselves? The danger here is the growing tendency to allow abusive and damaging 
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l, 

relationships to remain standing under the guise of "true love" and the progressive loss of 

our ability to tell the two apart. 

N. 

The fifth and final qualitative distinction which the present age collapses is 

that between objectivity and subjectivity. "What does it mean to reason things out? It is 

the repealed passionate disjunction between subjectivity and objectivity. As abstract 

thought, reasoning is not deep enough dialectically; as belief and conviction, it lacks full-

blooded individuality" (Kierkegaard, 2001, p.92). In calling abstract though 'dialectic,' 

Kierkegaard refers to the ability of rational thought to distinguish between opposite 

positions. Insofar as thought it truly rational, it is capable of outlining the instances of 

rationality and irrationality found in two opposing positions. This sort of thought is 

objective in that the rational descriptions of two opposing positions can be accepted by 

all, regardless of one's particular stance or opinion. This sort of objectivity cannot exist 

without the counterpart of subjectivity. If objective or dialectical thought is capable of 

showing two positions to be rationally opposed, it follows that a person cannot agree 

with both positions, without his or her rationality being thrown into question. If two 

opposing positions can both be rationally valid, however, one's agreement with one 

position over the other is a matter of subjectivity or individual commitment. 

What role, then, can the public and the press be said to play in levelling the 

I 
"qualitative distinction between objectivity and subjectivity? To state our question 

slightly differently, supposing that the qualitative distinction between objectivity and 
I. 

I 

subjectivity was in place, what would it be for the press to embody such a distinction? If 

we tum, again, to the contrast between the press in an age of revolution and the press of 

the present age, this levelled distinction can be presented with further clarity. In an age 
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of revolution, definite issues of real public concern arose. Qualitative distinctions were 

overthrown for the sake of some new set. In the age of revolution, parties emerged that 

embodied particular ideas and supported particular sets of qualitative distinctions. The 

press took on the role of representing one party or another. For the press to maintain a 

truly objective point of view, it could outline the rational arguments set forth by opposing 

parties. Furthermore, this objective press could point out instances of irrationality in 

either or both parties' cases. In that it is objective and rational, anyone, regardless of his 

or her particular party membership, could agree with the report given by this press. If we 

tum to the press of the present age, how are the arguments of opposing parties presented? 

As argued throughout our depiction of the present age, without any driving ideas or 

struggles between competing ideas, the present age cannot be said to give rise to definite 

parties, which, in tum, cannot be said to give rise to a concrete press. In the present age, 

we no longer have parties, but rather, we have interest groups; within the press, these 

groups are not depicted as upholding some objectively reasonable argument, but rather, 

only fighting for some particular self or group-interest. In covering a political protest, 

the press does not present the rational arguments on either side of the political issue in 

question, but rather present two self-interested parties, driven by purely self-interested 

motives. For example, the press coverage of the 2004 "March for Women's Lives" did 

not layout the rational arguments for and/or against a woman's right to reproductive 

freedom, but rather portrayed the protest as a social group fighting for its particular self

interest. As a result, the public can feel informed about the issue in that everyone was 

aware that a protest occurred. However, after reading the article, no individual was 

forced to take any kind of stand on the issue of reproductive rights, for the only issue 

really presented was that a protest occurred. This is not to say, necessarily, that these 
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individuals do not form any sort of opinion regarding the matter, but rather, as distanced, 

non-participating observers, their opinions "lack full-blooded individuality". In this case, 

the press levels the distinction between subjectivity and objectivity by turning an 

objective issue (i.e. the arguments for and against reproductive rights) into a subjective 

one (i.e. the self-interested motives of an interest group), thus freeing the public from the 
I 
, I 

responsibility to agree or disagree with one side of the objective argument or to take a 

stand on a definitive issue. 

The present age press not only levels the distinction between objectivity 

and subjectivity by turning an objective issue into a subjective one, but also it levels by 

turning subjective issues into objective ones. Consider, for example, the contemporary 

press coverage of a presidential election. An individual's choice of candidate could, in 

all likelihood, rest upon the sort of life the individual wants to lead and whether or not 

I, the candidate's proposed policies will allow or disallow for such a life. In this sense, 

one's choice of candidate is a choice regarding the sort of life one wants to lead. In other 

words, this choice is a subjective one. For the press to reveal this subjective component 

of a party choice it would need to articulate the way in which these party positions can be 

regarded as proposals of different kinds of lives. And yet, if we tum to the media 

portrayal of the difference between candidates, the focus tends to be on the difference in 

the polls. The conflict between two opposing candidates is no longer a conflict between 

proposals of different sorts of lives, but rather, a conflict of numbers. In this sense, a 

qualitative difference has been turned into, primarily a quantitative one. Framing the 

struggle between opposing parties solely in terms of polls or quantitative differences 

allows the struggle to appear to go on apart from the acts or positions of individuals. In 

this sense, by framing subjective issues in solely objective terms, individuals escape the 

79 

----lL-J----------



responsibility of taking a subjective stand or engaging in the struggle in any way. At the 

; I same time however, the objective terms of mere numbers fail to provide an adequate 

account of what could be regarded as an objective struggle between rationally opposed 

rational arguments. The press, therefore, plays a role in the levelling of the distinction 

between objectivity and subjectivity by turning objective issues into weak-sense 

, i subjective ones and by turning subjective issues into weak-sense objective ones. 

With regards to objectivity and subjectivity, however, the press appears to 

playa somewhat different role than it did with regards to the three qualitative distinctions 

discussed previously.	 If we recall, the press served the" levelling process by creating the 
, ' 

I	 
illusion of qualitative distinctions when, in fact, none existed. In place of the qualitative 

distinction between public and private, the press stepped in and provided private-public 

gossip. In place of the distinction between form and content, the press provided the 

seemingly endless supply of information. In place of the levelled distinction between 

concealment and revelation, the press provided a celebration and encouragement of 

superficiality. In the case of objectivity and subjectivity, on the other hand, the press 

plays a slightly different role; in this case, the press serves the levelling process directly, 

not by providing the illusion of something in place of the levelled distinction, but rather, 

by undermining the illusion that subjectivity and objectivity could exist in the present age 

(Rubin, 1984, p.l 08). In the case of objectivity, the press undermined claims to 

rationality by unmasking them as rationalizations of self-interest; in the case of 

subjectivity, qualitative differences were recast as merely quantitative ones. At this 

point, we are faced with the question of how or if subjectivity and objectivity could come 

to exist in the present age at all? How might objectivity and subjectivity be re~defined in 

such a way that they could exist in the present age? This question poses the central 
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concern of Kierkegaard's broader existential project of authentic selfuood within the 

present age. 

Within the first two chapters of this manuscript, I provided a detailed 

explication of the fundamental conceptual terms with which Kierkegaard critically 

assesses the present age, namely refection and levelling. The levelling of qualitative 

distinctions, characteristic of the present age, revealed the destructiveness of groundless 

reason, reason that is not anchored in passion of any sort. What ran central throughout 

Kierkegaard's critique of the present age was the exposure of a prevalent underlying 

interest in existential evasion, in fleeing from and covering up the question of and 

necessity of taking a stand upon who one is. It was in this regard that Kierkegaard's 

critique of modernity was construed as a motivational critique. I then contrasted 

Kierkegaard's critique of the present age with several competing 19th and 20th century 

critiques of modernity. My purpose in doing so was twofold. First, I aimed to portray 

Kierkegaard's critique of modernity as radically unique. Secondly, by revealing some of 

the shortcomings of our competing critiques of modernity, I hoped to show that the 

conceptual resources of Kierkegaard's critique bear heretofore unrecognised 

contemporary relevance. This claim was further illustrated in chapter 4, in which I 

linked the various levelling qualitative distinctions that Kierkegaard addresses in A 

Literary Review to our contemporary experience of the present age. What runs constant 

throughout each of the above discussed qualitative distinctions is the evisceration of 

passion and the preclusion of individual responsibility.. The present age's levelling of the 

qualitative distinctions between talk and silence and between subjectivity and objectivity 

served to create a means of raising and talking about issues of public concern that does 

not require (and in fact prohibits) any individual from taking responsibility for and taking 
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a stand upon such issues. In levelling the qualitative distinction between form and 

content, the present age goes a step further by co-opting truly revolutionary ideas and 

making a joke of passion. The levelled qualitative distinction between public and private 

revealed the way in which our modes of "entertainment" served to eviscerate passion 

from the start and lastly, the levelled qualitative distinctions between love and 

debauchery and between revelation and concealment rendered genuine relationships 

between individuals impossible. The evisceration of passion and the preclusion of 

individual responsibility is especially dangerous for feminist scholars and activists 

insofar as the present age renders arguing from a passionate perspective possible and 

makes sure that such arguments either go unheard or are emptied of their revolutionary 

content. 

For Kierkegaard, these levelled qualitative distinctions serve, first and 

foremost, serve the all-pervasive, definitive interest of the present age, namely that of 

existential evasion. How, then, are we to conceive of human thriving within such a state 

of affairs? Formulating a response to this question will serve as the remaining task of not 

only this paper, but also of Kierkegaard's authorship as a whole. Within the remainder 

of this paper, I want to argue that Kierkegaard presents us with a logic of existential 

development, beginning with the passionlessness of the present age and leading 

ultimately to a religious ideal of selfhood. Within the following two chapters, I will offer 

a more detailed account of selfhood within present age conditions. Within chapter 6, I 

will move away from Two Ages and offer an explication of the fundamental structure of 

the self, as articulated by Anti-Climacus within The Sickness Unto Death. Having set in 

place this conceptual framework, I will then be in a position to address the existential 

development of the individual through the lower spheres of existence, concluding with an 
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ideal of religious selfbood. The fundamental claim, which is to be further developed 

later, is that Kierkegaard's ideal of a religious consciousness is founded upon what I have 

called the "defining relation". As we will see, the development of the authentic self, via 

a religious defining relation, will offer an effective and subversive means of undermining 

and overcoming of the levelling of the present age. 

i 
I 
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Chapter 5 

The Possibility of Authentic Selfhood: Present Age Conditions 

In the section of A Literary Review, entitled, "Results of Observing the 

Two Ages," Kierkegaard describes a socio-cultural condition under which the process of 

authentic selfbood is rendered nearly obsolete. This socio-cultural condition is referred 

to as "the present age". What is it that inhibits the possibility of authentic selfuood in the 

present age? On one hand, it is the very structure of a society that diminishes this 

possibility. The present age, as Kierkegaard sees it, is characterized by the absence of 

meaningful distinctions. It is only upon the foundation of meaningful distinctions, of 

significant differences in the value of things, that a human life can be endowed with 

meaning and identity. Kierkegaard's present age is one that is founded upon not only 

meaninglessness, but also delusion. Within an age that provides no source of genuine 

human fulfillment, would not individuals intuitively sense that there was a problem? 

Would not the structure of such a society invariably lead to revolt? The most troubling 

problem of the present age lies in individuals' refusal to recognize that there is in fact a 

problem; the most troubling problem of the present age consists in individuals' 

willingness to simply be swept along. How is it that an age fosters and encourages this 

sort of conformity of mass delusion? The answer to this question can be found by 

examining the role of those "monstrous abstractions" of the public and the press. The 

public and the press provide the illusion of qualitative distinctions, where in fact none 

can be said to exist. The provision of illusory qualitative distinctions and therefore, 

illusory sources of meaning and identity, speaks to at least two well-defined human 

needs. First, it illuminates the universal human need to establish some source of 

meaning in life and to identify oneself as an individual. While an age can, in a sense, 
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cover up these needs, it cannot do away with them altogether. Secondly, the provision of 

illusory qualitative distinctions speaks to the assertion that the world wants to be 

deceived (Kierkegaard, 1998, p.58), by which Kierkegaard means that individuals 

possess a vested interest in covering up, to others and most importantly, to themselves, 

their own despair. Insofar as the structure of the present age speaks to well-defined 

human needs, its continuation can be understood not as the result of an external power, 

but rather one that is led by individuals themselves, not quite consciously, and yet, not 

entirely unconsciously either. 

Throughout his assessment of the two ages, the age of revolution vs. the 

present age, Kierkegaard contrasts "the qualitative differentiating power of passion" with 

"the ambiguity which enters into life when the qualitative distinctions are weakened by a 

gnawing reflection" (Kierkegaard, 1962, p.43). The central problem of the present age, 

as seen by Kierkegaard, is the reflective levelling of qualitative distinctions, which can 

only be upheld through the "qualitative differentiating power of passion". In an age 

without meaningful qualitative distinctions, what remains of the possibility of passionate 

commitment? Furthermore, in an age without passion, an age without meaningful 

qualitative distinctions, what remains of the possibility of individual differentiation and 

authentic selfhood? In the Review, Kierkegaard eludes to the possibility of a radical 

form of subjectivity encapsulated in the structure of the present age. If we recall, in 

contrast to the present age, a traditional age and the age of revolution provided the easily 

realizable possibility of differentiated identities. In a tradition age, one's identity was 

determined by more or less pre-determined social roles, while in an age of revolution, 

one's identity was linked to a particular party or ideal. While the present age can be said 

to "gain in scope what it loses in intensity," the common factor of a traditional age and 
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an age of revolution, however, is that they maintain this intensity by restricting the range 

of possibilities available to individuals. The reflective condition of the present age 

opened an immense wealth of possibilities, yet closed off the potential for concrete 

decision and action, and therefore, inhibited the possibility of establishing a unified and 

differentiated individual identity. As Kierkegaard states, "One cannot accuse an age that 

is very reflective of being powerless ... for there may be much power, but it goes to waste 

in the futility of reflection" (Kierkegaard, 2001, p.S8). He goes on to assert that: 

The individual must first break out of the prison in which his own reflection holds 
him... from which only religious inwardness can free him...But it is a prison that 
reflection holds both the individual and the age in, that it is reflection that does it 
and not tyrants or secret police, nor priests or aristocrats-is a view of things that 
reflection does all in its power to prevent, maintaining the flattering illusion that 
the possibilities offered by reflection are something far greater than paltry 
decision (Kierkegaard, 2001, p.72). 

Within his depiction of the present age, Kierkegaard seems to imply that levelling, taken 

to its radical extreme, can bear possibilities for individuals, beyond that of antiquity and 

the age of revolution. 

The individual, however, by this very abstraction and abstract disciplining (in so 
far as he is not already formed in his own inwardness), will, if not destroyed in . 
the process, be in the highest religious sense educated to be satisfied with himself 
and with his relationship to God, to make up his own mind instead of agreeing 
with the public, which eats up all the relative and concrete in individuality; and 
instead of keeping on counting heads will find his point of rest in himself before 
God. And this will be the absolute difference between the modern era and 
antiquity, namely that the totality is no the concretion that supports, that educates 
the individual though without developing him absolutely; but an abstraction 
which, in its abstract indifference, by repelling him helps him to become wholly 
educated-unless he is destroyed (Kierkegaard, 2001, p.82). 

Furthermore, Kierkegaard asserts that this new form of radical religious inwardness or. 

subjectivity, which gives rise to individual differentiation and authentic selfhood, will in 

fact be both individual and egalitarian, in a truly qualitative rather than solely 

quantitative sense. As he states, "What was discouraging about antiquity was that the 
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man of distinction was what other could no be; the inspiring thing will be that the person 

I 
I 

who gains himself religiously is no more than what all can be" (Kierkegaard, 2001, 

I 
I 
I 

p.82). 

This claim of the possibility of an authentic selfhood that is at once individual 

and egalitarian is further supported if we turn to Kierkegaard's discussion, towards the 

end of "The Present Age," in which he identifies the two central characteristics of that 

individual who will be able to learn from and overcome present age levelling. These 

characteristics include suffering and unrecognizability. As Kierkegaard states: 

The change which will come about is this. In the old order (which sprang from 
the relation between the individual and the generation) the officers, generals, 
heroes (i.e. the man of distinction, the leader within his own sphere) were 
recognizable, and everyone (in proportion to his authority), with his little 
detachment, fitted picturesquely and organically into the whole. From now on 
the great man, the leader (according to his position) will be without authority 
because he will have divinely understood the diabolical principle of the levelling 
process; he will be unrecognisable (Kierkegaard, 1962, p.80). 

This lack of authority or recognizability of the present age hero is not to be understood as 

only another negative and inevitable consequence of present age levelling; rather, the 

unrecognizability of this 'hero' of authentic selfhood is a testimony to individuals' 

religious equality before God. For Kierkegaard, before the advent of Christianity, the 

authority of Prophets and Judges was recognizable in that they were the only individuals 

with a direct relationship with God. All others were to stand below and heed to the 

authority of these chosen individuals. However, the religious equality of Christianity 

entails that all individuals are able to maintain a direct connection to God. For 

Kierkegaard, the establishment of this individual relationship is the solution to the 

problem of the present age. In other words, the solution of the present age rests upon 

individual salvation. In this sense, no one person can be an authority over anyone else 

when it comes to this solution: 
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This order is dialectically the very opposite of that of the Prophets and Judges, 
and just as the danger for them lay in their authority not being recognized so 
nowadays the unrecognisable is in danger of being recognized, and of being 
persuaded to accept recognition and importance as an authority, which could only 
hinder the highest development. For they are unrecognisable and go about their 
work like secret agents, not because of any private instruction from God! -for 
that is the case of Prophets and Judges-but are unrecognisable (without 
authority) because they have understood the universal in equality before God, 
and, because they realize this and their own responsibility every moment, are thus 
prevented from being guilty of thoughtlessly realizing in an inconsistent form this 
consistent perception (Kierkegaard, 1962, pp.80-81). 

If the individual who successfully resists or overcomes present age 

levelling is without authority, and therefore unrecognisable, how can she effectively 

work against the present age? To act directly against the present age would be to set 

herself up directly against those representatives of the public; in doing so, she would 

present herself as an authority and a recognizable representative of the solution of the 

present age. In order to act against present age levelling, therefore, the individual must 

act indirectly, rather than directly. Consequently, this individual can only be recognized 

indirectly as standing somehow opposed to the present age. While just what it is she 

does, that puts her in opposition to the present age, and how exactly she does it cannot be 

directly identified, to the extent that it can be indirectly recognized the present age can 

still take levelling action against her. The individual, however, cannot take direct 

defensive action back against the present age, for to defend her position or prove the 

superiority of her position would be to assert herself as a recognizable authority. To say 

or do anything for the sake of saving her position would be to simultaneously destroy her 

position. Thus, the individual who overcomes present age levelling can be said to suffer: 

Only by suffering can the 'unrecognisable' dare to help on the levelling process 
and, by the same suffering action, judge the instruments. He dare not overcome 
the levelling process directly, that would be his end, for it would be the same as 
acting with authority. But he will overcome it in suffering, and in that way 
express once more the law of his existence, which is not to dominate, to guide, to 
lead, but to serve in suffering and help indirectly. Those who have not made the 
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leap will look upon his unrecognisable action, his suffering as failure; those who 
have made the leap will suspect that it was victory, but they can have no 
certainty, for they could only be made certain by him, and ifhe gave that 
certainty to a single person it would be the end of him, because he would have 
been unfaithful to the divinity in desiring to play at being authority: that would 
mean that he had failed; not only be being unfaithful to God in trying to use 
authority, but because he did not obey God and teach men to love one another by 
compelling himself, so that even thought they begged him to do so he should not 
have deceived them by exerting his authority (Kierkegaard, 1962, p.83). 

By turning now to Kierkegaard's earlier works, I want to extend the 

argument that the proposed solution to the present age will be an individual one of 

authentic se1fhood and individual differentiation. While levelling served as the defining 

characteristic of the present age, its most devastating consequence is one for the 

possibility of individual self-definition. If we tum, first, to The Sickness Unto Death and 

the definition of the self and of despair found therein, we will be confronted with a new 

set of qualitative distinctions, which upheld in the right sort of relationship, serve to 

define the self. For Kierkegaard, qualitative distinctions, upheld in the right sort of 

relationship, can only be established through "the qualitative differentiating power of 

passion." Utilizing the terms set forth in The Sickness Unto Death, the relationship 

between the self and passion or the defining commitment, can be further illuminated. 

Furthermore, from this foundation, Kierkegaard's three lower spheres of existence (the 

aesthetic, the ethical and Religiousness A) can be regarded as three failed attempts to 

establish these qualitative distinctions and thereby overcome the levelling of the present 

age. 
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Chapter 6 

The Despairing Self of the Present Age 

In The Sickness Unto Death, Kierkegaard, speaking under the pseudonym 

of Anti-Climacus lays out his definition of the human being and the self, stating: 

The human being is spirit. But what is spirit? Spirit is the self. But what is the 
self? The self is a relation which relates to itself, or that in the relation which is 
its relating to itself. The self is not the relation but the relation's relating to itself. 
A human being is a synthesis of the infinite and the finite, of the temporal and the 
eternal, of freedom and necessity. In short a synthesis. A synthesis is a relation 
between two terms. Looked at in this way a human being is not yet a self. .. Such 
a relation, which relates to itself, a self, must either have established itself or been 
established by something other. .. Such a derived, established relations is the 
human self, a relation which relates to itself, and in relating to itself relates to 
something else (Kierkegaard, 1989, p.43). 

In this passage, Kierkegaard draws a fundamental distinction between a human being and 

a self. While a human being is a synthesis of certain factors, the self is to be regarded as 

a process of becoming. Becoming a self is not simply a matter of possessing the factors 

of the synthesis, but rather, this process is one of defining these factors in the right sort of 

way. At this point, we are confronted with a new set of qualitative distinctions. These 

include the distinction between the finite and infinite, between the temporal and the 

eternal, and between freedom and necessity. For Kierkegaard, the process of becoming a 

self is a matter of defining these distinctions in such a way that allows them to be 

mutually reinforcing, rather than cancelling each other out. To define these factors of the 

synthesis in such a way that they cancel one another out is to be in a state of despair, or 

as Kierkegaard states, "Despair is the imbalance in a relation of synthesis, in a relation 

which relates to itself' (Kierkegaard, 1989, p.4S). 

Despair, for Kierkegaard, is to be regarded as a structural component of a 

human being, for the synthesis that comprises the self opens the possibility of imbalance 

or despair. "If the synthesis were itself the imbalance, there would be no despair; it 
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would be something that lay in human nature itself, that is, it would not be despair; it 

would be something that happened to a person, something he suffered, like a sickness he 

succumbs to, or like death, which is the fate of everyone" (Kierkegaard, 1989, pp.45

46). The possibility of despair is something that belongs only to human beings, by virtue 

of the very structure of a human being. "Despair lies in the person himself. But if he 

were not a synthesis there would be no question of his despairing; nor could he despair 

unless the synthesis were originally in the right relationship from the hand of God" 

(Kierkegaard, 1989, p.46). The possibility of despair, therefore, lies in the very structure 

of the human being, which is not yet a self. Later on in the text, Kierkegaard adds to his 

original definition of the self, stating "This synthesis is a relation, and a relation which, 

though derived, relates to itself, which is freedom. The self is freedom" (Kierkegaard, 

1989, p.59). The process of authentic selfuood, of becoming a self, can be regarded as 

the process of overcoming one's initial state of despair. This process will revolve around 

the individual's freedom to be self-defining, or in other words, the individual's freedom 

to define the factors of the synthesis in the right sort of way. This is also to say that the 

finite and the infinite, the temporal and the eternal, and possibility and necessity have no 

existence independent of the individual defining them. To define the factors of the 

synthesis in the right sort of way is to be a self. Stated conversely, "In so far as the self 

does not become itself, it is not itself; but not to be oneself is exactly despair" 

(Kierkegaard, 1989, p.60). 

Kierkegaard outlines various forms or degrees of despair. The varying 

degrees of despair are to be differentiated along the lines of their corresponding levels of 

self-consciousness. As one's consciousness of one's despair rises, so will the intensity of 

the despair. As Kierkegaard asserts: 
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It is whether or not despair is conscious that qualitatively distinguishes one fonn 
of despair from another. Granted, when raised to the level of a concept all 
despair is conscious, but it does not follow that the person who is in despair, the 
one who according to the concept may be said to despair, is himself conscious of 
it. Thus consciousness is the decisive factor. In general, what is decisive with 
regard to the self is consciousness, that is to say, self-consciousness. The more 
consciousness, the more will; the more will, the more self. Someone who has no 
will at all is no self. But the more will he has, the more self-consciousness he has 
too (Kierkegaard, 1989, p.59). 

Kierkegaard distinguishes between two fonns of despair, which can be placed under the 

categories of inauthentic (i.e. unconscious) despair and authentic despair. Kierkegaard 

refers to inauthentic or unconscious despair as "the despair which is ignorant of being 

despair, or the despairing ignorance of having a self and an eternal self' (Kierkegaard, 

1989, p.73). While this fonn of despair can be regarded as the least intense fonn of 

despair, it is at the same time, the most dangerous fonn, in that only by becoming 

conscious of one's despair, can the individual begin to overcome it. The individual who 

remains ignorant of his own despair "is made safe against becoming aware-which 

means he is safely in the hands of despair" (Kierkegaard, 1989, p.75). This despair, 

which is unconscious of itself as such, Kierkegaard also refers to as 'spiritlessness'. 

'Spiritlessness' as a form of despair refers not only to an imbalance in the factors of the 

synthesis that is the self, but moreover, the tenn refers to the individual's refusal to 

confront this imbalance or collapse of these distinctions. In other words, 'spiritlessness' 

refers to the individual's refusal to confront the issue of becoming a self. It is this fonn 

of despair, "the most common in the world," as Kierkegaard refers to it that characterizes 

the state of individuals in the present age. Kierkegaard seems to be arguing that the 

problem of the present age lies in the very structure of human consciousness. In that 

human beings are a synthesis of certain factors, we inherently possess the possibility of 

despair, of an imbalance in the relationship between the factors of the self. 
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'Spiritlessness' refers generally to the phenomenon of individuals refusing to confront 

this imbalance. The present age can be said to refer to a particularly modern version of 

this more general phenomenon. Within the present age, meaningful qualitative 

distinctions were not only levelled, but the illusion of their presence was then 

established, by the press, in their place. In this sense, present age individuals could 

remain, to a certain extent, willingly unaware of the problem of the present age. Insofar 

as present age individuals remain ignorant of the problem of the present age, they are 

able to escape the responsibility of becoming a self. 

If present age levelling is a particularly modern version of the phenomenon 

of 'spiritlessness', then it should be possible to demonstrate that the present age levels 

not only the qualitative distinctions discussed previously (i.e. between talk and silence, 

form and content, revelation and concealment, subjectivity and objectivity) but also the 

qualitative distinctions between the finite and infinite, temporal and eternal, and 

possibility and necessity. Before proceeding, however, it is first helpful to provide a 

more detailed account of the three factors of the self. As stated previously, these factors 

of the synthesis have no existence independent of their being defined by the individual. 

To define the factors of the self is to express one's freedom to be self-defining. 

Furthermore, these factors can only be defined through the making of commitments, i.e. 

taking a stand on how these terms or factors are expressed in one's life. Stated 

conversely, individual commitment always involves defining possibility and necessity, 

temporal and eternal, and finite and infinite factors. By linking the establishment of 

these qualitative distinctions to the qualitative differentiating power of passion (i.e. an 

individual's concrete and passionate commitments), these distinctions, in their ideal 

relationship, can be presented with further clarity. 
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The first qualitative distinction, which, upheld in the right relation, serves 

as a central element of the authentic self, is that distinction between the finite and the 

infinite. In saying that commitments are infinite, Kierkegaard means that they are world

defining. A concrete and unconditional commitment serves as a basis from which to 

differentiate the world; from the basis of one's concrete commitments, certain objects or 

activities or choices can be revealed as important/unimportant or 

significant/insignificant. Commitments are also finite; they are finite in that they are 

concrete and necessarily limited to something specific in the world. 

Secondly, commitments involve both temporal and eternal factors. 

Individual commitments are eternal in that they establish some form of continuity 

between one's past, present and future. An unconditional commitment serves as the 

basis upon which one can differentiate, according to the qualitative categories of 

importance/unimportance, significance/insignificance, etc., not only one's present and 

immediate world, but also one's past and future. In this sense, commitments provide 

one's life and one's identity with a sense of continuity. Commitments are also temporal; 

commitments can change and evolve, therefore establishing disjunctions between one's 

past, present and future. 

Lastly, commitments involve the factors of possibility and necessity. 

Commitments involve possibility in that the individual is free to choose his or her 

commitments. Furthermore, while one's unconditional commitment serves as a basis 

from which one can qualitatively differentiate the world, there is still an element of 

individual choice involved in deciding which objects, activities, choices, etc. serve to 

satisfy that unconditional commitment. A commitment to enjoyment, for example, still 

leaves open the choice of what kinds of things will be enjoyable to the individual. 
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Commitments also involve the factor of necessity. While the factor of possibility leaves 

one the freedom to choose his or her commitments, once a commitment is made, it serves 

to give the individual an identity. To lose the ability to express one's commitments, 

therefore, entails a loss of meaningful self-expression. In this sense, one's commitments 

are necessary. 

How, then, can the present age be said to level the qualitative distinctions 

between the finite and the infinite, possibility and necessity, and the temporal and the 

eternal? With regards to the levelled qualitative distinction between the finite and the 

infinite, Kierkegaard refers to 'spiritlessness' as 'worldliness,' stating: 

Worldliness is precisely to ascribe infinite value to the indifferent. The worldly 
point of view always clings closely to the difference between man and man, an 
has naturally no understanding (since to have it is spirituality) of the one thing 
needful, and therefore no understanding of that limitation and narrowness which 
is to have lost oneself, not by being volatized in the infinite, but by being 
altogether finitized, by instead of being a self, having become a cipher, one more 
person, one more repetition of this perpetual Einerlei [one-and-the-same] 
(Kierkegaard, 1989, p.63). 

How can present age individuals be regarded as ascribing infinite value to the 

indifferent? Present age individuals, ensnarled by the prison of reflection, were rendered 

incapable of making concrete decisions or acting deliberately. The supposed benefit of 

reflection, as opposed to action and decision, was that, in reflection, all possibilities 

remained open. To commit to anything at all necessarily involves shutting off options 

that were formerly available. So, in other words, present age individuals can be said to 

commit, unconditionally, to making and maintaining no unconditional commitments; to . 

refuse to make any concrete commitments is to refuse to allow anything in the world to 

make a qualitative difference to the individual. In this sense, infinite value is ascribed to 

the indifferent. Furthermore, because nothing can be said to make any meaningful 

difference to individuals in the present age, present age individuals cannot be 
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qualitatively differentiated from one another on the basis of such commitments. Rather, 

individuals in the present age can only be differentiated numerically, as "one more 

person, one more repetition of this one-and-the-same". Kierkegaard goes on to state, 

"[this sort of despair] allows itself to be, so to speak, cheated of its selfby 'the others'. 

By seeing the multitude of people around it, by being busied with all sorts of worldly 

affairs, by being wise to the ways of the world, such a person forgets himself, in a divine 

sense forgets his own name, dares not believe in himself, finds being himself too risky, 

finds it much easier and safer to be like the others, to become a copy, a number along 

with the crowd" (Kierkegaard, 1989, pp.63-64). In this passage, 'the others' can be 

understood as a more general phenomenon of the modem 'public'. The public does not 

only provide individuals with the safety in numbers, but moreover, it provides the 

illusion of meaningful qualitative distinctions where none in fact exist. In this sense, the 

public provides a constant distraction from the need to be self-defining, in a meaningful 

way; the public, therefore, allows individuals to exist in an unconscious state of despair. 

The present age also levels the distinction between possibility and 

necessity. With regards to this levelled distinction, Kierkegaard refers to 'spiritlessness' 

as "petty bourgeois vulgarity," stating, 

The petty bourgeois is spiritless...The petty bourgeois lacks any spiritual 
characteristic and is absorbed in the probable, in which the possible finds its tiny 
place. Thus he lacks possibility in the way needed to become aware of God. 
Devoid of imagination, as the petty bourgeois always is, he lives within a certain 
orbit of trivial experience as to how things come about, what is possible, what 
usually happens, no matter whether he is a tapster or a prime minister. This is the 
way in which the petty bourgeois has lost himself and God.. :. Imagination is 
what the petty bourgeois mentality does not have, will not have, shrinks from 
with horror... it lacks faith's possibility in the way needed to be able to God to 
save a self from certain ruin. " Petty bourgeois vulgarity placates itself in the 
commonplace, in despair as much when things go well as when they go 
badly...For the petty bourgeois thinks he is in control of possibility, has lured this 
tremendous elasticity into the snare, or madhouse, of probabilities, thinks he 
holds it prisoner. He carries possibility about captive in the cage of probability, 
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shows it off, fancies himself to be the master does not see that in the very act of 
doing so he has made himself captive as a slave to spiritlessness and is the 
meanest of all (Kierkegaard, 1989, pp.71-72): 

Individuals in the present age collapse the distinction between possibility and necessity 

by replacing possibility not with necessity, but with probability. It is precisely the risk. 

inherent in commitment, which present age individuals tend to flee. An individual is 

defined precisely by the commitments he or she makes; one's cortunitments not only 

differentiate the world qualitatively, but also provide the individual with an identity. 

Any commitment is inherently risky in that the individual could lose the ability to 

express and fulfil this commitment. In losing the ability to express one's commitment, 
i 
I· 

one loses the ability of self-expression. In other words, a radical change regarding one's 

commitments entails a radical change of one's identity. In order to avoid such a risk, 

individuals in the present age replace possibility with probability, undertaking projects 

with the greatest calculable chance of success, and forgoing those with the least 

calculable chances. In this sense, the present age individual never fully commits to any 

particular project, for it one's chances of success dwindle, the individual must be able, at 

a moments notice, to move on to something else. The appeal of this sort of detachment is 

the apparent maintenance of infinite possibility. By refusing to commit, unconditionally, 

to anyone project, the individual retains the constant possibility of starting something 

else. And yet, this appearance of infinite possibility is only an appearance. In replacing 

possibility with the safety of probability (i.e. by basing one's choices off the probability 

of success), the individual lives as a slave to external circumstance. His or her choices 

are not qualitative ones, based upon some defining commitment, but only quantitative 

ones, based upon calculable risk. 
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Lastly, from the discussion of the two previous sets of qualitative 

distinctions, which have been shown to be levelled in the present age, we can see the way 

in which the present age also levels the distinction between the temporal and the eternal. 

The central problem of the present age is that, due to the reflective levelling of 

qualitative distinctions, individuals are left unable to make passionate commitments, 

upon which one can be differentiated, in a meaningful way, from other individuals. With 

regards to the levelled distinction between the finite and the infinite, individuals, 

ascribing infinite significance to the indifferent, could only be differentiated numerically 

or quantitatively. With regards to the levelled distinction between possibility and 

necessity, individuals, replacing possibility with probability, remained slaves to external 

circumstance and purely external necessity. This being the case, what sort of continuity 

and/or discontinuity is established in the lives of present age individuals? As stated 

previously, it was an individual's passionate commitments that established the ideal 

forms of both continuity and discontinuity in one's life and one's identity. What sort of 

continuity/discontinuity is established when individuals, in an attempt to keep all 

possibilities open, remain committed only to having no unconditional commitments? 

First, this refusal to commit or firmly attach oneself to anything establishes a radical 

form of discontinuity in that, at a moment's notice, the individual can change 

commitments. In fact, this possibility of constant change is regarded as ideal. It is this 

possibility of constant change that establishes a radical form of continuity as well. 

Because the present age individual, in an attempt to remain open to change, refuses to 

unconditionally commit to anything, her commitments fail to make any meaningful 

difference to her. The commitment she claims to uphold today will make the same 

amount of difference to her as the one she chooses to uphold tomorrow. Even though 
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this individual appears to be in a state of constant change, in that each of her 

commitments make the same sort of difference to her (i.e. they make no difference to her 

at all), the individual, can be said to be doing, ultimately, the same thing every day. 

Here, a radical form of continuity as repetition is established. 

The central problem of the present age was the levelling of qualitative 

distinctions. In The Sickness Unto Death, Kierkegaard outlines three qualitative 

distinctions, which, upheld in the right relation, serve to establish the self. To fail to 

uphold these distinctions in the ideal, balanced sort of relationship is to be in a state of 

despair. The lowest form of despair, as articulated by Kierkegaard, is that "despair 

which is ignorant of being despair, or the despairing ignorance of having a self' 

(Kierkegaard, 1989, p.73). While all forms of despair are made possibly simply by 

virtue of the structure of a human being, an age can be said to establish conditions that, 

more or less, encourage or inhibit the process of overcoming despair, which is to say that 

an age can encourage or inhibit the process of authentic selfhood. The present age, as 

Kierkegaard sees it, establishes the ideal conditions for this lowest form of despair, that 

despair which is unconscious of itself as such. The present age does so by providing the 

illusion of meaningful distinctions, the illusion of possibilities for self-determination and 

meaningful identity formation, when in fact, none can be said to exist. For Kierkegaard, 

it is the establishment of the public, with the aid of the press that performs just this 

function. 

At this point, it is necessary to demonstrate the way in which the public, 

with the aid of the press, provides the illusion of distinctions between the finite and the 

infinite, possibility and necessity, and the temporal and the eternal. In the Review, 

Kierkegaard describes the present age as the "age of advertisement, the age of 
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miscellaneous announcements: nothing happens, but what does happen is instant 

notification" (Kierkegaard, 200 I, p.62). The press, in other words, provides the illusion 

of great cultural events, when in fact, nothing truly meaningful really happens. The 

supposed events that do take place in the present age do so only for the sake of 

advertisement. "This gallery-public tries now to pass the time, indulging in the fancy 

that all that anyone does happens just so as to give it something to chat about" 

(Kierkegaard, 2001, p.84). The advertisement or publicity of present age events not only 

provides the illusion of events of great cultural importance, but moreover, in doing so, 

the illusions of the temporal and eternal, possibility and necessity, and the finite and the 

infinite are provided as well. In providing the appearance of culturally significant events, 

the press provides the further illusion that these events shape the identity of the culture at 

hand (i.e. it provides the illusion of necessity). Kierkegaard also describes the present 

age as one of anticipation, rather than action. This can be seen with regards to the wealth 

of publicity that takes place immediately preceding an event of supposed great cultural 

significance. The fostering of this anticipation of great social change provides present 

age individuals with the illusion of possibility. In that these events are regarded as great 

cultural changes, the illusion is provided that the culture or society in question has altered 

in a meaningful way. In providing the appearance of cultural change and evolution, the 

present age press can be said to provide the illusion of the temporal and eternal. 

However, these events of supposedly great cultural significance are, within the present 

age, only occasions for advertisement, providing the public with "something to chat 

about". These cultural changes, therefore, are no more than changes in appearance. The 

way in which this sort of advertisement provides the illusion of the finite and the infinite 

parallels the way in which the present age press can be regarded as formless. As 
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discussed previously, the present age press, as opposed to the press characteristic of the 

age of revolution, takes on the function of simply reporting factual events from an 

unbiased, observer perspective. In that each 'event' in question is given press coverage, 

the appearance of their finitude is established. In that the press can claim to report on 

"all the news that's fit to print", the appearance of its infinitude is established. And yet, 

as has been discussed above, each event is treated in the same way, as merely an 

occasion for advertisement, publicity, and chatter. In that each event is treated in the 

exact same way, there cannot be said to be any significant difference between one event 

and the next. In that there is no significant difference between events, they cannot be 

said to possess differentiating, finite characteristics. Furthermore, the present age press 

cannot be said to possess infinitude. If we recall, defining commitments were infinite in 

that they were world defining. Everything could be differentiated as 

important/unimportant or significant/insignificant on the basis of this commitment; 

everything in the world could be assessed in terms relative to this unconditional 

commitment. The present age press, in its commitment to all-inclusiveness, cannot truly 

differentiate between important/unimportant or significant/insignificant events. The 

present age press, therefore only provides the illusion of the finite and the infinite. 

Individuals within the present age, however, can be appeased by these illusory presences. 

With the illusion of possibility and necessity, present age individuals can feel as though 

they are a part of a culture with a concrete identity. Furthermore, with the illusion of the 

temporal and eternal, individuals are provided with the appearance of membership in a 

culture whose identity is constantly changing or evolving. In that the press establishes 

the illusion of the finite and the infinite, these cultural events, which in reality are no 

more than occasions for publicity and superficial changes in appearance, can be regarded 
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as definite, finite, and ultimately meaningful events. By creating the illusion of these 

qualitative distinctions, the present age establishes the ideal conditions for the lowest 

form of despair (i.e. that despair which is unconscious of itself as such) by covering up 

the very issues that are central to the process of authentic selfuood (i.e. the issue of 

defining the sets of factors or qualitative distinctions). 

To say that the present age covers up the issues central to the process of 

authentic selfuood does not mean, however, that it can do away with these issues 

altogether. There always remains the possibility of individuals growing conscious of 

their despair as despair. At this point, we are led to Kierkegaard's discussion of the 

second form of despair, namely "the despair which is conscious of being despair, which 

is therefore conscious of having a self in which there is, however, something eternal, and 

which now either in despair does not want to be itself or in despair wants to be itself' 

(Kierkegaard, 1989, p.77). As the consciousness of one's despair rises, so does the 

intensity of the despair. This is not to say, however, that as the intensity of the despair 

rises, the individual falls further from the ideal of authentic selfuood. When Kierkegaard 

defines despair as "the sickness unto death," he is speaking of death according to the 

Christian understanding of the term. Death, in a Christian sense, is to be understood as 

"a passing into life" (Kierkegaard, 1989, pA7). The tenn 'death' signifies passing from 

one stage to the next. As Kierkegaard states, "The tonnent of despair is precisely the 

inability to die" (Kierkegaard, 1989, pA8). Despair, then, can be understood as the 

condition of being trapped in some lower stage and remaining unable to pass into 

something higher. "It is in this sense, then, that despair is the sickness unto death, this 

tormenting contradiction, this sickness in the self; eternally to die, to die and yet not to 

die, to die death itself. For to die means that it is all over, while to die death itself means 
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to live to experience dying" (Kierkegaard, 1989, pA8). To grow conscious of one's 

despair is, in a sense, to overcome it; to grow conscious of one's despair is to pass on to a 

higher stage. While the intensity of the despair rises, it does so only with the 

development of a deeper and deeper self-consciousness. To say that the intensity of 

one's despair rises with the development of a deeper and deeper self-consciousness is to 

say that the passing from one stage of despair to the next parallels the development of an 

increasingly radical subjectivity. At this point, we are brought back to the concluding 

question of our discussion of Kierkegaard' s present age. Within a reflective and 

passionless age, characterized by the levelling of qualitative (i.e. meaningful) 

distinctions, how is the individual to establish subjectivity? For Kierkegaard, the 

establishment of subjectivity within the present age is only possible through a leap of 

faith. Kierkegaard alludes to this religious solution throughout his discussion of the 

unrecognisable and suffering individual who will be able to overcome present age 

levelling. Furthermore, this claim is made in The Sickness Unto Death, with reference to 

the very structure of the self. As Kierkegaard states, "The opposite to being in despair is 

to have faith. And so what was earlier proposed as the formula for describing a state in 

which no despair exists at all, is quite correct, for it is also the formula for faith: in 

relating to itself and in wanting to be itself, the self is grounded transparently in the 

power that established it" (Kierkegaard, 1989, p.79). In order to understand why the 

individual solution to the present age must be a religious one, it is first necessary to 

examine what can be regarded as failed attempt to overcome present age levelling. In the 

following section, I will provide a brief account of the three lower spheres of existence, 

the aesthetic, the ethical, and Religiousness A. In doing so, I will propose the argument 

that these three lower spheres represent three failed attempts to establish subjectivity atop 
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present age conditions. Furthermore, the theory of the stages of existence, as presented 

within Kierkegaard's pseudonymous authorship, is to be regarded as a series of 

"teleological suspensions", in which one stage, which is considered, by its inhabiting 

individual, to be absolute and self-sufficient, is shown, by the proceeding stage to be 

inadequate or incomplete. In revealing the inadequacies of the former stage, the 

proceeding stage offers modified attempt that claims to overcome the contradictions of 

the former stage. This modified attempt should not be regarded as a complete 

abandonment of the lower stage, however; within each sphere of existence, the former 

sphere is preserved, but in its relativity. The individual spokesperson of each sphere 

makes a decisive break from the present age, insofar as he maintains a unified world

view, on the basis of some sort of defining commitment. As an individual submerged 

within his own life/world-view, however the individual remains unable, on the strength 

of his own abilities, to step outside this position and see its inadequacies. The 

perspective of an individual within a higher stage is needed in order to reveal the 

shortcomings of the lower stages. This transformation from the aesthetic to the ethical to 

Religiousness A, then finally to Religiousness B will be demonstrated through an 

examination of the way in which each stage defines the qualitative distinctions that, 

upheld in the right relation, establish the self (i.e. the finitelinfinite, temporal/eternal, 

possibility/necessity). The way in which each stage defines and relates to these 

qualitative distinctions serves as the central element of its existential approach to the 

world. The central question to be raised, then, with regards to each sphere of existence, 

is whether the factors of the self are defined in a way that allows them to remain 

standing, or rather, are defined in a way that results in their mutual collapse. 
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Chapter 7 

The Kierkegaardian Feminist 

While Kierkegaard presents us with a devastatingly insightful analysis of human 

selfhood within modernity, or as he calls it, the present age, within the world of 

Kierkegaardian scholarship, there remains a considerable degree of ambiguity regarding 

the way in which women fit into Kierkegaard's model. On the one hand, we can point to 

several textual instances in which Kierkegaard appears to exclude women from even the 

possibility of ever achieving full or complete selfhood, describing woman as a "lower 

synthesis" than that of man. At other points, Kierkegaard goes so far as to demand that 

women remain silent in church and asserts that woman can relate to God only through 

man. On the other hand, Kierkegaard's ideal of the religious self appears to be accessible 

to any and all individuals, regardless of social differences. As Kierkegaard states with 

the Review, "What was discouraging about antiquity was that the man of distinction was 

what others could not be; the inspiring thing will be that the person who gains himself 

religiously is no more than what all can be" (Kierkegaard, 2001, p.82). 

Such a conceptualization of the ideal religious self has inspired many 

Kierkegaardian feminists to draw from Kierkegaard a supposedly "androgynous" ideal of 

selfhood. For example, in her article, "On 'Feminine' and 'Masculine' Forms of 

Despair," Sylvia Walsh (1997) seeks to assess the significance and appropriateness of the 

gender categories employed by Kierkegaard's (or rather, Anti-Climacus's) analysis of 

despair in The Sickness Unto Death. Of the two forms of conscious despair outlined 

therein, Anti-Climacus characterizes despair in weakness (the despair of not willing to be 

oneself) as "feminine despair," while despair in defiance (willing despairingly to be 

oneself) is characterized as "masculine despair" (Kierkegaard, 1989, pp.49-67). As if 
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anticipating objections to this explicitly gendered classification of despair, Anti

Climacus provides a lengthy footnote clarifying his position as merely establishing 

ideals, stating, "I do not by any means wish to deny that on the part of women there may 

occur forms of manly despair, and conversely forms of womanly despair on the part of 

men. But these are exceptions. And this is a matter of course, the ideal also is rare; and 

only in a purely ideal sense is this distinction between manly and womanly despair 

entirely true" (Kierkegaard, 1989, pp.49-50). Nevertheless, Anti-Climacus goes on to 

assert that there are fundamental characteristics definitive of woman and man that make 

such a classification of despair justified. According to Anti-Climacus's account, 

woman's nature is devotion, submission, or "giving oneself away". Such devotion is 

markedly distinct from the devotion to God, expressed by the ideal religious self, in that 

it is not an act of the will, but rather it is, in some sense, instinctual. As Anti-Climacus 

states, "Nature has lovingly equipped her with an instinct. .. Hence nature has taken care 

of her: instinctively she sees blindly with greater clarity than the most sharp-sighted 

reflection, instinctively she sees where it is she is to admire, what it is she ought to 

devote herself to. Devotion is the only thing woman has, therefore nature undertook to 

be her guardian" (Kierkegaard, 1989, p.49). 

Woman's nature, therefore, is characterized by instinct or immediacy and 

devotion or self-abandonment. Woman's "devotedness," which is her nature is also her 

particular form of despair. In abandoning herself altogether by throwing herself entirely 

into that object of her devotion, woman gains a sense of self only in and through that 

object. Consequently, the loss of this object or other signifies, for woman, a loss of self. 

The feminine despair of weakness, therefore, is described as "despair over the earthly or 

something earthly" (Kierkegaard, 1989, p.50). While this form of despair rests at a 
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qualitatively higher level than unconscious despair or "that despair which is unconscious 

of itself as despair," it still denotes a certain absence of consciousness and/or reflection 

insofar as one's despair is not recognized as despair over oneself, but rather as despair 

over something or someone earthly. 

The crucial point, for Anti-Climacus, is that woman's nature of 

devotedness constitutes her particular mode of despair. In contrast, while woman 

becomes herself only through giving herself away, man, according to Anti-Climacus's 

account, acquires himself through self-possession. Man is characterized not by 

immediacy or devotion, but rather by intellect and reflection, and while he can be said to 

give himself, his self is not defined by devotion. Rather, "it is constituted by a 'sober 

awareness' of his giving that remains behind when he gives" (Walsh, 1997, p.205). As 

opposed to woman, man appears to already possess and retain a sense of self prior to any 

form of self-giving and sustained apart from his relation or devotion to another. His 

despair, therefore, is quite different from womanly despair and is characterized not only 

by a higher degree of reflection and self-consciousness, but also "by an unwarranted self

assertion rather than by self-abandonment" (Walsh, 1997, p.205). How then does this 

gendered classification of the two degrees of conscious despair lead us to an 

androgynous ideal? 

As Sylvia Walsh (1997) argues, the task of becoming a self, for 

Kierkegaard, involves a reconciliation and balance of opposites. We can look beyond 

what initially appears to be only a culturally informed misogyny if we note that Anti

Climacus does not necessarily intend to demean women by this classification, but rather 

upholds her capabilities as distinct and, in their own right, superior. As he states, 

"Woman has neither the selfishly developed conception of the self nor the intellectuality 
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of man, for all that she is his superior in tenderness and fineness of feeling" 

(Kierkegaard, 1989, p. 49). Although the despair of defiance is described as a 

qualitatively higher form of despair, presupposing a higher degree of self-consciousness, 

Anti-Climacus seems to project the feminine mode of despair as the appropriate way to 

selfuood. In describing the despair of defiance (i.e. masculine despair), Anti-Climacus 

states, "By aid of the eternal the self has courage to lose itself in order to gain itself. 

Here on the contrary it is not willing to begin by losing itself but wills to be itself' 

(Kierkegaard, 1989, p.67). According to Walsh (1997), defiant despair thus results from 

an individual's unwillingness to adopt a "feminine" mode of selfuood and therefore, 

"The pathway to selfuood thus includes both masculine and feminine modes of relating, 

and the possibility of going astray on this path eventuates in corresponding forms of 

despair. Feminine despair reflects a lack of self-consciousness (the masculine mode), 

while masculine despair indicates a need for the feminine mode (submission to that 

which is the ul timate source of life)" (Walsh, 1997, p.208). In other words, the 

equilibrium or balance of opposites necessary for the psychological and existential health 

of the authentic individual involves both feminine and masculine modes of relating. 

Within her article, "Kierkegaard and the Feminine Self," Leslie Howe 

(1997) offers a more complex picture of Kierkegaard' s vision of the self, arguing that 

while Kierkegaard in fact does not present us with an androgynous ideal of selfuood, he 

nevertheless provides us with some important foundations for such an ideal. Although 

Kierkegaard's model of the self appears to hold feminine and masculine qualities as 

equally valuable and necessary for a proper relation to·oneself, others, and to God, Howe 

(1997) points to two fundamental reasons to suspect the validity of the androgynous self 

. thesis. 
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The first point of unease rests upon the different degree of weight attached to 'the 

feminine', as opposed to 'the masculine', contained throughout Kierkegaard's 

authorship. Within The Sickness Unto Death, Anti-Climacus himself asserts that woman 

stands as a "lower synthesis" than man. Although not fully explained within this text, we 

can surmise that Anti-Climacus is referring to the lower degree of self-consciousness or 

reflection characteristic of feminine despair. Howe departs from The Sickness Unto 

Death and turns.to the rest of Kierkegaard's authorship, where she finds a near constant 

set of associations between woman or the feminine and both the absence of spirit and/or 

(self)consciousness and with nature or immediacy. This comparative lack of self-

consciousness and reflective capabilities has significant consequences. "The first of 

these is that a woman cannot become an ethical individual, as this requires reflection, and 

especially a reflection that effects in the individual a fully adequate concept of self. But 

if woman does not possess the basic requirements for becoming an ethical individual, it 

is also true that she does not become a self in any profound sense, as the requirements are 

the same: self-consciousness" (Howe, 1997, p.229). 

What this repeated association between woman and the absence of self-

consciousness reveals, for Howe, is what appears to be an irresolvable difference 

between man and woman in terms of the latter's possibility for selfhood at all. She 

argues that for Kierkegaard's vision of authentic selfhood to be regarded as truly 

androgynous, all the terms involved in the constitution of the self must stand on equal 

ground. Such is not the case for Kierkegaard: 

For example, in the case of passion and reflection, Kierkegaard argues, in 
effect, that passion is a vital motive force without which the human individual 
is lost in the sterility and aimlessness of reflection. But passion must be filtered 
through reflection first, in order to be able to serve as the proper antidote to 
excessive reflectiveness. First, we have passion as an immediate, primal, 
impulse; then, reflection superimposed upon passion; finally, reflection 
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motivated and intensified by passion-but a passion that has itself been altered 
by its encounter with reflection. (Howe, 1997, p.242) 

Such a relation between passion and reflection, immediacy and reflective self-

consciousness, and in effect, the feminine and the masculine, renders a true equilibrium 

impossible. It would appear, according to such a model, than it is only man who is 

capable, via his reflective capabilities, to lay a hold of the 'feminine' passion in a way 

that can lead ultimately to authentic selfuood. What is revealed through this line of 

argumentation is the idea that, at least on a secular level, gender does matter. This 

observation serves as the base of Howe's second point of unease regarding the notion of 

Kierkegaard's androgynous model of selfuood. For Howe (1997), if we are to 

reappropriate Kierkegaard's texts in order to build an androgynous model of the self 

(androgynous in this regard as a unification of the masculine and feminine), the 

hierarchical assumption of femininity and masculinity, and therefore passion and 

reflection, must be done away with. The extent to which we can do this without damage 

to Kierkegaard's theoretical structure, however, remains unclear. And yet, Howe does 

not rest easy with a dismissal ofKierkegaard as an irretrievable misogynist, stating that, 

"On the contrary, given that Kierkegaard's own analysis starts out with terms that are in 

fact common to all human beings and that extend to the full compass of human existence, 

we have here much of the necessary conceptual apparatus to begin to build a new 

account of the self that is fully human, and that thus may well be androgynist in some 

sense" (Howe, 1997, p.244). Insofar as Kierkegaard's notion of authentic selfuood 

involves not merely the secular relations between the self and itself and the self and 

others, but moreover, the relation between the self and God, perhaps something 

fundamental and universal (i.e. gender neutral) is revealed about the ideal structure of the 

self. At this point, we are confronted with a slightly revised understanding of the term 
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androgyny. Bearing in mind the hierarchical categorizations of passion and reflection, 

i. 
I, 

feminine and masculine, set forth by Kierkegaard, it is questionable the extent to which 

he is, in fact, arguing for an equilibrium of masculine and feminine characteristics in the 

ideal structure of the self. However, insofar as Kierkegaard's vision of the self entails a 

religious orientation or a relation to God, perhaps the conclusion can be drawn that while 

men and women relate differently to themselves, succeed better or worse at the project of 

becoming selves, they do so "because history and society have joined forces to make 

them that way, not because God fashioned them from different molds" (Howe, 1997, 

p.237). Howe goes on to conclude: 

In the relationship to God these differences are fundamentally irrelevant and 
without meaning: here all humans are essentially similar, because here what is 
at issue is what humans are essentially, underneath all the contingent 
conditioning. In fact, the ideal human self is one that overcomes the traditional 
stereotypes, and moves away form the excessive 'masculinity' of defiant 
despair and the 'feminine' egolessness and identification with the other, 
characteristic of the despair of weakness, toward the equilibrium of an 
androgynist combination of modes of relating. (Howe, 1997, p.238) 

This androgynous model, of humans sharing something absolutely essential and 

fundamentally similar, regardless of worldly particularities, makes sense in a decidedly 

religious (or, to be more specific, a decidedly Christian) context, insofar as "it is 

precisely the contrast of the human with the divine that is supposed to show the vanity of 

human distinctions" (Howe, 1997, p.218). Perfecting one's relationship to the divine, 

therefore, involves overcoming one's worldly particularities. 

Many traditional Kierkegaardian feminists have approved of the way in which 

Kierkegaard maintains a "dialectical tension" between the two gendered modes of 

despair, concluding that there exists a "complementary wholeness" insofar as the path to 

overcoming despair involves implementing the opposite mode of being. The despair of 

weakness, i.e. feminine despair, is curbed by masculine self-assertion, while the despair 
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of defiance is curbed by an appropriate stance of "feminine" self-giving. In this regard, 

Kierkegaard seems to provide at least a foundation for an androgynous ideal of selfbood. 

This complementary wholeness within Kierkegaard's vision of the authentic self, 

according to such an interpretation, implies a particular conceptualization of androgyny 

as the unification of both male and female characteristics. If examined more closely, this 

model of the authentic self, as an incorporation both feminine and masculine 

characteristics, implies the secondary model of androgyny. If the individual can be said 

to undertake both masculine and feminine modes of relating, then something universal or 

"gender neutral" is revealed about the basic foundation of the self. As individuals 

thrown into a particular time and space, one of the things that we necessarily are is male 

or female. According to the interpretation outlined above, which of these we happen to 

be does make an element of difference with regards to the way in which we relate to 

ourselves and others and the way in which we experience despair and selfbood. 

However, as individuals who relate, ultimately, to God, such distinctions are revealed to 

be only relatively important. As Kierkegaard states within his Edifying Discourse, "The 

Glory of Our Common Humanity," "For God there is nothing significant and nothing 

insignificant, that in a certain sense the significant for Him is insignificant, and in 

another sense even the least significant is for Him infinitely significant (Kierkegaard, 

1958, p.260). In other words, for God, all differences are leveled. While sexual or 

gendered differences are relatively important, within the world, they cannot serve to 

ultimately define the individual. While the individual within the world is necessarily 

male or female and, according to some accounts, can be said to exert feminine or 

masculine characteristics, the individual before God stands as an androgynous being, 

stripped of worldly differences. 
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How can this account of Kierkegaard's model of the religious self as 

"androgynous" aid us as feminist philosophers? On the one hand, the question of how 

men and women differ in their experience of despair and selfhood is one I do not wish to 

ignore, for a truly powerful feminist critique of a society cannot help but raise 

fundamental existential questions. Following from both Walsh's and Howe's analyses, 

we can construct a critical picture of a society in which men and women relate differently 

to themselves and others and succeed to a greater or lesser degree at the task of selfhood. 

These differences, however, are to be regarded as only relative, for human beings, at our 

most fundamental level, share something universal or, in other words, before the eyes of 

God, man and woman stand equal. And yet, how promising or informative is this thesis? 

Is not the basic presupposition of anything deemed "feminist" the notion that gender 

inequality is neither necessary nor tolerable? I want to argue that viewed in the most 

sympathetic light, the supposedly androgynous ideal of selfhood extrapolated from 

Kierkegaard provides, at best, only a presupposition so simplistic that it cannot be 

contested. I began this section by stating my ultimate objective, which was to raise the 

question of how an engagement with Kierkegaard's critique ofmodemity and 

corresponding analysis of the project of selfhood can inform us as feminist philosophers. 

As I read it, the fundamental question being raised by the traditional Kierkegaardian 

feminists regards only the extent to which Kierkegaard and feminism are reconcilable. 

While such a question may be able to shed considerable light upon Kierkegaard's 

particular position, how pertinent will our answers be to a community beyond the 

relatively small world of Kierkegaardian scholarship? My objection to the traditional 

Kierkegaardian feminist position, however, does not begin and end with its pragmatic 

potential. Within the proceeding section, I want to frame the supposed "ideal" of 
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androgyny, considered both as the unification of masculine and feminine qualities, and as 

the individual stripped of sexual/gender differences, as fundamentally problematic, 

especially for feminist philosophers. However, I do not intend to discard Kierkegaard 

with the traditional Kierkegaardian feminists; rather, I will argue that Kierkegaard would 

agree with neither the conceptualization of the self as a unification of masculine and 

feminine nor of the self as stripped of worldly differences. While Walsh's approach is 

far too narrowly focused to adequately address the rhetorical complexties of 

Kierkegaard's authorship, Howe offers us a fundamental misreading of Kierkegaard's 

religious ideal of selfhood as the individual before God, stripped of all worldly 

differences. In my account, I will argue that Kierkegaard's religious ideal of selhood 

involves a radical exposure to other individuals, in all of one's particularities. In this 

regard, I will describe the original posture of a religious orientation to the other as a 

radical openness to difference. 

The notion of androgyny as the unification of 'masculine' and 'feminine' 

characteristsics rests upon a sort of essentialism regarding the definitions of man and 

woman that I want to steer away from. Whether our understanding of these 

characteristics is framed in terms of biology or social, historcal, and lultral conditions, 

the results still yeild ultimately static definitions of gender. What I hope to offer is a 

fluid conceptualization of the self that will leave the notion of what it is to be a woman 

an open question. What I take to be the most problematic about the striving for an 

"androgynous" ideal of selfhood, especially if we are to go out as feminist philosophers, 

is that the notion of androgyny itself entails a binary differentiation of sex and gender 

that is neither necessary nor natural. Ifwe recall, the Kierkegaardian feminist appeal to 

binary sex differentiation is part of an effort to support an androgynous model of 
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selfhood in which both masculine and feminine characteristics can be combined in a 

balanced harmony. The central claim is that, without negating or denying sexual 

differences, we can reach beyond them for a universal model of selfhood that is not 

gender-defined. While the gender classification of masculine and feminine are regarded 

as socially and culturally constructed, sex is still taken to be necessary and natural. 

) 

Either male or female is something we inevitably are. 

Postmodem theorist, Judith Butler (1999) questions this basic assumption, 

arguing that sex is just as socially and culturally defined as gender. Butler draws 

critically from Foucault's History of Sexuality, in which he regards the category of sex as 

a product of the discourse on sexuality. As he states, "The notion of 'sex' made it 

possible to group together, in an artificial unity, anatomical elements, biological 

functions, conducts, sensations, and pleasures, and it enabled one to make use of this 

fictitious unity as a causal principle, an omnipresent meaning, a secret to be discovered 

everywhere: sex was thus able to function as a unique signifier and as a universal 

signified" (Butler, 1999, p.234). This discourse on sexuality gains its normative, 

regulatory, and productive force insofar as the categories of sex are assumed to be both 

necessary and natural. Butler argues that any such claim about natural bifurcated 

male/female sexual differentiation inscribes a discursive regime of normative 

'naturalized heterosexuality'. "That the body is figured as belonging to one of two sexes 

is evidence of a regulative discourse whose categories have become constitutive of 

experience itself, and which now appear, in their sedimented form, to be fully naturalized 

phenomena" (Butler, 1999, p.234). The "sexed subject" is not a pre-given or natural 

state of affairs, but rather, comes about as a result of discursive regimes that subject 

bodies to gender-specific regulations and reinforce particular sexual practices as natural 
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and therefore normal. These discursive regimes are not to be regarded as merely 

imposing rules and regulations upon subjects who stand apart from the discourse, but 

rather they serve to regulate self-knowledge and identity formation and "contour the 

materiality of bodies". In our contemporary culture, the dominant and pervasive 

discourse of heterosexuality defines male and female sex as "opposites that attract". 

Man is conceived as the male sex who desires the female and woman is conceived as the 

female sex who desires the male. In this sense, sexual desire is regarded as the effect of 

"sexed" bodies, or conversely, sexed bodies stand as the cause of sexual desire. What 

Butler's argument reveals is quite different, namely that the supposed cause (i.e. sex or 

"sexed bodies") is actually an effect or the production of a culturally pervasive discourse 

of sexuality, and specifically, a hegemonic discourse of heterosexuality. 

One of the most important contributions of contemporary poststructuralist 

philosophy has been to undermine the illusion of self-consciousness and identity as 

somehow outside of and prior to the context of historical, cultural, and/or social 

interaction, and to reveal the way in which subjects are in fact formed by discourses of 

power. As discussed above, the striving for an 'androgynous' ideal implicitly endorses a 

bifurcation of sex along male/female lines; this bifurcation rests upon and reinforces a 

stable foundation ofheterosexism or "naturalized heterosexuality". The second model of 

androgyny will fair equally poorly against the poststructuralist model. If we recall, the 

secondary model of androgyny attempted to locate something 'essential' and universal 

(and therefore, gender neutral) about human selfbood. The authentic self, according to 

such a model, stands somehow apart from its particularities insofar as "In the relationship 

to God, these differences are fundamentally irrelevant and without meaning: here all 

humans are essentially similar, because here what is at issue is what humans are 
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essentially, underneath all the contingent conditioning" (Howe, 1997, p.238). Such a 

model presumes that the individual stands as onto10gically prior to the social. As 

contemporary political theorist, Iris Marion Young, asserts, "Conceiving the subject in 

this fashion implies conceiving consciousness as outside of and prior to language and the 

context of social interaction, which the subject enters" (Young, 1990, pA5). I want to 

frame Kierkegaard's depiction of the authentic self as not only compatible with 

contemporary feminist insights into the nature of the self and identity, but also as 

offering important and unique insights that can further inform feminist 

reconceptualizations of the self. Of particular importance to my feminist reading of 

Kierkegaard's authorship will be the notion of the defining relation, a concept which is 

largely ignored by traditional Kierkegaardian feminists. The picture Kierkegaard will 

ultimately present us with is of the "relational self'. 

The term, "relatiopal self' has been utilized within various feminist 

reconceptualizations of the self. Carol Gilligan, for example, uses the term when 

outlining an "ethics of care". Gilligan argues that our traditional models of moral 

development, particularly Kohlberg's six-stage model of moral development, priviledge 

definitively masculine modes of orientation and all but ignore the dimension of 

interpersonal relations and care giving. She then turns to woman's experience in order to 

reconceptualize the moral development of the individual. The term, "relational self' has 

also been employed by various ecofeminists, including Val Plumwood and Vandana 

Shiva, to name a few. Ecofeminists have used the term, "relational self' to describe the 

posture of an "ecological self' or a conceptualization of selfhood in which the self makes 

essential connections to the earth and to others. Both reconceptualizations of the self can 

be regarded as cultural feminist reconceptualizations, insofar as "woman's character" is 
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described in terms of care giving, community, and interpersonal relationships. 

Furthermore, such reconceptualizations of the self involve the individual's relation to a 

community or a general other. The "relational self' that I will introduce will differ 

dramatically from these previous accounts. First, I will resort to no such essentialisms 

regarding woman or man. I do not wish to portray woman as fundamentally dependent 

or relational in some way. Secondly, the "defining relation" that I will introduce will be 

framed as an absolutely individuating relation to not the general other, but rather, to 

particular and irreplaceable others. In this sense, I will draw from the structure of 

Kierkegaard's religious ideal of selfhood in order to frame the "relational self' as the 

highest ideal of selfhood, founded upon the most profound existential strength and 

religious passion. 

Within the following chapters of this paper, I will trace this idea of the 

defining relation, a relationship that defines the individual's understanding of the world, 

her sense of importance, and her sense of self or identity, through the development of 

Kierkegaard's four spheres of existence, ending with Religiousness B or the knight of 

faith as the highest form of human existence and existential passion. 
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Chapter 8 

Kierkegaard's Pseudonymous Authorship 

Before engaging in a discussion of the spheres of existence, some 

preliminary remarks regarding Kierkegaard's pseudonymous authorship should be made. 

This brief explanation serves not only to clarify issues regarding Kierkegaard's 

authorship, but also will provide further support of the claim that for Kierkegaard, the 

central problem of the present age rests in individuals' refusal to recognize that there is a 

problem. In The Point of View, Kierkegaard asserts that his reasoning behind the 

utilization of pseudonyms is to establish a certain amount of distance between himself 

and his audience, stating: 

Here was a religious author, but one who began as an esthetic author, and this 
first part was the incognito, was the deception. Very early and very thoroughly 
initiated into the secret that the world wants to be deceived, I was unable at that 
time to choose to pursue this strategy. Quite the opposite, it was a matter of 
deceiving inversely on the largest possible scale, of using all my familiarity with 
people and their weaknesses and their obtusities-not in order to profit from them 
but in order to annihilate myself, to weaken the impression of myself 
(Kierkegaard, 1998, p.58). 

This distance allows Kierkegaard to engage in 'indirect communication'. Kierkegaard's 

motives for engaging in indirect communication stem from the distinctive nature of his 

audience. As he describes: 

There is a great dialectical difference...between these two situations: one who is 
ignorant and must be given some knowledge, and therefore he is like the empty 
vessel that must be filled or like the blank sheet of paper that must be written 
upon-and one who is under a delusion that must first be taken away. Now, on 
the assumption that someone is under a delusion and consequently the first step, 
properly understood, is to remove the delusion-if I do not begin by deceiving, I 
begin with direct communication. But direct communication presupposes that the 
recipient's ability to receive is entirely in order, but here that is simply not the 
case-indeed, here a delusion is an obstacle (Kierkegaard, 1998, p.54). 
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For Kierkegaard, one of the largest problems of the present age was individuals' refusal 

to acknowledge that there was in fact a problem; the loss of qualitative distinctions was 

covered up with the illusion of their presence. As will be shown later in this section, 

individuals within the lower spheres of existence possess a similar interest in remaining 

unaware of the contradictions or downfalls of their positions. This general vested 

interest in concealing one's despair from oneself is what Kierkegaard means by the 

assertion that "the world wants to be deceived." In order to remove this obstacle of 

delusion, Kierkegaard employs indirect discourse, by which he means: 

...that one does not begin directly with what one wishes to communicate but 
begins by taking the other's delusion at face value. Thus one does not begin (to 
hold to what essentially is the theme of this book) in this way: I am a Christian, 
you are not a Christian-but this way: You are a Christian, I am not a Christian. 
Or one does not begin in this way: It is Christianity that I am proclaiming, and 
you are living in purely esthetic categories. No, one begins this way: Let us talk 
about the esthetic. The deception consists in one's speaking this way precisely in 
order to arrive at the religious. But according to the assumption the other person 
is in fact under the delusion that the esthetic is the essentially Christian, since he 
thinks he is a Christian and yet he is living in esthetic categories (Kierkegaard, 
1998, p.54). 

In describing the aesthetic and ethical spheres of existence, Kierkegaard does so 

through the creation of a pseudonymous author, for example, A, the aesthetic writer of 

the first volume of Either/Or, or Judge William, the ethical writer of the second volume. 

These pseudonymous authors speak about the spheres of existence from the point of view 

of an individual within the sphere in question. What is important to remember, therefore, 

is that these pseudonymous authors maintain that vested interest in covering up their own 

despair. It follows, therefore, that the author's defence of his own position can never be 

taken at face value. Religiousness A, on the other hand, is described within 

Kierkegaard's Edifying Discourses, written under his own name. In fact, Kierkegaard 

claims to embody the sphere of Religiousness A. It follows, therefore, that 
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Kierkegaard's own defence of Religiousness A cannot be taken at face value either. 

Anti-Climacus describes this sort of indirect discourse in Training in Christianity, 

stating: 

Indirect communication can be produced by the art of reduplicating the 
communication. This art consists in reducing oneself, the communicator, to 
nobody, something purely objective, and then incessantly composing qualitative 
opposites into unity...An example of such indirect communication is, to bring 
defence and attack together in such a unity that no one can say directly whether 
one is attacking or defending, so that both the most zealous partisans of the cause 
and its bitterest enemies can regard one as an ally-and with this to be nobody, 
an absentee, an objective something, not a personal man (Kierkegaard, 1944, 
pp.132-133). 

By speaking from the point of view of an individual within the stage in question, 

Kierkegaard is able to "bring defence and attack together in such a unity that no one can 

say directly whether one is attacking or defending." With these preliminary remarks 

regarding Kierkegaard's pseudonymous authorship in place, we can now proceed to a 

discussion of the three lower spheres of existence and their relative merits. 
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Chapter 9 

The Aesthete 

I. 

A, the pseudonymous author of volume 1 of Either/Or, represents an 

individual within the aesthetic sphere of existence. The aesthete passionately commits 

himself to enjoyment and, in doing so, gains a qualitative distinction, namely that 

between what is enjoyable and that which is unenjoyable. Within "The Immediate Erotic 

Stages or The Musical Erotic," A speaks from the point of view of the most immediate 

form of aesthetic commitment. For A, Mozart's Don Juan is the exemplar of a 

passionate commitment to enjoyment. The significance of Don Juan is most clearly 

recognizable if we contrast his form of aesthetic enjoyment with the enjoyment felt by 

present age individuals. Within the present age, individuals can be said to possess finite 

preferences or definite objects of enjoyment. To possess definite desires, however, bears 

an inherent risk, for the individual risks the pain of receiving unpleasurable objects or 

experiencing unenjoyable events. Present age individuals also risk the pain of not 

receiving or experiencing those objects that are considered to be enjoyable. It is 

precisely this risk that leads present age individuals to substitute probability for 

possibility. Utilizing the power of reflection, present age individuals are able to calculate 

the relative chances of receiving and keeping this particular object or experiencing this 

particular event. As a result of this reflective calculation, not only are present age 

individuals' desires conditional (i.e. dependent, to a certain extent, upon external 

circumstances that dictate the likelihood of success or failure), but also these definite 

desires are never passionately committed to. Once the present age individual receives 

some object of her desire, she still remains aware of the possibility of later losing this 

122
 

I.il 



object of desire. In response to this risk, present age individuals fail to commit 

unconditionally to both their desires and their enjoyment. The aesthete, on the other 

hand, abandons reflection altogether and commits passionately to the immediate 

satisfaction of desire. For the aesthete, the meaningful content of one's life is to be 

found entirely within this commitment to pleasure. How, then, is the inherent risk of 

losing one's desires avoided in the immediate aesthetic stage? The aesthete's ideal, as 

exemplified through the character of Don Juan, is to "desire the particular absolutely" 

(Kierkegaard, 1992, p.93} To desire the particular absolutely is to find absolute 

fulfilment not in the object itself, but rather in one's desire for the object. Because he 

desires absolutely, in this sense, Don Juan is not considered to be a seducer, for, as A 

states: 

Being a seducer requires always a certain reflection and consciousness, and once 
this is present one may talk of cunning and intrigues, and of wily measures. This 
consciousness is something Don Giovanni lacks. So he does not seduce. He 
desires, and this desire acts seductively. To that extent he seduces. He savours 
the satisfaction of desire; as soon as he has savoured it he seeks a new object, and 
so on endlessly... He desires and stays constantly in a state of desire and he 
constantly savours its satisfaction (Kierkegaard, 1992, pp.l4-15). 

Don Juan's passionate aesthetic commitment rests upon two conditions. 

First, no permanent desire is to be directed at anything definite or particular. In order to 

remain in a perpetual state of desire, Don Juan must be satisfied by (his desire for) 

whatever particular object or person happens to cross his path. Secondly, Don Juan is to 

abandon reflection entirely, remaining in an endless state of immediacy. At this point, 

the fundamental breakdown of the immediate aesthetic sphere should become apparent. 

To not have definite desires (i.e. to refuse to allow any objects or persons make any sort 

of difference to me) is to fail to have a definite and determinant individual. In this sense, 

the ideal of the immediate aesthete is to do away with the self entirely. Furthermore, 
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insofar as Don Juan abandon's reflection entirely, he abandons any and all self-reflection 

or self-consciousness. For A, the realization of this ideal is not possible, for he cannot 

help but have definite objects of desire as well as a certain degree of self-consciousness. 

It is for this reason that A cannot be said to exist in this immediate sphere, but rather he 

attempts to experience this sort of immediacy of Don Juan vicariously through Mozart's 

music. Vicariously attaining the ideal of the immediate aesthetic, however, is still an 

impossibility. The ideal of the immediate aesthete was to be without a definite self and 

without self-consciousness. An attempt to experience this ideal vicariously (i.e. to 

experience Don Juan's existence, vicariously through music) is to experience it 

reflectively. To vicariously or reflectively experience the loss or transcendence of the 

self is to attempt to experience the loss of one's self, self-consciously. A can be said to 

recognize this contradiction of his own position when he states: 

Immortal Mozart! You, to whom lowe everything, to whom lowe the loss of 
my reason, the wonder that overwhelmed my soul, the fear that gripped my 
inmost being; you, who are the reason I did not go through life without there 
being something that could make me tremble; you, whom I thank for the fact that 
I shall not have died without having loved, even though my love was unhappy. 
What wonder then that I should be more jealous of his glorification than of the 
happiest moment of my own life, more jealous of his immortality than of my own 
existence. Yes, to take him away, to efface his name, would be to overturn the 
only pillar that hitherto has prevented everything collapsing for me into a 
boundless chaos, into a fearful nothingness (Kierkegaard, 1992, p.62). 

While this inherent contradiction is acknowledged, A does not make any attempt to 

overcome or refine his position in this essay, but rather, chooses to remain in his present 

position. It is not until his essay, "Crop Rotation," that A attempts to reconcile this 

contradiction. 

II. 

The fundamental despair of the immediate aesthete lies in the contradiction 

of attempting to self-consciously negate one's self-consciousness. In recognizing this 

124
 



contradiction, A recognizes that he cannot help but have particular, definite objects of 

enjoyment and that he cannot abandon reflection altogether. How, then, is A to 

acknowledge both his power of reflection and his definite desires while retaining his 

passionate and unconditional commitment rather than falling back to the calculated 

avoidance of risk, characteristic of the present age? The answer to this question can be 

found in the essay, "Crop Rotation". In this essay, A undergoes a transition from an 

immediate aesthetic stage to an increasingly reflective one. In order to maintain an 

absolute commitment to definite desires, while at the same time avoiding the risk of 

losing one's desires, A proposes to enjoy his immediate objects of desire absolutely by 

enjoying them reflectively. Not surprisingly then, A's qualitative distinction between the 

enjoyable and the unenjoyable is rephrased as the qualitative distinction between the 

interesting and the boring as he asserts that, "boredom is the root of all evil" 

(Kierkegaard, 1992, p.227). 

With this transition from the immediate aesthetic stage to a reflective one, 

A can also be said to re-interpret the perceived problem of the present age. While in 

"The Immediate Erotic Stages," A never explicitly discusses the present age, from his 

passionate commitment to enjoyment, we can infer that the problem of the present age 

lies in individuals' ability to only make conditional commitments to their desires. Upon 

his recognition of the inescapability of both definite desires and reflection, A is 

confronted with his fundamental similarity to present age individuals and therefore, sets 

himself apart from them in a more explicit way. Within "Crop Rotation," A points not to 

the conditional, calculated desires of present age individuals, but rather, to their restless 

tendency, stating: 

This rotation is the vulgar, the inartistic method, and is based on an illusion. One 
is tired of living in the country, one moves to the city; one is tired of one's native 
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land, one travels abroad; one is europamude, one goes to America, and so on; 
finally, one indulges in a dream of endless travel from star to star. Or the 
movement is different but till in extension. One is tired of dining off porcelain, 
one dines off silver; one tires of that, one dines off gold; one burns half of Rome 
to get an ideal of the conflagration at Troy. This method defeats itself; it is the 
bad infinite (Kierkegaard, 1992, p.233). 

The rotation method that A proposes is not a constant change in one's 

scenery or finite engagements, but rather, a reflective change or a change of one's point 

of view from which he or she perceives and remembers his or her worldly engagements. 

As A states, "The method I propose consists not in changing the soil, but as in the real 

rotation of cops, in changing the method of cultivation and type of grain" (Kierkegaard, 

1992, p.233). In this way, one can enjoy his or her finite experiences infinitely, by re

experiencing them reflectively. Furthermore, the initial experience can be reflectively re

experienced in an infinite number of ways, thus eliminating the possibility of boredom. 

For A, the ability to "change one's mode of cultivation" is only possible if one maintains 

the ideal relationship between remembering and forgetting. He states, "The whole of life 

moves in these two currents, so it is essential to have control over them...Having 

perfected the art of forgetting and the art of remembering, one is then in a position to 

play battledore and shuttlecock with the whole of existence" (Kierkegaard, 1992, pp.233

234). Maintaining the ideal relationship between remembering and forgetting means 

that, "Every life-situation must possess no more importance than that one can forget it 

whenever one wants to; each single life-situation should have enough importance, 

however, for one to be able at any time to remember it" (Kierkegaard, 1992, p.234). To 

maintain the proper relationship between remembering and forgetting is, for A, to 

maintain a certain element of distance between oneself and one's experiences. In doing 

so, one can not only re-live enjoyable experiences in a multitude of ways, thereby 

gaining the ability to enjoy finite experiences infinitely, but also one can re-live 
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unenjoyable experiences in a new way in order to reflectively transform them into 

enjoyable experiences. At this point, the change in the function of reflection, with 

regards to enjoyment, should become apparent. If we recall, in the present age, reflection 

served as a tool for calculating the risk of success/failure of one's desires, thereby 

allowing only for conditional, rather than unconditional, desires. For A, with regards to 

the "rotation method," his enjoyment is found within his reflection; his reflection is what 

allows him to fulfil his desires absolutely, thereby allowing him to commit to them 

unconditionally. 

It would seem, at this point, that A had successfully overcome the problem 

of the present age. In maintaining an absolute commitment to reflective enjoyment, he 

established a self-defining and world-defining qualitative distinction, namely that 

between the interesting and the boring. In locating his enjoyment not in his definite 

desires, but rather in his reflection, he can be said to overcome the inherent risk of having 

desires without resorting to the calculating conditional (non)commitments ofpresent age 

individuals. However, if we examine the way in which A defines the factors of the self, 

according to this model, we will find that he can be said to exist in a state of despair, 

insofar as his definitions of the factors involve inherent contradictions. As a result of 

these inherent contradictions, the factors of the aesthetic self collapse under their own 

weight. 

Through his reflective enjoyment and re-enjoyment of his experiences, A 

can be said to experience infinite enjoyment out of finite experiences. If we recall, A 

was able to experience his finite experiences infinitely only by maintaining a crucial 

element of distance from them. No finite experience was to be considered significant 

enough that it could not be forgotten or reflectively altered in a way that could transform 
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an unenjoyable experience into an enjoyable one. In other words, no finite experience is 

allowed to make a significant difference to the aesthetic individual, for it is not the 

particular experience itself that is enjoyable, but rather, A's enjoyment is to be found in 

his reflection upon any particular event. And yet, insofar as no finite experience makes a 

difference to the aesthetic individual, there cannot be said to exist significant differences 

between his or her finite experiences. If there are no real differences between any finite 

experiences, however, they cannot really be regarded as finite experiences at all. In this 

way, A fails to uphold the distinction between the finite and the infinite in a way that 

allows them to be mutually reinforcing, but instead, they ultimately cancel each other 

out. 

The qualitative distinction between possibility and necessity, as defined by 

the aesthete, will collapse in a similar manner. In maintaining a crucial distance between 

himself and his finite experiences and worldly commitments, A attempts to establish a 

constant sense of possibility. This distance was maintained for the sake of A' s 

.unconditional commitment to reflective enjoyment. In maintaining this crucial distance, 

A could always entertain the possibility of either experiencing something new or re

experiencing an unenjoyable event in a way that made it enjoyable. And yet, insofar as 

all of his finite experiences are regarded only as sources of enjoyable reflection, the 

meaning of all ofA's finite experiences are pre-determined. Insofar as the meaning of 

A's finite experiences is predetermined, A's life appears to be structured around not 

infinite possibility, but rather bare necessity. 

Lastly, A's position can be said to collapse the qualitative distinction 

between the temporal and the eternal. If we recall, for A, the meaning of a past event 

was to be derived through his remembrance of it. This is to say that no particular event 
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bears any constant or permanent meaning; rather, the meaning is always up for reflective 

re-interpretation. While A's unconditional commitment to reflective enjoyment serves as 

an attempt to establish continuity (via continuous enjoyment), what results is a disjointed 

life of discontinuity, whereby no particular event bears any particular and permanent 

meaning. To say that no particular event bears permanent meaning but rather, its 

meaning is always up for reflective re-interpretation, is to say that an event's significance 

is never situated in a particular time or place. As a result, an eternal is established that 

bears no real relation to the temporal. It is in this sense that A's position collapses the 

distinction between the temporal and the eternal. 

The collapse of these three factors of the self can be subsumed under the 

same fundamental contradiction found within the aesthete's position. In that A locates 

his enjoyment, the source of meaning in his life, not in particular events, but rather in his 

reflection upon them, these particular events cannot be said to make any significant 

difference to him. Insofar as any particular event can be experienced and re-experienced 

as enjoyable, there exists no real difference between one event and the next. To 

acknowledge that particular events bear some sort of meaning in and of themselves 

would be to sabotage his own position, for A's purpose in "perfecting the art of 

remembering and forgetting" was to gain the ability to "play battledore and shuttlecock 

with the whole of existence" (Kierkegaard, 1992, p.234). In his move to reflection as the 

source of enjoyment, and therefore his source of meaning, A attempts to overcome the 

despair of the present age by resorting to his individual strength and power alone. The 

individual within the aesthetic sphere of existence can therefore be said to exist in the 

form of despair Kierkegaard refers to as "wanting in despair to be oneself' (Kierkegaard, 

1989, p.44). 
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Within his definition of the self, found within The Sickness Unto Death, 

Kierkegaard asserts that the self, as a relation that relates itself to itself, is not self-

established, but rather, is posited by another, i.e. God. This structure of the self, as a 

relation that is established by God, allows for two fonns of "authentic despair". 

Kierkegaard describes this form of authentic despair, experienced by the aesthete, as "the 

expression of the relation's (the selfs) total dependence, the expression of the fact that 

the self cannot by itself arrive at or remain in equilibrium and rest, but only, in relating to 

itself, by relating to that which has established the whole relation" (Kierkegaard, 1989, 

p.44). The individual in this fonn of despair attempts, through his or her individual 

strength alone, to work him/herself out of his/her despair. And yet, this only drives the 

individual into a deeper state of despair. As Kierkegaard states, "The imbalance in 

despair is not simply imbalance but an imbalance in a relation that relates to itself and 

which is established by something else. So the lack of balance in that 'for-itself 

relationship also reflects itself infinitely in the relation to the power which established it" 

(Kierkegaard, 1989, p.44). 

How, then, can A be said to exist in this fonn of despair? While the 

reflection of present age individuals can be said to cover up the issue of the self (i.e. 

cover up the issue of defining the factors of the self), the pure reflection of the aesthete 

can be understood as an annihilation of the self. By locating all enjoyment and, 

therefore, all of life's meaning, within his own reflection or imagination, A loses the 
\ 

ability to qualitatively differentiate his own experiences. If anything can count as an 

enjoyable experience, upon what basis can A possibly differentiate between the 

interesting and the boring? Furthennore, if all particular experiences can be regarded as 

equally interesting, it follows that they can all also be regarded as equally boring. Not 
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only does A lose the ability to establish significant differences, but he also fails to live up 

to his own unconditional commitment to the interesting. Insofar as A loses the ability to 

establish significant distinctions, he fails to overcome the central problem of the present 

age, namely, the levelling of qualitative distinctions. 

In volume I of Either/Or, A's flight from immediacy to pure reflection led 

to the breakdown of his position. In locating the meaningful content of his life in his 

own reflective enjoyment, A was left with no basis upon which to make the qualitative 

distinction, central to his defining commitment, namely that between the enjoyable and 

unenjoyable or interesting and boring. To admit that his particular, finite experiences 

bear some sort of meaning on their own accord would be to admit that the meaningful 

content of his life is out of A' s control. And yet, with no basis for drawing qualitative 

distinctions between the interesting and the boring, A is left with no option but 

arbitrariness. The claim was raised earlier that the pseudonymous authors maintained a 

vested interest in covering up their own despair. A does this by framing the fundamental 

downfall of his position as if it was an ideal, stating: 

The whole secret lies in arbitrariness ... One's enjoyment is not immediate but is 
something quite different which one arbitrarily injects. You see the middle of a 
play, read the third part of a book. In this way one derives a quite different 
enjoyment from the one the author has been so good as to intend for you. One 
enjoys something entirely accidental, one regards the whole of existence from 
this standpoint, lets its reality run aground on it. ...You can transform something 
accidental into the absolute and, as such, into an object of absolute admiration 
(Kierkegaard, 1992, pp.239-240). 

In upholding arbitrariness as an ideal, A attempts to shed favourable light upon what is 

really his own indifference to the world. This indifference is acknowledged in his first 

essay, "Diapsalmata": 

Were I offered all the world's glories or all its torments, they would affect me 
indifferently; I would not run over on the other side either to reach for or to 
escape them. I die death itself. Is there anything that could divert me? Yes, if I 
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caught sight of a fidelity that stood every trial, an enthusiasm that sustained 
everything, a faith that moved mountains; if I came by a thought that bound 
together the finite and the infinite. By my soul's poisonous doubt is all
consuming. My soul is like the Dead Sea, over which no bird can fly; when it 
gets halfway, it sinks down spent to its death and destruction (Kierkegaard, 1992, 
p.53). 

A acknowledges his own despair, to a certain extent, but rather than acknowledging it 

and overcoming it, thereby passing on to a new stage, he chooses to justify and therefore 

remain in his own contradictory position. It is in this sense that A states, "I feel as a 

chessman must when the opponent say of it: that piece cannot be moved" (Kierkegaard, 

1992, p.44). 

The aesthetic sphere of existence, as a particular orientation to the world, is 

best understood as analogous to David Hume's conception of human freedom as the 

freedom to act upon one's desires. In accordance with such a model of individuals as 

acting fundamentally on the basis of their strongest desires, on Hume's account, reason 

serves only the instrumental purpose of enabling individuals to satisfy the greatest 

number of desires to their greatest extent. Reason, in other words, "is and ought only to 

be the slave of the passions." While Hume's account of human freedom does resemble 

Kierkegaard's aesthetic sphere of existence, what is important to remember is that the 

aesthete's orientation to the world is not a matter of a natural or universal human 

condition, but rather, an active choice or commitment. This absolute commitment is 

made consciously, in response to present age levelling. In response to the present age, 

Kierkegaard's aesthete makes an absolute commitment to the qualitative distinction 

between pleasure and boredom, thereby living out an existential orientation that at least 

resembles this traditional notion of freedom. The aesthete, in his earliest stage of 

development, acts solely on the basis of his immediate desires. Recognizing the inherent 

vulnerability of such a stance, however, the aesthete reacts by "rotating the crops," 
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mobilizing his capacity to rationally control desire, to retract his desire before 

disappointment sets in. The reflective aesthete, therefore, embodies the notion that 

reason is and ought only to be the slave of the passions ('passion' understood 

aesthetically as 'desire'). Desire for inherently instable worldly pleasures causes the 

aesthete to rotate to a pleasure that cannot be taken away, namely the reflective ability to 

retract or reformulate his desire. At his proceeding stage of development, the aesthete 

begins to take pleasure in forcing others out of their immediate desires or motivations 

(i.e. he becomes a seducer). In doing so, A animates that very force, namely the ability 

of forces beyond one's control to render the satisfaction of one's desire impossible, that 

once destroyed his own position. In this sense, the aesthete at once enacts a "re-mastery 

of his own defeat" and rehearses his own invulnerability. What is revealed in the 

aesthete's downward spiral into seduction or sadism is the tendency for reason, construed 

only as an instrument of the passions, to evolve into passion only for control. Such a 

critique was later taken up within the more contemporary project of critical theory, most 

notably by Max Weber, in his critique of instrumental reason, and then later by 

Horkheimer, Adorno, and Marcuse. Central to each of these interrelated critiques is the 

notion that purely instrumental or strategic reason bears no content in and of itself, but 

rather, is only used for the purposes of satisfying whatever desires one happens to have at 

the moment. As we saw, an individual, activating this form of reason, acting only on the 

basis of desire, represents a similar absence of content or continuity to one's life. Notice 

how Kierkegaard refuses to provide the aesthete with a name, but rather, only the letter 

A. It is at this point that ethical se'frealization emerges as a potential solution to the 

despair of the aesthete; it does so precisely by providing content to reflective self-

mastery. This content to one's life will take the form of autonomous self-determination. 
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Chapter 10 

The Ethical 

Judge William, the representative of the ethical sphere of existence, makes an 

unconditional, defining commitment to absolute choice. For Judge William, one's 

freedom and responsibility to be self-defining lies in our ability to make concrete 

decisions. As he states: 

Choice itself is decisive for a personality's 90ntent; in choice personality 
immerses itself in what is chosen, and when it does no t choose it wastes 
consumptively away. For a moment it can seem, for a moment it can look as if 
what the choice is between lies outside the chooser; he has no relation to it, he 
can sustain an indifference in the face of it. This is the instant of deliberation, but 
like the Platonic instant, it really has no existence, least of all in the abstract sense 
in which you would hold on to it. And the longer one stares at it the less it exists. 
What is to be chosen stands in the deepest relationship to the chooser, and when 
the choice concerns a problem of life the individual must naturally go on living at 
the same time; so the longer he postpones the choice the easier it is to modify it, 
even though he keeps on deliberating and deliberating and thinks, because of that 
he is holding the alternatives properly apart from one another. When one looks at 
life's either/or in this way, one is not easily tempted to trifle with it. One sees, 
then, that the inner activity of the personality has no time for thought
experiments, that it hastens constantly on and in one way or another is positing 
either the one or the other, making the choice in the next instant more difficult 
because what has been posited has to be retracted.. .If [an individual] fails to take 
this headway into account, the moment eventually comes when there is no longer 
any question of an either/or, not because he has chosen but because he has 
refrained from choice, which can also be expressed in another way: because 
others have chosen for him, because he has lost himself (Kierkegaard, 1992, 
pp.482-483). 

For Judge William, not only are we defined by the choices that we make, but also 

moreover, we cannot possibly avoid making choices. As human beings, we are always in 

the process of making choices and decisions. To live within the ethical sphere is to 

confront this inescapability of choice and to regard absolute choice as a human beings 

most fundamental duty. As Judge William states, "What I have tried to the best of my 

ability to do, is to illuminate the absolute importance of duty, the eternal validity of the 

relationship of duty for personal being. For as soon as one's personal being finds itself in 
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despair chooses itself absolutely, repents itself, one has oneself as one's task under an 

eternal responsibility, and thus duty is posited in its absoluteness" (Kierkegaard, 1992, 

p.558). Judge William's position is best understood, however, as a leap from and an 

attempt to overcome the despair of the aesthetic sphere. 

In volume 1 of Either/Or, we saw that A's flight from immediacy to a state 

of pure reflection led to a sort of self-annihilation, wherein A undermined his own ability 

to establish meaningful qualitative distinctions. A's refusal to allow himself to ever be 

fully engaged or attached to his worldly commitments, as argued within his discussion of 

remembering and forgetting, should be understood as an attempt to negate the self 

altogether. For Kierkegaard, to be a self is to make concrete commitments. As 

individuals, we are defined by the way in which things in the world make a: difference to 

us. A's detachment is to be regarded as fundamentally different from the detachment of 

present age individuals however, for A's is a conscious, deliberate attempt to overcome 

the present age through self-negation. In refusing to allow himself to ever be fully 

engaged or attached to his worldly commitments however, and instead focus the entire 

content of is life's meaning in his own reflection, A attempts to do away with his 

attachment to finitude, necessity, and temporality and to live a life of pure infinitude, 

possibility, and eternity. However, we saw above that to define the infinite with ~o 

relation to the finite, possibility with no relation to necessity, and the eternal with no 

relation to the temporal, was to, in fact level the distinction. In being confronted with his 

own despair, A is confronted with the inherent contradiction of self-consciously 

attempting to undergo this process of self-negation. In coming face to face with the 

inherent contradiction of his own position, A is confronted with the inescapable 

responsibility of becoming a self. For A to accept this responsibility, however, would be 
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to abandon his own position, the aesthetic sphere of existence, entirely; to confront the 

responsibility of becoming a self is to ascend to the ethical sphere. 

Judge William, the pseudonymous author of Volume 2 of Either/Or 

addresses A within a series of letters entitled, "Equilibrium between the Aesthetic and 

the Ethical". Within these letters, Judge William asserts that for A to fully confront the 

despair of his own position would be to simultaneously overcome it, stating: 

So then choose despair, since despair is itself a choice, for one can doubt without 
choosing to, but despair one cannot without choosing to do so. And when one 
despairs one chooses again, and what then does one choose? One chooses 
oneself, not in one's immediacy, not as this contingent individual, one chooses in 
one's eternal validity ... In general, one cannot despair at all unless one wants to, 
but in order truly to despair one must truly want to, but when one truly wills 
despair one is truly beyond it; when one has truly chosen despair one has truly 
chosen what despair chooses, namely oneself in one's eternal validity 
(Kierkegaard, 1992, pp.5l4-515). 

The despair of the aesthete lies in the inherent contradiction of self-conscious self-

negation. If A cannot deliberately do away with the factors of the self, it follows that 

cannot avoid defining them. In other words, for A to confront his own despair is to come 

face to face with his own existence as a self-defining subject. To come face to face with 

oneself as a self-defining subject is precisely the task of the ethical sphere. 

In his letter to A (or, for that matter, to any individual within the aesthetic 

sphere of existence), Judge William goes on to state: 

I simply want to bring you to the point where that choice truly acquires meaning 
for you. It is on this that everything hinges. Only when one can get a person to 
stand at the crossroads in such a way that he has no expedient but to choose, does 
he choose what is right. .. Either, then, one is to live aesthetically or one is to live 
ethically. In this, as I have said, there is no question yet of a choice in a stricter 
sense; for someone who lives aesthetically does not choose, and someone who, 
once the ethical has become apparent to him, chooses the aesthetic, does no live 
in the aesthetic sphere for he sins and comes under the category of the ethical 
(Kierkegaard, 1992, p.486). 
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What would it mean, specifically, to choose the aesthetic sphere? We saw, in the 

previous section, that A, in maintaining an absolute distance between himself and his 

finite, temporal, and necessary characteristics or worldly engagements, could be said to 

negate the self. What would it be, however, to ethically choose this distance? The truth 

of the aesthetic sphere, and one that will be carried though to the ethical sphere, is one's 

absolute difference from his or her finite, temporal, and necessary characteristics. While, 

out of necessity, we all possess particular finite characteristics, these finite characteristics 

cannot serve to ultimately define the individual. Upon recognition of his absolute 

difference from his finite, temporal, and necessary characteristics and engagements, A 

attempts to flee them entirely. For Judge William, what A does not realize is that this 

absolute difference does not imply the negation of one's identity. Rather, this absolute 

difference is, in effect, the condition of a self-defined identity. Rather than fleeing from 

one's finite characteristics, Judge William asserts that one's finite characteristics can be 

chosen absolutely, stating, "I choose the absolute which chooses me, I posit the absolute 

which posits me ... What I choose I do not posit, for if it were not posited I could not 

choose it, and yet if it were not posited through my choosing it I would not choose it. It 

is, for if it was not I could not choose it; it is not, for it only comes to be by my choosing 

it, otherwise my choice would be illusory" (Kierkegaard, 1992, pp.515-516). To say that 

one chooses his or her finite qualities is not to say that what finite qualities I happen to 

posses are up to me, but rather, when Judge William speaks of'choice', he means choice 

in an absolute sense. To say that my finite qualities only come to be by my choosing it 

means that it is up to me to define what sort of difference my finite qualities make to me. 

To choose the despair of the aesthetic is to confront the absolute difference between 

myself and my finite qualities. If this absolute separation did not exist, the individual 
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would not be self-defining, but rather would be defined only by qualities that one 

happened to possess. As Judge William asserts, my finite qualities do not define me, but 

rather, through my choosing them absolutely, I identify myself with my finite qualities 

and therefore, can be said to be self-defining. In this sense, I can be said to choose 

myself absolutely. 

At this point, the distinctiveness of Judge William's position should be 

apparent. The passionate commitment of the ethicist is not necessarily to a particular 

choice (i.e. not a particular finite quality or worldly engagement or social role), but rather 

to absolute choice itself. With this passionate commitment in mind, we are now in a . 

position to examine how the ethicist upholds (i.e. defines) the three factors of the self. 

With regards to our discussion of the absolute difference between oneself and one's finite 

qualities as the fundamental condition of the self as self-defined, we can see the way in 

which the ethicist defines the finite and the infinite. The finite, for the ethicist, consists 

in one's particular qualities or characteristics. The infinite consists in one's absolute 

difference from one's finite qualities and characteristics. From this distinction, we can 

also determine the way in which the ethicist defines possibility and necessity. Insofar as 

the individual is absolutely different from her finite qualities and insofar as it is the task 

of the individual to choose absolutely her finite qualities, it is up to the individual to 

choose what sort of difference her particular finite qualities make to her. In other words, 

the individual is only defined by the finite qualities that she chooses absolutely. The 

finite qualities that the individual does choose to define herself by become necessary to 

her identity. Insofar as this choice is the individual's she retains possibility. Lastly, the 

ethicist's commitment to absolute choice also serves to define the temporal and the 

eternal. Insofar as one's finite qualities are chosen absolutely, they serve to establish 
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continuity in one's identity, for an absolute choice implies a sense of permanence. One's 

absolute choice bears a sense of the eternal in its lasting bearing upon the individual. In 

that the individual is always in the process of making absolute choices, however, he or 

she retains a sense of the temporal. Discontinuity of identity is established through the 

continuous making of choices, which then serve to define the self as a developing and 

changing identity. 

As stated earlier, the individual within the ethical sphere makes an 

unconditional commitment to absolute choice. An unconditional to absolute choice does 

not, however, exclude concrete commitments. In fact, Judge William asserts that the 

ethicist only truly comes into existence through his or her commitment to and consequent 

expression of particular social roles, stating "Talent is beautiful only when it becomes 

transparent in a vocation, and existence is beautiful only when everyone has a vocation" 

(Kierkegaard, 1992, p.567). Social roles, along with their accompanying ethical duties, 

provide the ethicist with a universal language with which to express those particular 

finite qualities upon which he or she has chosen to impart significance. Insofar as the 

ethicist's commitments can only be expressed in universal terms (i.e. universally 

available social roles and social 'ethics'), the ethical position can be said to account for 

individual differentiation in a way that the aesthete ignores. The ethical position is to be 

regarded as universally attainable, in that human beings universally and equally possess 

the ability to choose absolutely as self-defining individuals. However, individuals are 

differentiated from one another on the basis of those individually chosen commitments. 

As Judge William states, "The ethical proposition that everyone has a vocation implies a 

rational order of things in which every person, if he wants, fills his place in such a way 

that he expresses the universally human and the individual simultaneously" 
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(Kierkegaard, 1992, p.567). The availability of social roles or vocations allows for this 

individual differentiation to be expressed in a universally understandable manner. 

The availability of social roles or vocations plays another fundamental role 

for the ethical position. To say that the ethical position can only be expressed through 

concrete commitments is to say that one's particular concrete commitments can only find 

expression through action. As Judge William states, "If a person has a vocation he 

generally has a standard outside him, which, without making him a slave, nevertheless 

prescribes to some extent what he is to do, apportions his time for him, gives him 

frequently the opportunity to begin" (Kierkegaard, 1992, p.567). It is only through the 

committed performance to those duties that accompany a social role or vocation that the 

individual can be self-expressive. In other words, the ethicist's commitment to a 

particular social role is what allows for his inward commitment to be transformed into 

action and decision. If the ethical position can only be expressed through one's concrete 

commitments and action, it follows that the ethicist's definitions of the factors of the self 

can only be expressed through social roles as well. According to the definitions set forth 

by the ethicist, one chooses his or her particular social role or vocation on the basis of the 

finite qualities or talents that the individual chooses to be defined by, thus expressing the 

distinction between the finite and the infinite. Insofar as one has the freedom to choose 

his or her particular social role, the individual can be said to express possibility; in that 

once a social role is chosen, it serves to define the individual and become a necessary 

part of his or her identity, the ethicist expresses necessity. Lastly, insofar as one's choice 

of a particular social role can be said to express the distinction between the temporal and 

eternal. Insofar as one chooses a social role, he or she gives expression to those finite 

qualities and talents that will bear ongoing significance, thus establishing continuity. 
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Insofar as the ethicist chooses to express some particular finite qualities and not others, a 

discontinuity between one's past, present, and future is established. In choosing some 

finite qualities to bear lasting significance, the ethicist discontinues the significance of 

those irrelevant or unchosen finite qualities. In other words, social roles are, for the 

ethicist, those concrete commitments that allow for individual self-expression. 

Social roles, for the ethicist, serve as the expression not only of one's 

particular finite qualities, but moreover, as the only way in which one's commitment to 

absolute choice can be expressed. What defines the ethical sphere is not one particular 

social role, vocation, or duty, but rather, an unconditional commitment to absolute 

choice. The appeal of the ethical sphere is that, although I can lose my ability to express 

certain worldly commitments, I can never lose my ability to choose absolutely. With this 

acknowledgement of the appeal of the ethical sphere, however, we have also come face 

to face with its fundamental downfall. With regards to the qualitative distinction 

between the finite and the infinite, it was stated that the ethicist gained the infinite in his 

or her absolute difference from his or her finite qualities. It was this absolute difference 

that served as the condition for self-definition and self-choice. The ethical individual, if 

we recall, was ultimately defined not by his or her particular qualities, but rather, by his 

or her ability to choose those qualities absolutely. However, to say that I could lose my 

particular finite qualities that I have chosen to identify myself with and yet, not lose my 

identity is to say that these particular finite qualities make no significant difference to 

me. To say that my particular finite qualities make no significant difference to me is to 

level any qualitative distinction between them. The ethical individual would argue, at 

this point, that qualitative distinctions are established between his or her finite qualities 

in that he or she chooses some and not others. In this sense, the ethical sphere represents 
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a response to the present age's levelling of qualitative distinction. In the absence of 

universally agreed upon qualitative distinctions to turn to, it seems only logical to assume 

that qualitative distinctions can only be established by the individual. However, in 

maintaining a commitment not to anything particular, but only to absolute choice, the 

ethical individual is left with no basis upon which to make such a decision. His or her 

choice of identifying qualities appears to be only an arbitrary one. The ethical sphere, 

therefore, falls victim to the same fundamental problem of both the aesthetic sphere and 

the present age, for it undermines the possibility of establishing meaningful qualitative 

distinctions. Furthermore, the ethical sphere fails due to the same fundamental reason 

behind the aesthetic sphere's downfall, namely the attempt to overcome one's despair 

through one's individual powers alone. 

If the ethical sphere can be said to be one of despair, it follows that the 

definitions of the factors of the self collapse under their own weight. First, Judge 

William of the ethical sphere claims to uphold the qualitative distinction between the 

finite and the infinite. Insofar as the individual is absolutely different from his or her 

finite qualities, he or she is free to choose which finite qualities are of unconditional 

significance to his or her identity. With no basis from which to make this decision, 

however, how can the ethical individual explain why this particular finite quality is of 

unconditional significance? To say that this particular finite quality is of unconditional 

significance simply because it is would be to identify oneself immediately with one's 

finite qualities and thus, undermine the ethical definition of the self entirely. The ethical 

definition of the finite and the infinite leave the individual with two equally destructive 

options. Either one is identified immediately with his or her finite qualities and therefore 

does away with the self that is said to choose them, or one is not identified with one's 
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finite qualities at all, but rather only with one's ability to choose them. This second 

option, however, undermines the possibility of individual differentiation by doing away 

with the possibility that our differences are, in fact meaningful. According to this 

definition of the finite and the infinite, either the individual is defined entirely by his or 

her pre-established finite qualities, and therefore lacks the freedom to be self-defining, of 

the individual is entirely self-defined, yet cannot be said to possess a definite self. In this 

way, the ethicist's definition of the finite and the infinite result in their cancelling each 

other out. 

The collapse of the ethical definition ofpossibility and necessity parallels 

the collapse of the finite and the infinite. The ethicist defines necessity as those finite 

qualities that I choose to be necessary, while possibility is defined as my ability to 

choose which finite qualities count as necessary ones and which do not. As we have 

seen, however, the ethical individual is left with no basis upon which to make this 

choice. Consequently, this definition of possibility and necessity leaves the ethical 

individual with two equally destructive options. Either one is necessarily defined by his 

or her finite qualities and therefore, does away with the possibility of self-definition, or 

the individual is entirely self-defined, but only in an arbitrary manner. And yet, to be 

self-defined in an arbitrary manner is not to be defined at all. This definition of 

possibility and necessity causes the factors to cancel one another out. 

Lastly, the qualitative distinction between the temporal and eternal can also 

be said to collapse as a result of the ethical definitions of the factors. For the ethical 

individual, the temporal was established in that one's choices were made at a particular 

time and space. The eternal was established in that each individual choice served not 

only to establish the individual's identity, but also it contributed to his or her individual 

143
 

-lUL-- _
 



history. As Judge William states, "The eternal dignity of man lies in the fact that he can 

acquire a history, and the divine element in him lies in the fact that he himself can impart 

to this history a continuity if he will; for it acquires that not by being the sum of all that 

has happened to or befallen me, but by being my own work, so that even what has . 

befallen me is transformed in me and translated from necessity to freedom" 

(Kierkegaard, 1992, p.542). For Judge William (and, for that matter, any individual 

within the ethical sphere), the establishment of one's history or continuity in life is also a 

matter of individual choice. If one's continuity is not simply a matter of "being a sum of 

all that has happened," it folIows that the individual is responsible for choosing what past 

events or choices will have an ongoing significance for his or her present and future. 

While this definition of the temporal and eternal seems initially to establish an ideal form 

of continuity, what results is actualIy a radical form of discontinuity and disjunction. 

Once the individual chooses a particular past decision to bear ongoing significance, that 

choice takes on a temporal character, for it was made at a particular point in time. To 

avoid "being a sum of all that has happened," the ethical individual must then make and 

renew this decision at every instant. To make and renew the decision at every instant, 

however, would be to abandon any sense of the eternal and to exist only in a radically 

disjointed temporality. The establishment of continuity or a sense of the eternal, 

according to the ethical definition, would result in being only a sum of one's past 

decisions. In this sense, the ethical definition of the temporal and eternal leaves the 

individual with two equally destructive options. Either no continuity is established and 

therefore no lasting individual identity can be established either, or one establishes 

continuity of identity by remaining as a sum of all one's past events and, therefore, 
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abandons the freedom of self-definition. It is in this sense that the ethical definition of 

the temporal and eternal serves to cancel out both factors. 

The ethicist attempts to resolve the problems of the present age and of the 

aesthetic by establishing qualitative distinctions through the act of absolute choice. We 

saw, with regards to the collapsed factors of the self, however, that sole reliance upon 

individual choice and individual self-definition left no distinction between absolute 

choice and absolute arbitrariness. Once it is entirely up to the individual to decide which 

of his or her qualities are significant, he or she is left without any basis upon which to 

make such a decision. Having described the severe self-contradictions of the ethicist's 

\ 

position, specifically his definitions of the factors of the self, I want to return to the claim 

that the pseudonymous authors that embody each sphere of existence, can be said to 

possess a vested interest in covering up their own despair. Within our discussion of the 

aesthetic sphere, we saw that the aesthete evaded having to confront the fundamental 

weakness of his position by framing it as an ideal, claiming, "the whole secret lies in 

arbitrariness". Judge William's defence of his own contradictory position follows a 

similar pattern. 

The result of the fundamental contradictions of the ethicist's position can 

framed in terms of the diminished possibility of individual differentiation. If individuals 

are, in fact, defined and therefore differentiated by their particular finite qualities, then 

individuals cannot be said to be self-defined. If, on the other hand, individuals are 

entirely self-defining, they cannot be differentiated on the basis of their particular 

qualities, for these qualities make no necessary difference to the individual. In the 

concluding pages of his letter to A, Judge William attempts to re-explain his position in 

145
 

~t~__
 



order to bypass this contradiction. His attempt at saving his own position, however, will 

be shown to do just the opposite. 

Judge William addresses the problem of individual differentiation within 

his final discussion of the "uncommon man". He begins by asking: 

If a person who wants to realize the task that everyone is assigned-that of 
expressing the universally human in his individual life-stumbles on difficulties, 
if it looks as though there is something of the universal that he is unable to 
assume into his life, what does he do? ...From the very first moment he feels in 
all his exclusiveness that he is an exception, an uncommon person, it makes him 
vain, as childish as if a nightingale which had a red feather in its wing were to 
rejoice because no other nightingale had the like. If, on the other hand, his soul is 
ennobled by love of the universal, if he loves man's existence in this world, what 
then does he do? (Kierkegaard, 1992, p.586) 

To clarify, the task of "expressing the universally human in [one's] individual life" is the 

task of expressing one's commitment and responsibility to absolute choice through the 

language of universally available and universally understandable social roles. In raising 

the possibility that such a task may not be realizable, Judge William seems to imply that 

the individual will confront some particular characteristics that cannot be expressed in 

universal terms. What would it be for a particular characteristic to be inexpressible in 

universal terms? If the individual were to recognize a particular characteristic, to which 

there exists no universally available corresponding social role, a new social role or 

vocation could always be created. However, Judge William seems to assert, in the 

following paragraphs, that the individual, in principle, cannot ever achieve complete self-

expression in the universal. If a particular characteristic to be inexpressible in universal 

terms, it follows that the individual is unable to fully comprehend this characteristic. If 

j 
such a characteristic could be comprehended and named, the individual would then be 

able to create asocial role in which to express it. If the individual is truly unable to 
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realize the universal, it is because the individual can never fully comprehend him/herself. 

In this sense: 

[The individual] will then be assured that there is something of the universal that 
he cannot realize. With this assurance, however, he is not through, because it will 
engender a deep sorrow in his soul. He will rejoice in the others to whom it was 
granted to accomplish this thing, he will see perhaps better than they do how 
beautiful it is, but he himself will sorrow, not in a cowardly and dispirited way, 
but deeply and frankly, for he will say: 'After all, I love the universal. If it were 
the happy lot of others to bear witness to the universal by realizing it, very well 
then, I bear witness to it with my sorrow, and the deeper I sorrow the more 
significant my witness.' And this sorrow is beautiful, is itself an expression of 
the universally human, a beating of its heart within him, and will reconcile him 
with it (Kierkegaard, 1992, p.588). 

The ethicist is reconciled with the pain of being unable to fully realize the ideal of his 

position when he recognizes that this inability is, in fact, something universally human. 

In recognizing the limits of self-knowledge or "the boundaries of his individuality", the 

ethicist gains a greater degree of clarity about his/herself and about what is universally 

human. 

Judge William concludes: 

Now, the person we were speaking of will possess that power at the points where 
he can realize the universal. His sorrow will thus vanish again, it will dissolve 
into harmony, for he will realize that he has reached the boundaries of his 
individuality. He knows indeed that every man develops himself with freedom, 
but he also knows that a man does not create himself from nothing, that he has 
himself as a task in his concretion; he will be reconciled again with existence in 
that he perceives that in a sense everyone is an exception, ant that it is equally 
true that everyone is the universally human and at the same time an 
exception... Here you have my opinion on what it is to be an uncommon man. I 
love existence and being a human being far too much to believe that the path to 
becoming an uncommon man is easy or without temptations. But even if 
someone is out of the common in this more noble sense, he will nevertheless 
always admit that it would be more perfect still to take possession of the whole of 
the universal (Kierkegaard, 1992, p.589). 

In coming to the boundaries of his individuality or the limits of self-knowledge, the 

ethicist confronts, in greater clarity, that which is universally human, namely the inability 

to fully realize the universal. In maintaining, however, that "it would be more perfect 
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still to take possession of the whole of the universal," the ethicist is provided with a life 

task, namely the ongoing process of self-realization. 

How can this assertion that the ideal of the ethical position is, in fact, 

unrealisable be regarded as an attempt to save the ethical position? If the ethical ideal is 

an unrealisable one, the individual will never reach a position of choosing absolutely, of 

being entirely self-defined. Insofar as the individual can never attain complete clarity 

about his or her own characteristics, he or she will be in a position of having to choose 

them absolutely. Insofar as the ethical position is an unattainable ideal, its contradictions 

can never arise. This attempt to save his own position actually destroys it. If the 

individual can never reach total clarity about his or her finite qualities, it follows that he 

or she is simply defined by them. If what differentiates individuals, what makes the 

individual uncommon, are those qualities that cannot be fully realized, then individuals 

are differentiated upon a basis over which they have no control. Rather than being self

defining, individuals are differentiated and defined by those characteristics that they 

cannot fully comprehend. In attempting to save his own position, Judge William 

sacrifices that which served as its definitive characteristic, namely, self-determination. 

To say that the ethicist is always in the process of growing increasingly clear about 

him/herself is also to say that the ethicist is always in the process of trying to become 

clear about the grounds of his or her decision and actions. However, if the individual 

can, in principle, never become fully clear about these grounds, either, he or she cannot 

act or his or her actions cannot be distinguished, meaningfully, from compulsion. In 

other words, the ethicist is either condemned to a life of action without reflection or 

reflection without action. 
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The ethical position can be said to radically undermine itself insofar as 

once individual identity is entirely a matter of self-definition, there can be no basis from 

which to distinguish between absolute choice and absolute arbitrariness. In an attempt to 

salvage his own position, Judge William claims that the ethical ideal is only an ideal and 

one that, in principle, can never be fully attained. As a result however, the ethical task of 

self-establishment and self-expression through commitment to social roles can never 

succeed, for the ethical self can never succeed in establishing itself. In this sense, the 

ethicist remains paralysed by his or her own reflective capabilities (i.e. the ability to 

choose absolutely) and is rendered incapable of decision and action. If the aesthete, in 

his first stage of development, stood absolutely open to the world in its capacity to satisfy 

his sensual desires, the ethical strives to overcome this vulnerability to the world by 

closing himself off from it entirely. In doing so, however, his purported absolute 

autonomy bankrupts him motivationally. Judge William never overcomes_the 

contradictions of his own position and therefore, can be said to exist in a state of despair. 

The attempt to overcome the despair of the ethical cannot be found in Either/Or; for such 

an account, we must tum to Kierkegaard's depiction of Religiousness A. 

The Ethical Within a 19th Century Philosophical Context 

Kierkegaard's ethical sphere of existence should be regarded as the 

personification of the Kant's system (and Hegel's completion or radicalisation) of 

freedom and the moral law. As opposed to Hume, Kant's radical notion of freedom 

involves our freedom from even our greatest desires. While I may have various 

prescribed urges and desires, they cannot determine for me which ones to act upon and 

how. As a fundamentally moral being, I know that I can break the hold of even my 

strongest desires. In legislating my own activity in this way, I presuppose my own 
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freedom. For Kant, my ability to act as a judge who chooses to adopt and act upon a 

moral maxim is a necessary condition for conceiving of myself as a free agent. 

Furthremore, this capacity for freedom and moral reasoning is one that all rational agents 

share; the highest form of human existence, therefore, involves the realization and 

actualization of the universal. What it is to express my original selfis to hold my desires 

in freedom with others; the expression of one's original self takes the form of duty or the 

acceptance and enactment of the moral imperative. 

Moral maxims, as Kant describes, are not to be regarded as external 

prescribed rules to which I submit, for this would not be agency at all. Rather, for a 

maxim or moral law to be ultimately binding upon me, I must legislate it to be so. It is 

my active choosing to adopt this particular maxim, my choosing to do what one ought to 

do that makes one's actions truly moral. In response to the question then of what interest 

we have in moral imperatives, Kant asserts that the moral imperative and its normative 

force is simply a "fact of reason". In entertaining the idea of a moral law, we necessarily 

submit ourselves to it. At this point, we are confronted with what has been referred to as 

the "Kantian paradox". The paradox arises from the formulation of the moral law itself, 

which seems to imply that a free or lawless agent adopt or legislate rules to herself on the 

basis of laws that, on one hand seem to exist prior to my legislating it, and on the other 

hand derive their normative force from my active legislation. On the one hand, it seems 

as though there are reasons for adopting a particular moral maxim, and on the other hand, 

moral maxims are not a matter of ulterior interest. While Kant attempts to reconcile this 

paradox by stating the moral imperative and its normative force as simply a "fact of 

reason," such an assertion does little more than to restate the paradox, rather than 

effectively deal with it. The fundamental problem invoked by the Kantian paradox is 
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best stated as an either/or. Either there are no external reasons for choosing one moral 

maxim over another or over none at all, and therefore my adoption of one or the other is 

entirely arbitrary, or there are in fact reasons for choosing one particular moral maxim 

over another or none at all and therefore, the moral imperative existst as an external 

authority. It is precisely the impasse of the Kanitain parados that the ethical sphere, in its 

despairing breakdown, confronts. 

What if, like Judge William, we took this Kantian moral imperative to be 

absolute (i.e. made an absolute comrnittment to the qualitative distinction between 

autonomy and heteronomy or dignity and degredation), as one's hold upon every aspect 

of his or her life and identity? As we saw above, the ethicist's defining commitment to 

radical self-choice, to the need to underwrite every aspect of his life with his own 

signature of autonomy, bankrupts him motivationally. Either his absolute choices are 

mere arbitrary whims or his absolute choices must be made on the basis of something 

within the world. This qualitative distinction, between autonomous self-determination 

and heteronomy or "losing oneself in the world," when taken as absolute, is revealed to 

be absolutely untenable. With his portrayal ofthe breakdown of both the aesthetic and 

ethical spheres of existence, Kierkegaard offers a devastating critique of the two 

traditional secular responses to moderntiy, namely, Humean and Kantian freedom. What 

characterizes both modes of access to the world is the underlying imperative to establish 

a sense of self or identity in a fully autonomous manner. While this focus on the 

autonomous individual is absolutely central to the two traditional secular responses to 

modernity, Kierkegaard will describe this imperative as a form of despair. What this 

highest form of despair in fact reveals is, "the relation's (the seWs) total dependence, the 

expression of the fact that the self cannot by itselfarrive at or remain in equilibrium and 
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rest, but only, in relating to itself, by relating to that which has established the whole 

relation" (Kierkegaard, 1989, p.44). The individual in this form of despair attempts, 

through his or her individual strength or capacities alone, to work his/herself out of 

his/her despair. And yet, this only drives the individual into a deeper state of despair. As 

Kierkegaard states, "The imbalance in despair is not simply imbalance but an imbalance 

in a relation that relates to itself and which is established by something else. So the lack 

of balance in that 'for-itself relationship also reflects itself infinitely in the relation to the 

power which established it" (Kierkegaard, 1989, p.44). 

The vast majority ofpost-Kantian philosophy has privileged a notion of self 

and identity that is, from the start, self-contained and self-directed, thus treating human 

beings as fundamentally autonomous. I want to argue that such a conceptualisation of 

the self privileges and reinforces the status of those individuals (or groups of individuals) 

who embody the social position of what Simone de Beauvoir refers to as "the standard 

and the neutral". This notion of the autonomous individual or the self-creating identity 

describes not the universal human condition, but rather is applicable only to those 

individual who establish and embody what is considered to be the norm. Those 

individuals who fall under the category of the Other, namely women, lesbians, gays, 

"non-whites," to name a few, are defined only in relation to that which.serves as the 

norm. In other words, they are defined as the Other. It is in this regard that de Beauvoir 

asserts, "Humanity is male and man defines woman not in herself but as relative to him; 

she is not regarded as an autonomous being...Man can think of himself without woman. 

She cannot think of herself without man...He is the Subject, he is the Abso1ute--she is 

the Other" (de Beauvoir, 1989, p.xxii). Post-modem thinkers have sought to reveal as 

illusory the idea of a self or consciousness that exists somehow outside of or external to 
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the larger domain of social, cultural, and historical conditions, offering instead a picture 

of consciousness and identity as shaped by social relations or discourses of power. What 

then, would it be to rethink the self as non-autonomous, as dependent in some way? 

Furthennore, could this reconceptualization of the self address and overcome the 

problematic privileging of the supposedly autonomous, i.e. white, heterosexual male 

identity? 

I want to argue that the insights of Soren Kierkegaard can and should be 

incorporated into contemporary discourses of identity and selfhood. Undennining the 

illusion of the autonomous self, revealing this imperative to be, in fact, a mode of 

despair, Kierkegaard will offer a religious solution to the present age and, in turn, a 

radically unique conception of selfhood. Kierkegaard's vision of the authentic and free 

self or individual will rest upon an initial movement not ofpower, creation or control, but 

rather, one of receptivity. I want to point out at the onset that the stance of receptivity, 

central to a religious consciousness, differs drastically from the sort of receptivity or 

openness found within the aesthete's orientation to the world. Recall that the aesthete 

remained open to the world, insofar as the world served as a seemingly endless source of 

pleasure. This sort of openness is best understood as a mediated openness, an openness 

founded upon a prescribed purpose, namely the satisfaction of desire. The absolute 

openness of the religious individual signifies, first and foremost, an openness to all of 

life's finite and temporal contingencies and the welcoming reception of life's triumphs as 

well as life's tragedies. Answering the despair of the ethical sphere of existence, 

Kierkegaard's fonnulation of a religious existence involves, first, recognition of our 

fundamental dependence or createdness in matters of selfhood and identity fonnation. 

As I will argue, Kierkegaard's model of the self as a "relational self' bears (at this point, 
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largely unrecognised) feminist pragmatic potential. I will begin the following section 

then, with an explication of Kierkegaard' s two forms of religious existence, referred to as 

Religiousness A (the knight of resignation) and Religiousness B (the knight of faith). 
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Chapter 11
 

Religiousness A: The Knight of Resignation
 

In the conclusion of the last chapter, it was shown that once the individual 

has the absolute responsibility to establish that ground for his or her actions (i.e. once it 

is entirely up to the individual to choose what individual qualities count as significant 

and worthy of future self-expression), he or she was rendered incapable of action and 

decision. In his edifying discourse, "The Narrowness is the Way," Kierkegaard describes 

this despair of the ethicist with a new degree of clarity, stating, "The difficulty for the 

older person, which doubtless is also the advantage of authority and maturity, is that he 

has a two-fold task: he must work to find the task and to get it definitely established, and 

then he must work to discharge the task. And that which makes it difficult consists 

exactly in getting the task clearly in mind, or in establishing what the task really is" 

(Kierkegaard, 1958, pp.215-216). That either-or, which was to serve as the fundamental 

responsibility of the ethical individual, presented itself as an insurmountable obstacle. 

The ethicist's inability to choose and act was the result of the inherent contradictions of 

absolute self-definition and the resulting inability to distinguish between absolute choice 

and absolute arbitrariness. Kierkegaard addresses this'inherent contradiction, stating: 

The adult is at one and the same time master and servant; the one who is to 
command and the one who must obey are one and the same. That the one 
commanding and the one obeying are one and the same is undeniably a difficult 
relationship...Also, then confusion enters, so a man, instead of being his own 
master, becomes unstable, doubtful, fickle; he runs from one thing to the other, he 
tears down and builds up and begins from the beginning, he is tossed about by 
every gust, yet without moving from his place; moreover, the relationship at last 
becomes so preposterous that his whole strength is exhausted in hitting upon ever 
newer innovations in the task... In a certain sense, he expends much time, much 
industry, much energy, and it is all as if wasted, because the task is not 
established, because there is no master, for he should indeed be his own master 
(Kierkegaard, 1958, pp.216-217). 
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The ethicist can be said to despair over his/her inability to ever establish those finite 

qualities and worldly tasks that are to be definitive of hislher identity. 

If we recall, Judge William attempted to evade the contradictions of his 

own position through an argument regarding the limits of self-knowledge. Within 

"Man's Need of God," Kierkegaard or Religiousness A addresses and disputes this 

attempt as well, stating, 

The failure to discover whatever talents have been entrusted to him, the 
consequent mission to seek their development to the greatest possible extent in 
accord with the circumstances of his life, so that the roots of his life may 
penetrate ever deeper into the fibres of existence-such self-delusion is doubtless 
seldom encountered. Men rarely fail in this ...What we call a man's self has a 
value like the value of money. Whoever knows himself knows how much he is 
worth to the last penny, and understands how to invest himself so s to yield the 
maximum return (Kierkegaard, 1958, p.158). 

Religiousness A disputes not only Judge William's claims regarding the limitations of 

self-knowledge, but moreover, disputes Judge William's very understanding of self-

knowledge itself. As Kierkegaard asserts: 

Even if a man knew himself ever so well after this fashion, if he thoroughly 
understood how to put himself out at interest~ould he on this account be said 
really to know himself? ... The prudential self-knowledge we have just 
described-what is its nature? Is it not a knowledge of a man's self in its relation 
to something else? But is it a knowledge of a man's self in its relation to himself? 
This means that in spite of its seeming trustworthiness such self-knowledge is 
ultimately a very dubious thing, lacking in any solid foundation, since it concerns 
only a relation between a doubtful self and a doubtful other. This other could 
suffer alteration, so that he became poor, ugly, impotent; and such a change might 
take place at any instant. If this other, in relation to which he calculates his 
wealth, is taken away he is deceived. And if it is something that can be taken 
from him, he is deceived even if it is not actually taken from him, because the 
entire meaning of his life was based upon something of this precarious nature 
(Kierkegaard, 1958, pp.158-159). 

According to the ethical model, self-knowledge was a matter of choosing those finite 

qualities that were to be definitive of the individual's self. In this regard, there could be 

said to exist a necessary relationship between self-knowledge and self-possession. 
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Religiousness A challenges this connection, drawing attention to the instability of one's 

finite qualities and worldly commitments, stating, "This other could suffer alteration". 

Within this passage, Religiousness A draws attention to our inability to truly possess or 

stake any sort of claim upon our finite qualities and worldly commitments, for they are 

always subject to the possibility of change beyond our control. What is revealed through 

this recognition of one's tenuous and fragile hold upon existence itself is a sense of 

powerlessness. The individual of religiousness A understands that what we take to be 

defining of who we are is, in large part, out of our control. In this sense, the initial 

movement from the ethical sphere to the first stage of religiousness is an acceptance of 

one's powerlessness and one's createdness. In the last chapter, we saw that the ethicist 

ceded to this reality of inherent risk, yet claimed to avoid such a risk by committing to 

absolute choice. While the ethicist could lose a particular finite quality or concrete 

commitment, he could never lose the ability to choose absolutely. As shown in the last 

chapter however, such a claim only served to illuminate the fundamental downfall of the 

ethical position. If one's finite qualities made no difference to the individual, they could 

not be differentiated qualitatively from one another. While this claim that one's finite 

qualities make no difference to the individual served to illuminate the fundamental 

collapse of the ethical position, it is nevertheless carried over into the position of 

Religiousness A. 

With regards to the leap from the aesthetic to the ethical sphere of 

existence, the claim was made that to confront and accept the inherent truth of the 

despair of one position was to make the leap to the next position. It was in this regard 

that Judge William accepted the truth of the aesthete's absolute distance from his finite 

qualities and worldly affairs. The move from the ethical to Religiousness A can be said 
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to follow a similar pattern. While the ethicist despairs over his inability to choose those 

finite qualities and worldly tasks that define him, the individual of Religiousness A 

accepts a certain form of truth within this despair, claiming that to overcome the despair 

of the ethical is to acknowledge that no finite quality or worldly commitment can ever be 

definitive of one's identity. Kierkegaard can be said to make this claim in "The 

Narrowness is the Way," when he points to the dissimilarity between "a way in the 

material sense, and away in the spiritual sense" (Kierkegaard, 1958, p.2lO). 

Kierkegaard acknowledges the significance of such a dissimilarity, stating: 

The Gospel says to the learner: 'Go though, and do likewise,' that is, when you 
walk thus on the way, like that Samaritan, then you walk on the way of mercy, for 
the way between Jericho and Jerusalem has no advantage with respect to 
practicing mercy. All of this happened 'on the same way,' and yet once it was 
the law-abiding way, the second time the way of lawlessness, the third time of 
thoughtlessness, the fourth time of hard-heartedness, the fifth time of mercy. 
There were five travellers who, according to the evangelist, went 'on the same 
way,' and yet each went his own way (Kierkegaard, 1958, pp.2l 0-211). 

In other words, the individual is defined not by the content of his or her actions, but 

rather by their form. True significance lies not in what we do, but in how we do it. 

"Consequently, the spiritual fact, how one travels on the way oflife, makes the 

difference and the difference of the way...And worldly wisdom is very willing to deceive 

by repeatedly answering the question of where the way is, while the difficulty is ignored, 

that, spiritually understood, the way is: how it is travelled" (Kierkegaard, 1958, p.2ll). 

It has been shown that the ethical, in an attempt to make concrete commitments while 

avoiding their inherent risk, claims that while he stands the possibility of losing his 

particular concrete commitments, he can never lose his capacity to choose absolutely. 

The implication of such a claim is that the individual's identity would not be drastically 

altered as a result of finite, worldly changes. In effect, the ethicist heeds to the central 

claim of Religiousness A, namely, that one's finite qualities and worldly engagements 
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cannot serve to define the individual. For Religiousness A, self-knowledge is not a 

matter of growing ever more clear about one's finite qualities or characteristics, but 

rather, it is the recognition of one's inability to be defined by his or her finite qualities or 

worldly engagements that comprises Religiousness A's notion of true self-knowledge. 

As Kierkegaard states, "Men think it a difficult thing to learn to know oneself, especially 

when one has many talents and is equipped with a multitude of capacities and 

dispositions, and must acquire an adequate understanding of all this. The self-knowledge 
I' 

! of which we speak is not so complicated; every time a man grasps this brief and pithy 

truth, that he can of himself do nothing, he understands himself' (Kierkegaard, 1958, 

p.l67). 

The central claim of Religiousness A can be stated as the individual's 

inability to be defined by his or her finite qualities, characteristics, and worldly 

commitments. How is this claim then extended to the realm of action? As stated above, 

for Religiousness A, the significance of one's actions and decisions lies not in their 

content, but rather in their form. Kierkegaard describes the form of Religiousness A's 

actions as "affliction", stating, "When affliction is the way, then is this the joy: that it is 

hence IMMEDIATELY clear to the sufferer, and that he IMMEDIATELY knows 

definitely what the task is, so he does not need to use any time, or waste his strength, in 

reflecting whether the task should not be different' (Kierkegaard, 1958, p.214). We can 

understand what Kierkegaard means by the term 'affliction' if we bear in mind the 

central claim of Religiousness A, namely that the individual cannot be defined by his or 

her finite qualities and that significance lies in the form and not the content of one's 

actions. If the content of one's actions or tasks bears no ultimate significance, then the 

individual "need not use time or waste strength in reflecting whether the task should not 
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be different", but rather may focus his or her energy only on conducting one's tasks in 

the right sort of way. The existential stance or orientation to the world of Religiousness 

A is, therefore, one of radical openness to the various contingencies of the world. The 

individual of Religiousness A is able to accept whatever worldly tasks happen to come 

her way, for while they are all relatively important, none bear absolute significance. The 

affliction that is the way of Religiousness A can be understood as the attempt to 

progressively die away from one's finitude and temporality. It is in this sense that 

Kierkegaard asserts, in "Man's Need of God," that, "In relation to outward things, man 

can do nothing" (Kierkegaard, 1958, p.166). The central task of Religiousness A, 

namely that of dying away from one's finitude and temporality, can therefore be 

described as an inward one. As Kierkegaard states: 

But inwardly, can he do nothing here? In order that a power should really be a 
power it must have opposition; if it has no opposition it is either omnipotence or 
an illusion. But if a man is to have opposition, from whence is it to come? 
Inwardly, the opposition can come only from himself. So then a man strives with 
himself in inward conflict, but not now as before, when the deeper self strove 
with the first self to prevent it from concerning itself overmuch with outward 
things. The man who fails to discover the existence of this inward struggle is 

! :	 involved in a misunderstanding, and his life is consequently imperfect. But if he 
does discover this struggle, he will here again be made to understand that he can 
do nothing of himself (Kierkegaard, 1958, pp.166-167). 

In striving to prevent itself from concerning itself overmuch with outward things, the self 
! : 

engages in the constant struggle to die away from outward things. The affliction of the 

self of Religiousness A therefore involves keeping a constant vigilance over one's finite 

i
, 

qualities and worldly engagements, so that one can resist the temptation to grow overly 

attached to them in a way that would make them definitive. The individual of 

Religiousness A keeps this vigilance by inwardly creating temptations in order to test his 

or her ability to resist them. 
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Inwardly he creates in his mind the temptations of glory and fear and 
despondency, and those ofpride and pleasure and defiance, greater than the 
temptations that meet him outwardly. It is because he thus creates his 
temptations for himself, that he is engaged in a struggle with himself. If he does 
not strive in this manner, then he merely strives with an accidental degree of 
temptation, and his victory proves nothing with respect to what he could do in a 
greater temptation. If he conquers the temptation which his environment present 
to him, this does not prove that he would conquer if the temptation came in the 
most terrible form that his mind can conceive. But only when it present itself to 
him in this magnitude does he really learn to know himself. In this manner it is 
present to his inner self; and hence he knows in himself, what he has perhaps 
failed to learn from the world, that he can do absolutely nothing (Kierkegaard, 
1958, pp.168-169). 

At this point in our discussion, it has been shown that the central claim of Religiousness 

I
 

I,
i A is that none of one's finite qualities or worldly engagements can define the self.
 

Consequently, one's life task is a progressive dying away from one's finitude and 

temporality; doing so involves keeping a watchful eye on one's finite qualities and 

worldly engageme'nts so that they never take on too great a significance. At this point, it 

would seem as though the position of Religiousness A paralleled that of the aesthete, in 

that both involved an attempt to detach oneself from one's finitude and worldly 

engagements. The individual of Religiousness A makes the further claim, however, that 

to give up one's claim to possess and impart significance onto one's finitude is to receive 

it back in its relative significance. This claim is developed within Kierkegaard discourse, 

entitled "Every Good and Perfect Gift". 

Within "Every Good and Perfect Gift," Kierkegaard interprets the Biblical 

text of James 1: 17~221 as follows: 

Is it not true, my hearer, that you interpreted those apostolic words in this manner, 
and you were not perplexed as to what was a good and perfect gift, or whether it 

I "Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, and cometh down from the Father of lights, with 
whom is no variableness, neither shadow oftuming. Of his own will begat he us with the word of truth, 
that we should be a kind of first fruits of his creatures. Wherefore, my beloved brethren, let every man be 
swift to hear, slow to speak, slow to wrath: for the wrath ofman worketh not the righteousness of God. 
Wherefore lay apart all filthiness and superfluity of naughtiness, and receive with meekness the engrafted 
word, which is able to save your souls." 
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came from God? For, you said, every gift is good when it is received with
 
I· thanksgiving from the hand of God, and from God comes every good and every
 
I 

I
 
I
 
I
 perfect gift. You did not anxiously ask what it is which comes from God. You 

said gladly and confidently: this, for which I thank God. You did not concern 
your mind with reflections on what constitutes a good and perfect gift; for you 
said confidently, I know it is that for which I thank God, and therefore I thank 

I	 Him for it. You interpreted the apostolic word; as your heart developed, you did 
I'	 not ask to learn much from life; you wished to learn only one thing: always thank 

God, and thereby learn to understand one thing: that all things serve for good to 
those that love God (Kierkegaard, 1958, ppAI-42). 

For the individual of Religiousness A, one's task is simply what the present situation 

happens to call for. Once the individual abandons the self-consuming attempt to define 

which tasks bear absolute significance and which do not, he or she will be able to 

appreciate the relative significance of any and all tasks. Furthermore, once the individual 
I 
I' 

abandons the need to define which talents and qualities are of absolute significance, all of 

his or her talents and particular qualities can be appreciated in their relative significance. 

All talents, qualities, and tasks can be appreciated in their relative significance because 

one's identity no longer depends upon the satisfaction or fulfilment of his or her talents, 

tasks, or desires. In this sense, even those situations that thwart one's particular talents 

or desires can be appreciated as relatively significant. It is in this sense that Kierkegaard 

states: 

When the easy play of happiness beckoned you, have you thanked God? And 
when you were so strong that it seemed as if you needed no assistance, have you 
thanked God? And when your allotted share was small, have you thanked God? 
And when your allotted share was suffering, have you thanked God? And when 
your wish was denied you, have you thanked God? And when you must deny 
yourself your wish, have you thanked God? And when men did you wrong and 
offended you, have you thanked God? Whether it was wrong, you must yourself 
decide; but have you referred the wrong and the offense to God, and by your 
thanksgiving received it from Him as a good, and perfect gift? Have you done 
this? Then surely you have worthily interpreted the apostolic word to the honor 
of God, to your own salvation (Kierkegaard, 1958, ppA2-43). 

What this passage so beautifully reveals is that, for the individual of Religiousness A, 

one's greatest victories and one's most devastating losses, one's proudest moments and 
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most profound regrets, all bear the same message. In short, they are all gifts to be 

received from God. Thus, this individual's orientation to the world is one of radical 

openness and grateful receptivity to any and all of life's contingencies. By gaining the 

ability to appreciate the relative, rather than absolute, significance of any and all 

particular experience, task, talent, or quality, the individual of Religiousness A is able to 

remain open to and accepting of all experiences, even those that do not fulfill his or her 

particular desires or talents. He or she is able to do so insofar as his or her identity does 

not rest upon the expression or fulfillment of any particular quality, desire, or task. 

With this description of Religiousness A in mind, we can now tum to 

Kierkegaard's discourse, "The Glory of Our Common Humanity," in which Kierkegaard 

describes the individual of Religiousness A as standing in a relation to God. It is upon 

the basis of this relation that Religiousness A can be said to establish the qualitative 

distinctions that serve as the factors of the self. To begin, however, Kierkegaard draws a 

distinct contrast between the self-definitions of individuals within the present age, the 

aesthetic sphere, and the ethical sphere of existence: 

The one who is willing to reconcile himself to disappearing and perishing in the 
insignificant service of the comparisons: he regards himself as an animal, whether 
in the comparative sense he was distinguished or humble. Therefore God singled 
out the human, made every man into this separate entity which is implied in the 
absoluteness of those first principles. The individual animal is not singled out, is 
not unconditionally a separate entity, the individual animal is a number, and 
belongs under what the most celebrated pagan thinker has called the animal 
classification: the herd. And the human being who turns away in despair from 
those first principles to plunge into the herd of the comparisons makes himself 
into a number, he regards himself as an animal, whether in a comparative sense 
he becomes the distinguished or the humble (Kierkegaard, 1958, p.239). 

The central problem regarding present age, aesthetic, and ethical individuals alike is their 

failure to stand in relation to God. Consequently, the present age, aesthetic, and ethical 

individual defines himlherself only in terms of relative, wQrldly distinctions or 
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comparisons. The individual of Religiousness A is able to see the relative nature of such 

distinctions and can overcome these secular responses to modernity because he or she 

stands in an absolute relation to God. Within this discourse, Kierkegaard describes the 

relation to God as one of infinite difference, stating: 

Worship is precisely that whereby the man resembles God.. .It is in truth only 
within the infinite difference, and therefore the act of worshipping is the 
resemblance with God, as it is the superiority over all creation. Man and God do 
not resemble each other directly, but conversely: only when God has infinitely 
become the eternal and omnipresent object of worship, and man always a 
worshipper, do they then resemble one another. If a man wishes to resemble God 
through the fact of ruling, then he has forgotten God, then God has gone away, 
and the man plays ruler in His absence (Kierkegaard, 1958, p.243). 

The relationship between the individual of Religiousness A and God is one in which the 

individual recognizes his or her infinite difference from God. It is on the basis of this 

sort of relationship that Religiousness A establishes the qualitative distinctions between 

the finite and infinite and the temporal and eternal. Religiousness A maintains the 

infinite insofar as he/she refuses to confuse God with anything finite, for God is precisely 

the infinite. Religiousness A maintains the finite insofar as he/she refuses to place 

absolute or infinite importance upon one's finite commitments and qualities. Likewise, 

Religiousness A maintains the distinction between the temporal and eternal insofar as 

one does not confuse God with anything temporal, for God is the eternal; at the same 

time, Religiousness A refuses to place absolute or eternal importance upon any temporal 

commitments or qualities. 

Kierkegaard describes God's relation to the finite when he asserts, "For 

God there is nothing significant and nothing insignificant, that in a certain sense the 

significant is for Him insignificant, and in another sense even the least significant is for 

Him infinitely significant" (Kierkegaard, 1958, p.260). Kierkegaard also describes 

God's relation to the temporal as follows: 
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Is not this other sight still more terrifying: one infinitely powerful, who
eternally unchanged! -sits quite still and sees everything, without altering a 
feature, almost as if He did not exist; while all the time, as the just man must 
needs complain, lies achieve success and win to power, violence and wrong gain 
the victory, to such an extent as even to tempt a better man to think that if he 
hopes to accomplish anything for the good he must in part use the same means; so 
that it is as if God were being mocked God the infinitely powerful, the eternally 
unchangeable, who none the less is neither mocked nor changed-is not this the 
most terrifying sight? For why, do you think, is He so quiet? Because He knows 
with Himself that He is eternally unchangeable. Anyone not eternally sure of 
Himself could not keep so still, but would rise in His strength. Only one who is 
eternally immutable can be in this manner so still (Kierkegaard, 1958, p.258). 

To say that, for God, there is nothing significant and nothing insignificant is to say that 

nothing finite is ever of absolute or infinite importance. To say that God, who is 

eternally unchanged, sees everything without altering a feature is to say that for God, 

nothing temporal bears absolute or eternal significance. For Religiousness A, to 

resemble God, is therefore to refuse to allow any finite and/or temporal commitments 

bear absolute significance. All finite and temporal qualities and/or commitments are to 

be regarded as only relatively important, in a relative relation to God, who is the infinite 

and eternal. We can see at this point why Kierkegaard refers to Religiousness A as "self

annihilation before God". If all finite and temporal differences are only relatively 

important, they can be said to be equally important, insofar as they all stand in equally 

relative significance. To say, however, that all finite and temporal differences are 

equally important is to say that they have been leveled. For Religiousness A, to possess 

the infinite and the eternal was to relinquish the finite and temporal. It is in this sense 

that Religiousness A's definitions of the factors of the self necessarily cancel one another 

out. To level these distinctions is to be without a self, and yet, it is precisely this self-

annihilation that serves as the fundamental ideal of Religiousness A, or, as Kierkegaard 

states, "It is most glorious to be nothing through the act of worship" (Kierkegaard, 1958, 

p.243). 
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As demonstrated throughout this paper, to negate the factors of the self, to 

fail to be a self at all, is to be in despair. Kierkegaard does not refute the claim that to be 

an individual within Religiousness A is to be in despair. As he states, "There is thus 

sheer fear and trembling in this thought of the unchangeableness of God, almost as if it 

were far, far beyond the power of any human being to sustain a relationship to such an 

unchangeable power; aye, as if this thought must drive a man to such unrest and anxiety 

of mind as to bring him to the verge of despair" (Kierkegaard, 1958, p.262). While 

recognizing the despair of this position, Kierkegaard attempts to salvage his position 

through a move that parallels Judge William's in Either/Or. In an attempt to avoid 

confronting the contradictions of his own position, Judge William made the claim that 

such contradictions were necessarily impossible to confront, for the ideal of the ethical 

sphere was, in principle, unrealizable. Because the individual could never grow fully 

clear about him/herself, he/she could never be in the position of having to choose 

him/herself absolutely and entirely. The ideal of Religiousness A, on the other hand, was 

to resemble God. As was shown, to resemble God was to grow absolutely indifferent to 

one's finite and temporal commitments. As Kierkegaard states: 

The bird is without care for the necessities of life. But is this, then, really a 
perfection; is it a perfection to be carefree in danger, if one does not know it, does 
not know that it exists; is it a perfection to take assured steps-because one walks 
blindly, to walk confidently-because one is walking in his sleep! No. Then one 
must indeed say more truthfully that it is a perfection to know the danger, to see it 
before the eye, to be awake: that it is a perfection to be able to have a care for the 
necessities of life---in order to overcome this fear, in order to let faith and 
confidence drive out fear, so that one is in truth without a care for the necessities 
of life in the unconcern of faith (Kierkegaard, 1958, pp.244-245). 

Kierkegaard goes on to assert, however, that such detachment is an unrealizable ideal for 

humans, insofar as we cannot entirely avoid our concern for our worldly commitments: 

Why does the bird have no worldly care for the necessities of life? Because it 
lives only in the moment, hence because there is no eternity for a bird. But is this 
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indeed a perfection! On the contrary, how does the possibility of an anxiety 
about subsistence come about? From the fact that the temporal and the eternal 
touch one another in consciousness, or rather from the fact that the human has 
consciousness (Kierkegaard, 1958, p.245). 

As Kierkegaard asserts in this passage, humans' anxiety or care for the necessities of life 

is possible because humans are granted with consciousness. To cease to care about the 

necessities of life would be to relinquish one's consciousness, to relinquish that which is 

essentially human. Kierkegaard's final move is to pose this task, the suffering struggle to 

attain the always unattainable, as the most glorious task available to humans: 

But, nevertheless, the fact ofbeing able to have a care for the necessities of life is 
a perfection, and the expression of dejection is merely the expression for man's 
elevation; for as high as God lifts up, so deeply does He also depress, but 
consequently, the fact of being profoundly depresses also indicates the fact of 
being highly exalted. And as God elevated the human being above the bird 
through the eternal in his consciousness, so He depressed him again lower than 
the bird, so to speak, through his knowledge of the anxiety, the earthly, humble 
anxiety, which the bird does not even know. Oh, how superior it seems for the 
bird not to have a care for the necessities of life-and yet, how far more glorious 
it is to be able to know this care (Kierkegaard, 1958, p.246-247). 

As Judge William's attempt to save his position by declaring it un-realizable failed, so 

too does the attempt of Religiousness A. The individual of Religiousness A can either 

have relative finite and temporal commitments that do bear significance. In this case, the 

individual bears to absolute relation to the absolute. On the other hand, if the individual 

of Religiousness A does reach the ideal of establishing an absolute relation to God, 

he/she is left with no finite and temporal commitments, and therefore, he/she is left 

without a self. Such is the despair of Religiousness A. The transiti on from the despair of 

Religiousness A to Religiousness B is best understood with regards to the transition from 

and distinction between the knight of resignation and the knight offaith, as found within 

Fear and Trembling. 
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Chapter 12 

Religiousness B: The Knight of Faith 

The individual of Religiousness A could be said to resign the world of the 

finite and temporal in order to embrace one's love of God as the infinite and eternal. 

This existential life-view resulted in the despair over having no worldly commitments 

and, consequently, having no self. This general structure of Religiousness A is 

expressed, in Fear and Trembling, through the particular analogy of a man's unrequited 

love of a princess. The analogy of unrequited love provides a frame through which 

Johannes de Silentio, the pseudonymous author of Fear and Trembling, can project his 

outline of resignation and faith. 

A young lad falls in love with a princess, the content of his whole life lies in this 
love, and yet the relationship is one that cannot possibly be brought to fruition, be 
translated from ideality into reality. The slaves of misery, the frog in life's 
swamp, naturally exclaim: 'Such love is foolishness; the rich brewer's widow is 
just as good and sound a match.' Let them croak away undisturbed in the swamp. 
This is not the manner of the knight of infinite resignation, he does not renounce 
the love, not for all the glory in the world. He is no trifler. He first makes sure 
that this really is the content of his life, and his soul is too healthy and proud to 
squander the least thing on getting drunk. He is not cowardly, he is not afraid to 
let his love steal in upon his most secret, most hidden thoughts, to let it twine 
itself in countless coils around every ligament of his consciousness-if the love 
becomes unhappy he will never be able to wrench himself out of it. He feels a 
blissful rapture when he lets it tingle through every nerve, and yet his soul is as 
solemn as his who has emptied the cup ofpoison and feels the juice penetrate to 
every drop of blood-for this moment is life and death. Having thus imbibed all 
the love and absorbed himself in it, he does not lack the courage to attempt and 
risk everything. He reflects over his life's circumstances, he summons the swift 
thoughts that like trained doves obey his every signal, he waves his rod over 
them, and they rush off in all directions. But now when they all return as 
messengers of sorrow and explain to him that it is an impossibility, he becomes 
quiet, he dismisses them, he remains alone, and he performs the movement 
(Kierkegaard, 1987, p.71). 

Within this analogy, the love of the princess serves as the unifying focus of both the 

knight of faith and the knight of resignation's identity; this love serves as the entire 

content of his life. It is this unifying commitment that initially separates the knight of 
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resignation and the knight offaith from the present age world of disbelievers, for the 

knight "will, in the first place, have the strength to concentrate the whole of his life's 

content and the meaning of his reality in a single wish. If a person lacks this 

concentration, this focus, his soul is disintegrated from the start, and then he will never 

come to make the movement, he will act prudently in life like those capitalist who invest 

their capital in every kind of security so as to gain on the one what they lose on the 

other-in short, he is not a knight" (Kierkegaard, 1987, p.72). The loss of the princess, 

who serves as the anchor of the knight of resignation's sense of identity, meaning and 

reality, would reverberate through his entire existence. And yet, the knight's infinite 

resignation of the princess is not ultimately shattering. 

What is gained though the knight's resignation of all that is finite and 

temporal is a new perspective or existential life-view. The knight's standpoint is now 

outside and above, and therefore, radically open to the world of petty, finite, temporal 

objects and engagements. We saw, in the previous chapter, that the individual of 

Religiousness A (or, in Fear and Trembling, the knight of resignation) relinquished his 

claim to the finite and temporal in order to express his love of God, as the eternal and 

infinite. Similarly, with regards to the knight of resignation in the above analogy, his 

love of the princess, as a being in the finite and temporal world, is not entirely 

abandoned, but rather is transformed into a love of the eternal. As Silentio states: 

The knight will remember everything; but the memory is precisely the pain, and 
yet in his infinite resignation he is reconciled with existence. His love for the 
princess would take on for him the expression of an eternal love, would acquire a 
religious character, be transfigured into a love for the eternal being which, 
although it denied fulfilment, still reconciled him once more in the eternal 
consciousness of his love's validity in an eternal form that no reality can take 
from him (Kierkegaard, 1987, p.72). 
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Through his infinite resignation of the princess, the knight performs a threefold 

transfiguration of existence (Mooney, 1991, p.50). First, the tie between the knight and 

the princess, which begins as an earthly, finite, and temporal love, is transfigured into an 

eternal love. Secondly, the object of the knight's love (i.e. the princess) is transfigured; 

the object of the knight's love is now the eternal being or God. Lastly, the knight's locus 

of meaning and identity is transfigured from a finite, temporal tie to another being within 

the world, to an "eternal consciousness," gained only through infinite resignation. 

The movement of infinite resignation, made by the individual of 

Religiousness A, is preserved within and presupposed by Religiousness B or the knight 

of faith. "Infinite resignation is the last stage before faith, so that anyone who has not 

made this movement does not have faith; for only in infinite resignation does my eternal 

validity become transparent to me, and only then can there be talk of grasping existence 

on the strength of faith" (Kierkegaard, 1987, p.75). What is achieved through infinite 

resignation is one's eternal consciousness and validity before God. The knight of faith, 

however, makes an additional movement beyond the infinite resignation of Religiousness 

A: 

Let us now have the knight of faith make his appearance in the case discussed. 
He does exactly the same as the other knight, he infinitely renounces the claim to 
the love which is the content of his life; he is reconciled in pain; but then comes 
the marvel, he makes one more movement, more wonderful than anything else, 
for he says: 'I nevertheless believe that 1 shall get her, namely on the strength of 
the absurd, on the strength of the fact that for God all things are possible' . 
(Kierkegaard, 1987, p.75) 

The knight of faith performs the extraordinary movement of resigning the whole of his 

finite and temporal existence, only to then receive it back again with heartfelt joy. 1want 

to return, for the moment, to the transition from the ethical sphere to Religiousness A. 

Within the last chapter, we saw that the individual of Religiousness A challenged Judge 
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William's understanding of self-knowledge as self-possession, making the claim that an 

individual can never fully possess anything finite and temporal. One's particular 

qualities or concrete engagements are always subject to the possibility of change beyond 

our control. This denial of the possibility of self-possession parallels the knight's 

renunciation of his love for the princess. In recognizing the impossibility of actualising 

; 

his love for the princess, the knight can be said to relinquish his possessive claim upon 

her. In relinquishing any claim upon the princess, the knight "grasps the deep secret that 

even in loving another one should be sufficient unto oneself' (Kierkegaard, 1987, p.73). 

In relinquishing his claim upon anything finite and temporal in this world, the knight 

expresses the existential claim that, "He who has infinitely resigned is enough unto 

himself' (FT 73). I want to argue, as Edward Mooney (1991) does in Knights of Faith 

and Resignation, that the knight of resignation makes the mistake, however, of 

permanently linking his claim upon the finite and temporal world with his care for the 

finite and temporal world. If we recall, the despair of Religiousness A was the despair 

over the fact that, as a result of his infinite renunciation, nothing in the world made any 

sort of meaningful difference to the individual. This flawed connection between claim 

and care can explain why the knight, even if he were offered the princess back, would be 

unable to accept her with joy. In renouncing his claim to her, the knight also renounces 

his care for her. As a finite and temporal being, the princess can no longer bear any 

meaningful significance for the knight. "From the moment he made the movement the 

princess is lost. He needs none of this erotic titillation of the nerves at the sight of the 

loved one, nor does he need in a finite sense to be continually making his farewell, for 

his memory of her is an eternal one...He pays no further finite attention to what the 

princess does" (Kierkegaard, 1987, p.73). The knight of resignation's inability to accept 
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the princess back, if she were returned, reveals the price he pays for his relinquished 

claim upon her; his relinquished claim upon the world resulted in relinquished care for 

the world. 

If Religiousness B can be said to correct the flaws of Religiousness A, it 

follows then that the knight of faith draws a distinction between claim and care and is 

therefore able to infinitely resign all that is finite and temporal, and yet in no way 

diminish his care for even the smallest particularity of his own existence. Silentio 

describes this knight of faith as nearly indistinguishable from anyone else, stating: 

He belongs altogether to finitude, no smartly turned-out townsman taking a stroll 
out to Fresberg on a Sunday afternoon treads the ground with surer foot; he 
belongs altogether to the world, no petit bourgeois belongs to it more. One 
detects nothing of the strangeness and superiority that mark the knight of the 
infinite. This man takes pleasure, takes part, in everything, and whenever one 
catches him occupied with something his engagement has the persistence of the 
worldly person whose soul is wrapped up in such things (Kierkegaard, 1987, 
p.68). 

While the knight of resignation experiences a profound alienation as a result of his 

complete renunciation of the finite and temporal world, the knight of faith can be said to 

be at home within the world. He belongs altogether to the world. The knight of faith is 

not, however, absorbed by or wrapped up in the world of petty affairs in the same way in 

which the petit bourgeois or present age individual is. 

This man has made and is at every moment making the movement of infinity. He 
drains in infinite resignation the deep sorrow of existence, he knows the bliss of 
infinity, he has felt the pain of renouncing everything, whatever is most precious 
in the world, and yet to him finitude tastes just as good as to one who has never 
known anything higher...He is continually making the movement of infinity, but 
he makes it with such accuracy and poise that he is continually getting finitude 
out of it, and not for a second would one suspect anything else (Kierkegaard, 
1987, pp.69-70). 

The knight of resignation, through his wholesale renunciation of the world, seals himself 

off from the pain of losing something finite and temporal. In doing so, however, the 

172
 

-ll'--------'------- _
 



knight also seals himself off from joy and care for anything worldly, existing only in 

grief and withdrawal. The knight of faith, on the other hand, is able to move beyond the 

infinite resignation of Religiousness A. The knight of faith, through his renunciation of 

all that is finite, temporal, and contingent, stands as radically open to the world, and yet, 

unlike the knight of resignation, belongs entirely to world which he has resigned. This 

I,, , 
, 

movement is only possible on the strength of the absurd or, in other words, through a 

leap of faith. 

What is required of the knight of faith, in order to make this final 

movement? The movement of resignation is one that can be performed through 

individual strength alone. As Silentio states, "Resignation does not require faith, for 

what 1 win in resignation is my eternal consciousness, and that is a purely philosophical 

movement. .. for my eternal consciousness is my love of God, and for me that is higher 

than anything" (Kierkegaard, 1987, p.77). The knight of resignation, relying on his 

individual strength alone, cannot move beyond resignation. 

I· 
1am able by my own strength to renounce everything, and then find peace and 
repose in the pain ... 1can still save my soul so long as it is more important for me 
that my love of God should triumph in me than my worldly happiness ...But by 
my own strength 1cannot get the least little thing of what belongs to finitude; for 
I am continually using my energy to renounce everything. By my own strength 1 
can give up the princess, and 1shall be no sulker but find joy and peace and 
repose in my pain, but with my own strength I cannot get her back again, for aJ I 
that strength is precisely what 1use to renounce my claim on her. But by faith, 
says that marvellous knight, by faith you will get her on the strength of the absurd 
(Kierkegaard, 1987, p.78). 

The knight of faith achieves his goal of a "double movement" of resignation and 

reception only "on the strength of the absurd." This strength is not the knight's own, but 

rather, an empowerment from God, for whom "all things are possible". We are now at a 

point to understand the specific way in which the knight of faith welcomes the princess 

back "with heartfelt joy". Because he has renounced his claim to the princess, the knight 
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will take no action to draw her back to him, either through the power to convince or 

through coercion. He does not, by his own strength, affect her return, but rather provides 

the condition for her return, namely a sense of receptivity. Through religious faith, the 

knight believer (or perhaps, knows) that if this condition is satisfied, the princess will be 

returned, for, in the world of spirit, everyon~ gets what he or she ultimately deserves. 2 

The 'absurdity' of the knight's position lies in his espousal of contradictory 

beliefs. At one and the same time, he believes love to be impossible, insofar as his love 

for the princess cannot be actualised within the world, and possible, insofar as with God, 

all things are possible. His faith directly contradicts his knowledge of reality. This 

'absurdity' does not serve to collapse the knight's position. Rather, these contradictions 

that the knight embraces can be said to reveal something quite meaningful regarding the 

nature of commitment. Something about the nature of faith concerns our capacity to care 

and our capacity to commit to something. Care and commitment are to be measured with 

regards to one's capacity not only for joy and welcome, but also for grief and loss. When 

we passionately commit to a specific desire, wish, or project, we feel the tremendous joy 

welcoming that object of our desire or fulfilling our particular wish or project. And yet, 

if we were not capable of feeling, in equal measure, that profound grief over the loss of 

this object or the failure to fulfil one's wish or desire, our care and commitment would be 

revealed to be only a superficial, 'fair-watered' one. The knight's knowledge that his 

love is impossible and that the princess has been lost measures his capacity for loss and 

grief, while his belief that nonetheless, his love will be realized (the princess will be 

returned) measures his simultaneous capacity for a joyful welcoming of the blessings of 

2 "Here there prevails an eternal divine order, here it does not rain on the just and the unjust alike, here the 
sun does not shine on both good and evil, here only one who works gets bread, and only one who knows 
anguish finds rest, only one who descends to the underworld saves the love done, only one who draws the 
knife gets Isaac" (FT 57). 
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existence. If we recall, with regards to the three lower spheres of existence, we saw a 

conscious attempt to avoid the inherent risks ofcommitment by maintaining a certain 

sense of detachment. The individual of the aesthetic sphere, for example, refused to 

commit to anything and refused to establish meaning qualitative distinctions, resorting 

only to the enjoyment of what he/she could reflectively control. The ethicist stepped 

I, 
beyond the aesthete's detachment. While the ethicist preserved the aesthete's demand 

I 

that he or she not be ultimately defined by his finite and temporal qualities, this distance 

between oneself and one's finitude and temporality was to be regarded as the condition 

for self-definition and self-choice. On the basis of this altered understanding of the self, 

the ethicist stressed the fundamental importance of making concrete commitments and 

establishing qualitative distinctions. However, for the ethicist, these worldly 

commitments were only expressions of his or her commitment and responsibility to be 

self-defining. Insofar as the ethicist locates the focal point of his identity within his 

power to be self-defining (and not as based upon a particular, finite and temporal 

commitment), he claimed to sidestep the risk of loss, for while one can lose one's 

worldly commitments, one can never lose the capacity to be self-defining. It was then 

shown, however, that the ethicist (along with the aesthete) created, for himself, an 

existential reflective condition, of which either absolute arbitrariness (rather than 

meaning) or heteronomy or un-freedom was the result. 

Th~ individual of Religiousness A made the assertion that this reflective 

condition of the ethicist was a result of his misunderstanding of the nature of the self and 

challenged the ethical link between self-knowledge and self-possession. At this point, 

we can see the first explicit acknowledgement (within the theory of the stages) of the risk 

involved in commitment. Religiousness A, in pointing to the instability and unreliability 
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of the finite and temporal world, declares the impossibility of self-possession. 

Religiousness A preserves the acknowledged distance between oneself and one's finite 

and temporal qualities (as expressed by both the aesthete and the ethicist), and yet, 

preserves it in its relativity. The world of difference between the distanced stance of the 

aesthete, with regards to his own finitude and temporality, and Religiousness A lies in 

the Religiousness A's expanded understanding of the self as not only a relation that 

relates itself to itself, but moreover, as a relation that relates itself to itself and, in doing 

so, relates to an other. In other words, Religiousness A makes a leap beyond the 

aesthetic and ethical in its recognition of the self as related to God. We saw in the last 

chapter that the relationship between the self of Religiousness A and God was one of 

"self-annihilation before God". Religiousness A claims that this self-annihilation before 

God is simply the result and expression of the proper understanding of the relation of the 

self. However, upon closer inspection, an underlying motive can be revealed, namely the 

avoidance of risk. The individual of Religiousness A (or the knight of resignation) 

rightly claims that the project of self-possession (possession of one's finitude and 

temporality) is doomed from the start, and therefore one must relinquish his or her claim 

upon the world. However, in gaining this new perspective upon the world, the knight 

shields himself from the pain of losing one's finite and temporal objects of desire. By 

(incorrectly) linking claim with care, the knight of resignation relinquishes not only his 

claim upon the world, but also the ability to allow the world to make a meaningful 

difference to him. As shown, with this avoidance of risk comes a diminishment of 

genuine care. 

The knight of faith, on the other hand, accepts and embraces this risk. The 

acceptance of this risk is, in fact, a necessary pre-condition for the possibility of genuine 
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care and commitment. This leap from Religiousness A to Religiousness B is no easy 

task and requires a strength and courage beyond the capacity of the individual; this leap 

can only be made on the strength of the absurd. Johannes de Silentio asserts, "Faith is 

therefore no aesthetic emotion, but something far higher, exactly because it presupposes 

resignation; it is not the immediate inclination of the heart but the paradox of existence" 

(Kierkegaard, 1987, p.76). Faith is regarded as the "paradox of existence" insofar as the 

knight resigns the entirety of his world, without, for even an instant, relinquishing his 

care for his world. Faith is the paradox of existence insofar as the knight infinitely 

resigns, and yet, simultaneously receives it all back again with heartfelt joy. Faith is the 

paradox of existence insofar as the knight, who is "making the movements of infinity," 

remains entirely at home within the finite world. Faith is the paradox of,existence 

insofar as the knight holds absolutely contradictory beliefs, namely that his love is 

impossible (he has lost the princess forever) and that the princess will be returned (love is 
I, 
I 

still possible). Faith, as the paradox of existence, involves not simply an unconditional 

love or desire, but rather, faith is to be regarded as that ordeal of love and the struggle to 

meet the impossible demands of care and commitment (Mooney, 1991, p.58). 

Within Fear and Trembling, Johannes de Silentio points to Abraham as the 

exemplar of religious faith. The story ofAbraham's journey up the mountain of Moriah 

is, as interpreted in Fear and Trembling, a story of that ordeal of love and the struggle of 

the individual to meet the impossible demands of care and commitment. It is in this 

sense that Silentio states, "What is left out of the Abraham story is the anguish" 

(Kierkegaard, 1987, p.58). According to traditional interpretations of the Abraham and 

Isaac story, Abraham is to be admired for his willingness to be an instrument of God's 

omnipotence. Along Johannes de Silentio's interpretation, however, the reader is called 

i 
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upon to appreciate Abraham's struggle and the suffering he experiences through the 

demanding trial offaith. The parallels between Abraham's experience and the 

experience of the knight in love with a princess are simple enough. Like the knight 

discussed above, Abraham focuses his entire identity and source of meaning in a single 

wish (to be the father ofIsaac). When God demands that Abraham sacrifice Isaac, this 

wish is rendered humanly impossible, as was the love of the princess. In recognition of 

the impossibility, humanly speaking, of this wish, Abraham can be said to make the 

movement of infinite resignation. Through this movement of infinite resignation, 

Abraham relinquishes any possessive claim upon Isaac, and yet, this resignation is 

founded upon an unceasing love and an unyielding care. Alastair Hannay describes this 

movement of resignation, performed by Abraham, as the knight of faith, in contrast to the 

movement made by the knight of resignation, stating: 

If Abraham were to resign himself to losing Isaac he would abandon Isaac to God 
and direct his love at God, away from the world which now conspicuously lacks 
all that as a father he loves. But although as a knight offaith he must emulate the 
knight of resignation in accepting the human impossibility of a continued earthly 
love of Isaac, precisely as a knight of faith he restores his love to its former 
target, the worldly state, still a human impossibility, but now, on the strength of 
the absurd, regained in faith as a divine possibility, which he even anticipates as a 
certainty" (Kierkegaard, 1987, p.21). 

Abraham does precisely what the knight of resignation cannot do; after infinitely 

relinquishing his claim upon Isaac, he is able to receive Isaac back again. Johannes de 

Silentio, as a knight of resignation states: 

The moment I mounted the horse I would have said to myself: 'Now everything 
is lost, God demands Isaac, I sacrifice him, and with him all my joy-yet God is 
love and for me continues to be so.' For in the temporal world God and I cannot 
talk together, we have no common language. Perhaps someone or other in our 
time would be foolish enough, envious enough of the great, to want to suppose, 
and have me suppose, that had I actually done this I would have done something 
even greater than Abraham, for wouldn't my immense resignation be far more 
idealistic and poetic than Abraham's narrow-mindedness? And yet this is the 
greatest falsehood, for my immense resignation would be a substitute for faith ... 
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Furthermore my behaviour would have vitiated the whole story, for I would have 
been at a loss had I got Isaac back again. What Abraham found the easiest of all 
would for me be hard, to find joy again in Isaac! For he who with all the infinity 
of his soul, on his own accord and on his own responsibility, has made the infinite 
movement and can do no more, that person only keeps Isaac with pain 
(Kierkegaard, 1987, p.65). 

While the parallels between the knight's impossible love of the princess and the story of 

Abraham and Isaac reveal something of the general structure of resignation and faith, it is 

the dissimilarities, however, that will reveal the profound suffering involved in the trial 

of faith. At this point, it is also necessary to point out that the story of Abraham and 

Isaac is to be regarded as an allegory. Abraham's actions are not literal expressions of 

what is required of an individual in order to make the leap offaith, but rather, they reveal 

something meaningful about the general structure of a religious consciousness. 

Within Training in Christianity, Anti-Climacus, the spokesperson of 

Religiousness B, speaks critically of the way in which the story of Abraham and Isaac is 

regarded within Christendom or Christianity within the present age, stating, "A man's 

wife dies. So the parson preaches about Abraham who offered up Isaac, and the widower 

is portrayed by the reverend orator as a sort of Abraham, a pendant to Abraham" 

(Kierkegaard, 1944, p.l1 0). Within Christendom, the story of Abraham and Isaac is 

regarded as a lesson in overcoming great tragedy and loss. And yet, "Such an instance as 

this, where a man's wife dies, cannot be brought under the paradigm Abraham. It is 

surely not a case where a man sacrifices his wife, or 'was willing to put his wife to 

death', for death itself has taken her off. But the point in Abraham's case, the terrible 

thing which infinitely intensifies the strain, is his responsibility that Abraham wills to go 

forth and sacrifice Isaac" (Kierkegaard, 1944, p.ll1). As Anti-Climacus sees it, within 

Christendom, individuals have blurred the distinction between human suffering and true 

Christian suffering. "The decisive mark of Christian suffering is the fact that it is 
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voluntary, and that it is the possibility of offence for the sufferer" (Kierkegaard, 1944, 

p.lll). If we recall, the knight discussed above relinquished his claim upon the princess 

only after being confronted with the impossibility of realizing his love in actuality. 

Abraham, on the other had, plays an active role in rendering his love for Isaac and his 

wish to be a father impossible. Abraham does not simply lose Isaac, but rather, he is 

called to sacrifice Isaac. He does not merely live through and overcome suffering, but 

rather, as an active participant, initiates his own suffering. His suffering is voluntary and 

consequently, "the possibility of offence for the sufferer". What is revealed through the 

voluntary, responsible nature of Abraham's suffering is that faith is not to be regarded as 

merely a response to profound loss. As Anti-Climacus critically exposes in Training in 

Christianity, within the present age church, faith is regarded as a means of recovery, as a 

means of coping. In utilizing the story of Abraham and Isaac, however, Kierkegaard 

intends to demonstrate something of the general structure of a religious consciousness, 

which involves both resignation and faith. Faith is not to be regarded as a response to 

unforeseen loss, but rather, resignation is a necessary precondition for the movement of 

faith. 

What does the necessity of infinite resignation reveal to us about the 

attitude of faith or the structure of a religious consciousness? The belief that Isaac must 

be resigned suggests something fundamental about the assumptions a religious believer 

must make about the persons and/or projects that he or she values in the world. Alastair 

Hannay suggests that this belief "could symbolize the attitude that says that nothing in 

the world has value simply because one values it. ..Faith would be, correspondingly, the 

attitudinal appendix to this, that things have their value nonetheless, but they have them 

on their own account and from God" (Kierkegaard, 1987, p.24). Through faith, the 
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individual is able to accept things of value back, only with their status clarified. Ifwe 

recall, the resignation of Religiousness A was founded upon the understanding that we 

can never lay any sort of claim to the world in its entirety. Those persons whom we 

cherish could leave us or die. Those projects we undertake could fail. Even our finite 

and temporal characteristics stand the possibility of change beyond our control. The 
i 
I 

knight of resignation, in renouncing his claim upon the world (and rightly so), also 

renounces his care for and commitment to those persons, projects, objects, and 

characteristics that once serve4 to endow his life and identity with meaning. The 

movement of resignation, performed by the knight of faith, differs from that of the knight 

of resignation. The knight of faith renounces his claim upon the world, and yet, retains 

his care and commitment. The resignation of the knight of faith can be understood as a 

symbolic gesture that expresses the idea that nothing in the world possesses value simply 

because I value it. Those persons, projects, and objects that possess real value for me, 

possess that value independently of my attitude towards them. How is this insight linked 

to the knight of faith' s first movement of resignation? As Edward Mooney suggests: 

Abraham, being only human, is liable to become trapped in his own desires, his 
own care for Isaac. However intense and sincere his attachment, Abraham must 
acknowledge Isaac's independent worth, his value apart from a father's heartfelt 
care. Love can mask a self-preoccupation, a distorting proprietary claim. In this 
light, what we lose is objectivity, appreciation of the real separateness of the 
other. The truly valuable is a radiant center of energy and worth independent of 
our immediate subjective response. Resignation silences such self-preoccupation, 
or the thought that value issues from our command or is a possession over which 
we have a proprietary claim. In our receptive love for others and for the ordinary, 
we shift to a welcoming, selfless concern (Mooney, 1991, p.?3). 

Resignation, for the knight of faith, is to be regarded as a transitional or preparatory 

move, not a final resting place. As such, the resignation of that which we value allows us 

to receive those persons, projects, or objects back with their value-status clarified. 
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The second dissimilarity between Abraham and the knight in love with his 

princess lies in the notion of duty. What duty can the knight be said to have towards the 

princess, a woman who mayor may not even be aware of his existence? Abraham, on 

the other hand, has "the highest and most sacred of obligations," namely that of a father 

to his son (Kierkegaard, 1987, p.58). Abraham's duty was not only an individual one, in 

that it serves as the anchor of his meaningful identity, but also it is a universal or ethical 

duty. As Silentio states, "The ethical expression for what Abraham did is that he was 

willing to murder Isaac; the religious expression is that he was willing to sacrifice Isaac; 

but in this contradiction lies the very anguish that can indeed make one sleepless; and yet 

without that anguish Abraham is not the one he is" (Kierkegaard, 1987, p.60). With 

these two dissimilarities, first that Abraham's suffering is voluntary and secondly, that 

his suffering is, in part, the result of his transgression of his own fatherly duty, we are 

confronted with faith as a "monstrous paradox". Johannes de Silentio seeks to 

demonstrate how "monstrous" a paradox faith is by way of this problemata, which he 

I 

I 

I' 
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I 

II 

I 

refers to as the "teleological suspension of the ethical". ,"The ethical, as such is the 

universal, and as the universal it applies to everyone, which can be put from another 

point of view by saying that it applies at every moment" (Kierkegaard, 1987, p.83). As 

we saw, with regards to the ethical sphere of existence, it is the duty of every individual 

to express himself in this universal, the ethical: 

As soon as the single individual wants to assert himself in his particularity, in 
direct opposition to the universal, he sins, and only by recognizing this can he 
again reconcile himself with the universal. Whenever, having entered the 
universal, the single individual feels an urge to assert his particularity, he is in a 
state of temptation, from which he can extricate himself only by surrendering his 
particularity to the universal in repentance. (Kierkegaard, 1987, p.83) 

To exert one's particularity in direct opposition to the universal is to sin, ethically 

speaking. Following from the two traditional secular responses to modernity, namely 

I 

i 
182 

u
 



Humean and Kantian or Hegelian freedom, the highest form of existence is for the 

individual to realize and actualise the universal. The universal, therefore, represents 

something above, something higher than the individual; to act in accordance with the 

universal or the ethical therefore involves stepping beyond one's particularities. 

Faith, however, is the paradox that "the single individual is higher than the 

universal, is justified before the latter, not as subordinate but superior, though in such a 

way, be it noted, that it is the single individual who, having been subordinate to the 

universal as the particular, now by means of the universal becomes that individual who, 

as the particular, stands in an absolute relation to the absolute" (Kierkegaard, 1987, 

pp.84-85). Abraham acts precisely outside the scope of the ethical, and yet, he cannot be 

said to sin. Abraham's actions represent a "teleological suspension of the ethical" 

insofar as the ethical is not abandoned entirely, but rather, preserved in its relativity. If 

the ethical is to be preserved in its relativity, there must exist some end to which the 

ethical, in its totality, is subservient. And yet, here is where we are confronted with the 

difficulty (or impossibility) of understanding Abraham, for Abraham, when he sacrifices 

Isaac, serves no interest of a shared or universal kind. Nothing about the Abraham and 

Isaac story, as it is presented within Fear and Trembling, conveys that Abraham 

sacrificed Isaac in order to display his absolute obedience to God; such a higher telos 

might be understandable, in some sense. Abraham differs starkly from an individual 

merely expressing his or her unyielding obedience in his expectation that, although he 

sacrifices Isaac, Isaac will be returned. What we are told is that Abraham acted as he did 

in order to prove his faith. Typically, we regard 'faith' as faith that God exists. 

However, the existence of God is presupposed by both the knight of faith and the knight 

of resignation. If God's demand upon Abraham to sacrifice his son was regarded as a 
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test of Abraham's faith in God, who could Abraham suppose set this test for him? 

Abraham's faith is that Isaac will be returned and that, within this life, he will be able to 

express his paternal love and duty. 

Abraham's faith, as Alastair Hannay (1991) describes is "the belief that the 

projects on which one has set one's heart are possible even when they prove humanly 

impossible to carry through. It is the belief that they can be carried through nevertheless, 

but on a new basis-as once Isaac is restored, the project of loving him as befits a father 

continues but now reconstituted 'on the strength of the absurd'" (Hannay, 1991, p.79). 

The new basis, upon which Abraham can fulfil his project (i.e. loving Isaac), is an 

appreciation of the inherent or God-given value of a project or an individual. The knight 

of resignation could not receive Isaac back again, for with the renunciation of his worldly 

claim upon Isaac, he would have also renounced his worldly care for Isaac. This is not to 

say that the knight of resignation abandons, entirely, his wish, desire, or love; rather, the 

knight's love for Isaac would be transfigured into a love of the eternal or a love of God. 

Consequently, the knight of resignation gains his "eternal validity before God," yet 

remains as an outsider to the world of the finite and temporal. The knight of faith, on the 

other hand, makes this movement of infinite resignation and yet, retains his worldly care 

for Isaac. In doing so, he is able to re-enter the finite and temporal world from a new 

religious standpoint. What is unintelligible about Abraham is that he voluntarily, by 

sacrificing Isaac, renders himself incapable of expressing his love for Isaac and his duty 

as a father. However, to say that Abraham renders himself incapable of expressing his 

fatherly love and incapable of expressing the ethical universal is to misunderstand what 

is gained through his leap of faith. Hannay makes this point most clearly, stating: 

Abraham, so long as he remains firm in his faith, would not say that he was 
rendering himself incapable of accomplishing the universal but that he is 
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reaffirming his capacity to accomplish it-for, after all, his belief, insane though 
it must seem, is that he is going to get Isaac back even if he sacrifices him. In his 
faith, Abraham does not think he is putting himself outside the universal; his 
belief is that showing God his faith means putting the possibility of his continuing 
to exercise his fatherly love into God's hands. Of course, to someone who does 
not share Abraham's belief in the need to reconstitute the ability to serve the 
universal on the strength of the absurd, Abraham's act---even if the story is 
interpreted as an allegory-must seem sheer lunacy. When you already have the 
ability to realize the universal, why expose yourself to what by any rational 
calculation is the virtual certainty of losing it? The answer, for Abraham, is that 
you do not really have the ability unless it has been given to you by God 
(Hannay, 1991, p.80). 

A teleological suspension of the ethical is the relativizing of the ethical or social morality 

before the absolute claims of God. The ethical is not invalidated, but rather, receives a 

different expression. In this sense, Abraham does not abandon the ethical or the 

universal, but rather, he suspends it in order to attain a higher point of view, from which 

the ethical (or the universal) can be more sufficiently grasped. 

What, precisely, characterizes this higher point of view of the religious 

consciousness? Generally, the religious consciousness is characterized by the notion that 

the individual, as the particular, is higher than and justified before the universal. What 

Kierkegaard is proposing is a sort of radial individualism. To say that the individual is 

higher than and justified before the universal is to say that the most basic unit of a society 

is the individual. First and foremost, and at its most fundamental level, the individual 

exists before not the public or the universal, but rather, before God. In other words, the 

individual stands in a relative relation to the relative and in an absolute relation to the 

absolute. As Edward Mooney describes, the teleological suspension of ethics "describes 

a phase in individual development, where the crucial issue is becoming an individual 

distinguishable from, and possessed of worth 'higher' than, the universal. One lives 

'outside' convention to the extent that one finds one's worth and identity to be 

irreducible to convention" (Mooney, 1991, p.75). Kierkegaard is not suggesting, 
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however, a possessive individualism that knows no fear and trembling. To say that the 

worth and identity of an individual is irreducible to convention does not entail that the 

worth and identity of an individual is only a matter of isolated, alienated, individual self-

I. 
choice, for we saw, with regards to the despair of the ethical, as illuminated by 

Religiousness A, that this sort of existential autonomy and self-ownership leads, 

ultimately, to the despair of arbitrariness. The fear and trembling before God, 

experienced by the knight of faith, occurs for that individual who chooses him/herself as 

a responsible actor in the world, and yet, can rely neither on universal, ethical, or 

dominant social models nor upon one's autonomous will to be or not to be a responsible 

agent for the criteria for his or her action. The teleological suspension of the ethical 

involves a developmental transformation, whereby the individual comes to recognize not 

only his/her own but moreover, any individual's ultimate integrity only before God. 

What is suspended is not the validity of ethics in its entirety, but rather, the 

power of universal, reason, ethics and codes of conduct to serve as the fundamental guide 

and justification for action. What Kierkegaard is arguing for, and demonstrating via the 

Abraham and Isaac story, is the absolute necessity of subjectivity or meaningful 

individualism if the universal is to be substantially grounded. As Hannay suggests, 

Abraham acts as though "the universal were only an expression in turn of a humanity that 

can establish itself, as it were, at the level of the particular, and so ceases to be the 

category in which humanity is established" (Hannay, 1991, p.82). There remains 

something unsayable about the authentic individual, insofar as the structure of a worthy 

self cannot be mediated, in its entirety, through universal terms. What is revealed to us, I,: 

through the story of Abraham and Isaac, and through the trials or ordeals of care and 
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commitment, is that rehearsals of social duty or allegiance to universal reason cannot 

relieve us of the deeper demands of selfhood. 

With the ascendance of the individual over and above the universal, and 

thus the restoration of the integrity of the individual before God, we can see a clear break 

made by the knight of faith from the present age, whose central problem was the 

ascendance of the category of generation over the individual. However, at this point, 

little has been said regarding the ability of the knight of faith to establish meaningful 

qualitative distinctions, within the present age, characterized by the phenomenon of 

levelling. Within the following section, I will examine, more specifically, the degree to 

which Religiousness B or the knight of faith can be said to overcome the present age. 

Religiousness B and the Present Age 

In my introduction to this discussion of the spheres of existence, I posed the 

argument that the three lower spheres represented failed attempts to overcome the 

present age. How then can Religiousness B or the knight of faith be said to successfully 

resist the levelling of the present age? The central problem of the present age, if we 

recall, was the levelling of qualitative distinctions, perhaps most significantly, the 

levelling of those qualitative distinctions which serve to comprise the relationship of the 

self. The aesthete, the ethicist, and Religiousness A were regarded as stages of 

despairing selfhood, insofar as each stage defined the factors of the synthesis of the self 

in such a way that they cancelled each other out, rather than remaining mutually 

supportive. The way in which the knight of faith can be said to uphold these factors is 

best understood by way of a transition from the knight of resignation to the knight of 

faith. 
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Johannes de Silentio begins his account of religious faith with the analogy 

of romantic love, for such an analogy is at least initially more easily understandable than 

something like the story of Abraham and Isaac. Romantic love is understood as 

analogous to religious faith in that it is, in some sense, an offence to reason. Such is 

most clearly the case with regards to a love that cannot possibly be realized in actuality. 

And yet, the impossibility of the knight's love for the princess reveals a more general 

impossibility regarding romantic love, i.e. the impossibility of imparting infinite 

significance onto a finite person or project. If I commit to a finite person or project, I 

face the possibility of losing that person or becoming unable to fulfil this particular 

project. We can see at this point, that in romantic love, the definitions of the finite and 

infinite lead to a rational contradiction. Either the significance in my life and identity 

stems from a finite person or project and therefore, cannot be regarded as truly infinite, 

or the significance in my life and identity is, in fact, infinite, in which case it cannot be 

reliant upon anything finite. The relationship between the temporal and eternal in 

romantic love results in a similar sort of contradiction. The knight places eternal 

significance upon his love for the princess, as a being within the temporal world. The 

recognition that the princess is a temporal being and that this love was realized at a 

particular point in time, entails that this love could be ended at a particular point in time 

as well. The knight's sense of an eternal significance of this love is contradicted by the 

necessity of maintaining this love at every moment within time. Lastly, the relationship 

between possibility and necessity within romantic love confronts a similar rational 

contradiction. Insofar as the knight's identity depends upon his love of the princess (i.e. 

the knight is the lover of the princess), this love takes on a necessary quality. And yet, 

the knight could have never stumbled upon the princess or could have fallen in love with 
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someone else, thus establishing a sense of possibility. Here we are faced with a 

fundamental contradiction: either I am necessarily defined by this particular person-and 

must couple the loss of this person with the loss of my identity, therefore abandoning 

complete self-determination--because I could not possibly have a love for somebody 

else, or I confront the infinite possible relationships available to me and therefore commit 

myself to none of them in a definitive way. 

Essentially, what the knight of resignation confronts is the inherent 

instability of romantic love and the necessarily conditional nature of what appeared to be 

an unconditional commitment to another individual. In response to his recognition of 

this inherent instability and the contradictions that arise as a result, the knight of 

resignation, rather than continuing an attempt to translate this love into reality, translates 

it from reality to ideality. What once was a love of a finite and temporal being within the 

world is transfigured to a love of the eternal. In other words, while the knight gives up 

his relationship with the real princess, he retains his relationship to the ideal princess. 

This relationship is 'ideal' insofar as it seems to overcome the contradictions involved in 

committing absolutely to something finite and temporal. Because the knight lives with 

the memory of the princess, he does not have to face the anxiety of her finite changes. 

Secondly, his relationship with the princess cannot change, for it no longer exists in the 

temporal world. Lastly, the knight can be defined by his love for the princess, and yet, 

can create as many possible relationships to her through his imaginative potential. 

Therefore, he is defined by his relationship to the princess, yet remains entirely self

determining. The knight of resignation avoids the risk and instability of worldly 

commitments with a flight from the finite, temporal, and necessary to the eternal, infinite, 

and possible. In doing so, the knight gains not only his "eternal validity before God," but 
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also the knowledge that "in loving another person one must be sufficient unto oneself." 

Where the knight of resignation falters, however, is in his consideration of such self

sufficiency as a permanent resting place, rather than as a transition from absorption in the 

world to meaningful worldly attachment. 

The movement made by the knight of resignation was described as a 

"purely philosophical movement". In other words, the knight of resignation can be said 

to confront, and then rationalize the contradictions of romantic love or unconditional 

commitments. The knight of faith, on the other hand, recognizes the rational 

contradictions involved in imparting infinite significance upon a finite being, eternal 

significance to a temporal relationship, and allowing a relationship that could have been 

different to be a source of identity; but rather than rationalizing them, he accepts these 

contradictions in faith, on the power of the absurd. Rather than translating a romantic 

love from reality to ideality, the knight of faith maintains his love for and commitment to 

a finite being and a temporal relationship. The knight of faith, unlike the knight of 

resignation, stands before his loved one in absolute vulnerability. As Johannes de 

Silentio asserts, romantic love is to be understood as an analogy for faith. Similar to the 

story ofAbraham, this notion of romantic love can reveal something meaningful about 

the general structure of a religious consciousness. The knight of faith gains the ability to 

impart infinite significance upon finite things and eternal significance upon temporal 

commitments, and the willingness to be defined by commitments that could have been 

drastically different. It is not so much a question of what the knight of faith commits 

him/herself to, but rather, the way in which such commitments are made and carried out. 

More generally, what is revealed is the ability of the knight of faith to distinguish 

between absolute and relative commitments. Furthermore, what becomes apparent 
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through the example of romantic love and the story of Abraham and Isaac is the non-
I, 

I 
rationalizable nature of absolute commitments. In Training in Christianity, Anti-

Climacus expresses the distinction between relative and absolute commitments as 

follows: 

When a man so lives that he recognizes no higher standard for his life than that 
provided by the understanding, his whole life is relativity, labour for a relative 
end; he undertakes nothing unless the understanding, by the aid of probability, 
can somehow make clear to him the profit and loss and give answer to the I 

I 
I	 

question, why and wherefore. It is different with the absolute. At the first glance 
the understanding ascertains that this is madness. To relegate a whole life to 
suffering, to immolation, is for the understanding mere madness. If I must 
subject myself to suffering, says the understanding, if I must sacrifice something, 
or in some way sacrifice myself, then I want to know what profit or advantage I 

I	 
can get out of it; otherwise I am crazy if I do it. But to say to a man, 'God now 

I 

I 

I.	 
out into the world, it will befall thee thus: thou wilt be persecuted year after year, 
and the end of it will be that finally thou wilt come to a frightful death'-then 

I 

i
I says the understanding, 'What is there in it?' The answer is, 'Nothing'-it is an 
I expression of the fact that the absolute exists. But this is precisely what offends 

the understanding (Kierkegaard, 1944, p.118). 

One of the most central characteristics of the present age was the relativizing of all 
i, . 

commitments, leaving individuals indifferent to any and all worldly commitments and 

relationships. Insofar as the knight of faith gains the ability, on the strength of the 

, 
I, absurd, to make absolute commitments, he or she is able to differentiate between those 

commitments that make a meaningful and significance difference to him/her and those 

commitments that are only relatively important, or, as Kierkegaard speaks of, the knight 

of faith embodies that self "relating absolutely to the absolute". 

The significance of absolute commitments is best understood in contrast to 

ethical or universal commitments. While a universal or ethical duty binds all persons, 

either as persons or as members of a particular social role or relationship, an absolute 

commitment has an entirely individual hold. From an individual's absolute commitment 

stem individually-oriented absolute demands, duties, or requirements. One's absolute 
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commitments not only ground or justify action, but moreover, serve as identity supports.
 

As Edward Mooney describes:
 

In responding absolutely to such absolutes, we are not doing what we merely want to do
 
or what, all things considered, would be good for us. The poet's bond to his hero or the 
lad's to his princess count for more than this. Each is bound in a way that articulates or 
elaborates the basis for what he must do to be-and maintain-the particular person that 
he is: a person with this character and no other, with this self, with this identity. 
(Mooney, 1991, p.7l) 

As identity supports, one's absolute commitments serve to shape the way the individual 

encounters his or her surrounding world. Through a commitment to such absolutes, one 

develops the capacity to articulate a framework ofwhat matters and how. In other 

words, the knight of faith, in developing the capacity to distinguish between absolute 

commitments and relative ones, gains the ability to make individual, meaningful, lasting 

qualitative distinctions, and therefore overcomes the levelling of the present age. 

, . 
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Chapter 13
 

Objects of Desire and Subjects of Choice: The Relative Standing of the Other
 

Within The Aesthetic and Ethical Spheres of Existence
 

How can Kierkegaard's fonnulation of the authentic self infonn us as 

contemporary feminist philosophers? I began my discussion of the spheres of existence 
,i, 
! 

with the claim that Kierkegaard' s notion of the religious self undermines what turns out 

to be the illusion of the autonomous self or self-creating, self-directing identity; the 
i 

alternative picture that Kierkegaard presents us with is that of a self that is received, 

rather than autonomously created. How is this reconceptualization of the self decidedly 

feminist? I do not wish to resort to any fonn of essentialism with regards to women as 

fundamentally dependent creatures. I do not, therefore, want to portray Kierkegaard's 

model of the self as essentially feminine in any way. I simply want to argue that such a 

reconceptualization of the self as a relational self is more accurate and more inclusive 

than the traditional model of autonomous self-creation, perceived as isolated from the 

context of historical, cultural and social relations. Furthermore, I want to ask the 

question: if we were to think of selves in this alternative manner, what would be the 

potential social or even "political" implications? Within the following section, I want to 

begin this investigation by means of an analysis of interpersonal relations within 

Kierkegaard's structure of the self. 

i 
Kierkegaard's depictions of the present age and the sphere's of existence, 

as responses to the present age, tell a particular sort of story about interpersonal relations. 

Within the following section, I want to argue that Kierkegaard's religious sphere of 

existence, as articulated within The Edifying Discourses, Training in Christianity, and 

Fear and Trembling. reveals a dimension of our experiences of the relationships of 
!. 
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friendship or romantic love that can be described as a secular form of faith. I will pose 

"religious faith," according to Kierkegaard's account, as a radical openness to the 

otherness of the other, as the existential ability to approach other individuals with a sense 

of openness, abandon, self-surrender, and absolute vulnerability, analogous to the 

religious passion of accepting one's createdness or absolute relation to God. These 

postures of absolute openness and exposure to the other are to be understood not in terms 

of a passive acceptance or a weakness of the will; on the contrary, this mode of 

orientation to the other is to be understood as a gesture of tremendous existential 

strength. As I will argue, our most significant relationships are analogous to religious 

faith in that the particular other is recognized as absolute in some sense, rather than 

relative to my pre-existing desire, choice, or ethical duty. In approaching the other as 

'absolute,' I accept the other as ultimately beholding upon me insofar as she or he 

somehow defines or creates my very identity. I will begin my argument with an account 

of interpersonal relationships within the present age, the aesthetic sphere, and the ethical 

sphere of existence, revealing all three modes of access to the world to involve only the 

relative standing of other individuals. 

As we saw within the first chapter of this paper, Kierkegaard's critique of 

modernity begins with the assertion that, in the present age, traditional relationships have 

been overthrown. Kierkegaard goes on to distinguish between the critical restructuring 

of traditional relationships for the sake ofsome driving idea. This characterizes the 

passionately motivated levelling of traditional relationships within the age of revolution. 

Within the present age, on the other hand, traditional relationships remain standing, but 

are cunningly emptied of their significance. That is, individuals refuse to commit to their 

relationships, but rather, approach them as distant, reflective, third parties. For 
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Kierkegaard, who we are most essentially is a matter of the concrete commitments to 

particular individuals that we make; it is in this regard that I wish to portray 

Kierkegaard's conception of the self as a "relational self." It is precisely via our 

relationships to other particular, finite and temporal individuals that we can establish a 

sense of identity. The refusal of individuals within the present age to commit to their 

relationships in a meaningful way is intimately connected to the overwhelming tendency 

of the present age individual to avoid asking the question ofl taking a stand on who 

shelhe ultimately is. All of my particular commitments, including those to other 

individuals, stand as only relative to this all-pervasive anonymous strategy. Insofar as 

I, 
I	 present age individuals flee from these existential demands of selfhood, they vacate the 

very locus of personal responsibility, thus precluding genuine relationships from the 

start. Present age individuals, therefore, stand in no real relation to one another at all, but 

rather, at best, stand only in what Kierkegaard describes as "a tension in which existence 
! 

is exhausted." 

Kierkegaard goes on then to describe the first two unsuccessful attempts to 

become a self within the present age via a defining commitment. These included, first, 

the aesthetic sphere of existence, whereby the individual, 'A,' in this case, makes a self-

defining, world-defining commitment to aesthetic pleasure. Within the aesthetic sphere 

of existence, the qualitative distinction between pleasure and misery, and then later 

between the interesting and the boring, is upheld as absolutely important. This 

qualitative distinction is both self-defining and world-defining in that it establishes, for 

the aesthete, who he most essentially is and what is most important within the world. In 

response to the breakdown of the aesthetic mode of access to the world, Judge William 

stepped in as the personification of ethical self-authorization. Within the ethical sphere, 
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as Kierkegaard calls it, a defining commitment to absolute self-choice is made and the 

qualitative distinction between complete autonomy and heteronomy is upheld as 

absolutely important. As we then saw, the ethicist's demand that every aspect of his life 

bear his own autonomous signature ultimately bankrupted him motivationally, leaving 

him with the equally problematic options of either autonomous arbitrariness or 

heteronomy. What was similar about both the aesthete and the ethicist was their failure 

to uphold the very qualitative distinction that served to define their sense of self and 

place within the world. I 
I , 

I What Kierkegaard's depiction of the despair of both the aesthetic and 

ethical provides us with is a devastating critique of the two primary secular responses to 

the present age or modernity. More specifically, Kierkegaard provides a radical critique 

of the two traditional, secular notions of freedom in the wake of Enlightenment reason. 

Both positions falter within the internal logic of Kierkegaard's notion of the self; 

however, on a more general conc:eptuallevel, Kierkegaard reveals the fundamental 

shortcomings of both a Humean eudaimonistic and a Kantian deontological means of 

laying a hold upon the world. The most pressing of these fundamental shortcomings is to 

be understood in terms of interpersonal relations, of how the individual along either 

model of selfhood lays a hold upon other individuals within his or her life. For the 

aesthete, others present themselves only as objects of one's desire. As such, other 

individuals are revealed to be ultimately replaceable under such an orientation to the 

world. If another fails to fulfil my particular desires, I can always move on to someone 

who will, at least for time being. These other individuals stand out as important not in 

their own irreplaceable right, but only to the extent to which they fulfil the function I 

have already set out for them. In other words, these other individuals in my life are 
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important or significant only because I desire them. We saw the devastating 

consequences of such a (dis)regard for the other most notably within "Diary of a 

Seducer," in which the aesthete, in his final stage of aesthetic development, becomes 

nothing more than a sadist. 

Judge William, the personification of the ethical sphere of self-

authorization, appears at least initially to maintain an indisputably stable locus for the 
, 
I· 

standing of others insofar as conventional social roles, norms, rules, and institutions are 

taken as the stabilization of moral respect and equality. The form of suspending one's 

desires in freedom with and duty towards others expresses one's authentic self. 

According to this model, the individual lays a hold upon others via one's duty and ethical 

choice. While such a position initially appears to provide a stable locus for the dignified 

standing of the other, what remains constant within both the aesthete's and the ethicist's 

i 
position is a mediated approach to others. While the aesthete perceives other individuals 

through the lens of desire, the ethicist can only see the other individuals in his or her life 

through the lens of duty. Other individuals playa meaningful role in my life only 
I· 
I 

insofar as they show up for me as means of expressing my most fundamental self, i.e. as 

means of expressing my ability to choose ethically. My ethical duties towards others are 

universal in that they designate what one ought to do or how one ought to treat any other 

individual. As such, ethical duties express objective and indifferent truths about anyone. 

What the ethical remains incapable of addressing is the question of why I choose to do 

what anyone ought to do and how and why I choose to act in this manner towards these 

particular other individuals within my life. According to the ethical account, my acting 

rightly or ethically towards these particular individuals is nothing more than the 

'individual' expression of an anonymous demand upon all alike. What remains constant 
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through both the aesthetic and the ethical approach to the world, therefore, is the relative 
I
I 

I standing of others. For the aesthete and the ethicist, respectively, other individuals, in 
I 

I 

their particularity, stand as relative to one's pre-existing desires or duties. It is at this 

! ' 
point that Kierkegaard offers a religious solution to the problem of selfhood within the 

, 

i 
present age. i 

I 

I 

i 
i 

, 

I
, 

, 

I 
I 
I

II, 
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Chapter 14 

Absolute Standing and Faith in Friendship 

I want to argue that significant interpersonal relations are forms of faith in 

that, when approached in the right sort of way, the existence of those individuals, before 

whom I stand in an ongoing relationship, is taken to be absolute, rather than relative to 

my pre-existing desires or anonymous sense of duty. Within the aesthetic and ethical 

spheres of existence, what the relative standing of the other implies is that individuals in 

one's life bear significance or value either because one desires them or because one 

ethically chooses them. In other words, their value as an individual is relative to my 

sense of desire or duty; subjective desire or universal duty serve as the primary 

foundation, atop of which one's interpersonal relations are to rest. What a religious 

account of selfhood preserves is precisely that which the present age, the aesthetic 

sphere, and the ethical sphere could not account for, namely the inherent worth and value 
I 
I 

,I .	 of the individual in her or his irreplaceable particularity. Central to the account of the 

aesthetic and ethical spheres as upholding the relative significance of the other was the 

replaceable quality of the other. Any individual can satisfy one's desires or serve as a 

subject of one's choice. On this account, individuals were to be understood at worst as 

mere objects of desire, and at best as instances of the universal. As discussed within the 

previous chapter, when understood religiously, the individual is to stand above the 

universal, as something greater than an instance of what is universally human. What the 

teleological suspension of the ethical revealed was the inability of rational, universal 

ethical principles to relieve us of the deeper demands of selfhood. At this point, I want to 

offer a decidedly secularised account of "religious consciousness," that asks not the 

question of how one is to be a Christian or what sort of relationship one is to uphold with 
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God, but rather, addresses the question of how we are to understand our truly 

meaningful, worldly interpersonal relationships. I want to argue that truly meaningful 

relationships are best understood not in terms of desire or duty, but rather as analogous to 

religious faith. Before moving on, I want to address one initial point of unease regarding 

this analogy between meaningful (defining) relations and religious faith. What we see 

with Kierkegaard's fonnulation of a religious consciousness is a singular relation 

between the individual and God, as the Power that posited it (the individual). In 

secularising this fonnula by way of shifting this vertical relation of the individual to God 

to a sort of horizontal secular faith between individuals, must we still conceive of the 

defining relation as singular? I would argue that any attempt to singularise the secular 

defining relation would prove ultimately problematic insofar as we would then be 

required to hierarchically place the others in our lives. In pluralizing the defining 

relation, I want to pose Kierkegaard's religious sphere of existence as, first and foremost, 

a mode of orientation to the world that need not be necessarily linked to its original 

Christian context. 

Johannes de Silentio provides the example of the knight and his princess in 

revealing romantic love to be analogous to religious faith. I want to use this example as 

a point of departure for what I take to be the most fruitful feminist implications of 

Kierkegaard's religious model of selfbood. As de Silentio states: 

A young lad falls in love with a princess, and this love is the entire substance of 
his life, and yet the relation is such that it cannot possibly be realized, cannot 
possibly be translated from ideality into reality. Of course, the slaves of the 
finite, the frogs in the swamp of life, scream: That kind of love is foolishness; the 
rich brewer's widow is just as good and solid a match. Let them go on croaking 
in the swamp. The knight of infinite resignation does not do any such thing; he 
does not give up the love, not for all the glories of the world. He is no fool. First 
of all, he assures himself that it actually is the substance of his life, and his soul is 
too healthy and too proud to waste the least of it in an intoxication. He is not 
cowardly; he is not afraid to let it steal into his most secret, his most remote 
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cowardly; he is not afraid to let it steal into his most secret, his most remote 
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thoughts, to let it twist and entwine itself intricately around every ligament of his 
consciousness-if his love comes to a grief, he will never be able to wrench 
himself out of it. He feels a blissful delight in letting love palpitate in every 
nerve, and yet his soul is as solemn as the soul of one who has drunk the poisoned 
cup and feels the juice penetrate every drop of blood-for this is the moment of 
crisis. Having totally absorbed this love and immersed himself in it, he does not 
lack the courage to attempt and to risk everything. He examines the conditions of 
his life, he convenes the swift thoughts they obey his every hint, like well-trained 
doves, he flourishes his staff, and they scatter in all directions. But now when 
they all come back, all of them like messengers of grief, and explain that it is an 
impossibility, he becomes very quiet, he dismisses them, he becomes solitary, and 
then he undertakes the movement. (Kierkegaard, 1987, p.71) 

I 

I 
What are the original terms of this relationship between the knight and his princess? The 

nature of the knight's relationship to the princess is drastically different from A's 

relationship to Cordelia or Judge Wilhelm's relationship to his wife. The existential 

orientations of the aesthetic and ethical spheres can be restated as our two secular 

explanations for how we lay a hold upon particular others in our lives, namely via desire 

or duty. Within the aesthetic sphere, others had standing in the aesthetic individual's life 

insofar as they were objects of the aesthetic individual's desire. Within the ethical 

sphere, others had standing as subjects of the ethicist's choice and instances of the 

universal (ethical duty). What was common about both explanations was the relative 

standing of the other. According to these secular responses to the present age, my grasp 

of the world and my place within it, as well as the standing of other individuals, was 

founded upon the pre-established grounds of either desire or duty. What would it be, 

then, to leave that relatively stable ground behind, to abandon one's seemingly 

invulnerable footing? This is precisely the leap made by the religious individual.' Within 

my initial discussion of religiousness A, I described this leap as one of absolute 

openness. What it was for the knight of resignation to "gain his eternal consciousness" 

was to recognize and openly embrace his createdness. Described in religious terms, the 

knight of resignation as well as the knight of faith comes to stand in an absolute relation 
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to God. Kierkegaard describes the self free from all despair as follows: "By relating 

itself to its own self and by willing to be itself the selfis grounded transparently in the 

Power which posited it" (Kierkegaard, 1989, p.14). What would it be, then, to secularise 

this formula? What if we thought of our meaningful interpersonal relationships as, rather 

than expressions of desire or duty, analogous to this sort of relation to God? What I want 

to suggest is that our most meaningful relationships, those of friendship and love, are in 

fact, founded upon what might be described as a secular or worldly form of faith. 

What are the original conditions of the knight's relationship to the princess? 

As we saw, the aesthete and the ethicist gained existential orientations to the worM via a 

defining commitment, either to desire or to duty or absolute choice. This commitment 

was said to be both world-defining and self-defining. We also saw that, because these 

fundamental capacities, either for desire or for choice, could not be exhausted, the 

absolute commitment appeared to be an invulnerable one. And yet, it was this need for 

invulnerability that eventually led to the breakdown of both spheres. The knights of 

resignation and faith, on the other hand, can be said to make a defining commitment to a 

particular individual within the world. The knight, in the above passage, makes a 

defining commitment to his princess. "This love is the substance of his life." This 

defining commitment is not made on the basis of some sort of calculation of the knight's 

probability of success with the princess (i.e. a present age approach to relationships). In 

fact, the knight is confronted with the impossibility of realizing his love in actuality. The 

knight's commitment to the princess is also not made on the basis of desire or duty. 

When confronted with the impossibility of actualising such a love, an aesthete could 

easily rotate his desire to something or someone else. Likewise, the ethicist can just as 

easily express his ethical duty elsewhere or choose another individual. With regards to 
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the religious individual, on the other hand, "if his love comes to a grief, he will never be 

able to wrench himself out of it," for the princess is his fundamental existential 

orientation to the world. It is the presence of the princess, as a finite, temporal, 

contingent, and utterly irreplaceable particular individual, that defines for the knight, 

who he most essentially is. For the religious individual, it is the existence of these 

particular individuals, with whom he or she stands in a meaningful relationship, that 

provides the conditions ofhis or her being. What sets the religious sphere apart from not 

only the present age, but also the aesthetic and ethical spheres of existence, is the ability 

and willingness to commit oneself passionately to a merely finite, temporal and 

I contingent (possible) other. 
I' 

And yet, is not such a commitment decidedly vulnerable? Would not such 

a hold upon one's own existence be ultimately tenuous? The knight's princess, for 

example, could die or leave him or refuse to love him as he love her; furthermore, there 

would be nothing the knight could do to prevent or control this from happening, without 

impeding on the princess's freedom. The loss of this particular individual would be no 

inconsequential matter, but rather, it would reverberate throughout his entire existence, 

his sense of self and his understanding of what is absolutely important. In allowing 

another particular individual to define who one is, in allowing this particular individual 

to establish the very conditions of one's being, the religious individual appears to stand 

in some very troubling contradictions. For the religious individual, a merely finite being 

is awarded infinite importance, a merely temporal being endowed with eternal 

significance, and an individual who could have been different, a merely possible and 

contingent being, is taken to be necessarily definitive of who one is. Simply put, the 

finite is taken as if it were the infinite, the temporal taken as if it were eternal, and the 
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possible taken as if it were necessary. How, then, do the individuals of religiousness A 

and religiousness B resolve these contradictions? If we recall, the knight of resignation 

was said to perform a threefold "transfiguration of existence". Through his infinite 

resignation of the princess, what began as an earthly, finite and temporal love is 

transfigured into an eternal love. Secondly, the princess, as the object of the knight's 

love, is transfigured so that God or the eternal being now serves as the object of the 

knight's love. Lastly, the knight's locus of meaning and identity is transfigured from a 

finite, temporal tie to,another being within the world, to an eternal consciousness, which 

I 
I,	 is only gained via this movement of infinite resignation. As Silentio describes, "The 
I 

I
,	 knight will remember everything; but the memory is precisely the pain, and yet in his 
I, 

I 

i	 infinite resignation he is reconciled with existence. His love for the princess would take 

on for him the expression of an eternal love, would acquire a religious character, be 

transfigured into a love for the eternal being which, although it denied fulfilment, still 

reconciled him once more in the eternal consciousness of his love's validity in an eternal 

form that no reality can take from him" (Kierkegaard, 1987, p.n). When confronted 

I 

I·
 

I
 
I

I	 with these contradictions, the knight of resignation rationalizes them away via the 

"purely philosophical movement" of resignation. By describing the movement of infinite 

resignation as "purely philosophical," Kierkegaard implies that this is a movement made 

on one's own, without the aid of another or of any external power. Via a movement of 

infinite resignation, this knight gains an eternal consciousness or an existential 

orientation above and beyond the finite and temporal world. From this vantage point, he 

or she can now uphold and distinguish between the finite and the infinite, the temporal 

and the eternal, and the possible and the necessary. And yet, what serves as something 

like a life long task for the knight of resignation, is a progressive dying away from the 
I' 

I 
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finite, temporal, and possible, in order to realize the infinite, eternal, and necessary. The 
I
 
! ,
 

knight of faith, however, makes an additional movement, beyond the knight of 

resignation. After infinitely resigning the whole of the finite and the temporal, the knight 

i
I 

of faith receives it all back again, on the strength of the absurd. As Silentio describes, 

"He does exactly the same as the other knight, he infinitely renounces the claim to the 

love which is the content of his life; he is reconciled in pain; but then comes the marvel, 

he makes on more movement, more wonderful than anything else, for he says: 'I 
! '
 

I
 , 

nevertheless believe that I shall get her, namely on the strength of the absurd, on the 

strength of the fact that for God all things are possible" (Kierkegaard, 1987, p.75). In 

taking a merely finite, temporal, and contingent being to be the infinite, eternal, and 

necessary (in taking the particular to be the absolute), the religious individual appears to 

express some fundamental contradictions. While the knight of resignation does away 

with them rationally, the knight of faith approaches them with a lucid awareness of the 

I 

i fact that they are contradictions; through a leap of faith, he lives them out as paradoxes. 
! 
I, 

Religiously understood, our most meaningful interpersonal relationships 

are not matters of desire or duty, but rather of the absolute standing of the individual. 

Another expression of the absolute, rather than relative, standing of the individual, the 

particular and irreplaceable individual, is to take her as the condition of my being, to 

approach this finite, temporal, and merely possible other, as though she were the infinite, 

the temporal, and necessarily definitive of who I am. In approaching the other in this 

manner, one lives out a secular expression of accepting one's fundamental createdness or 
I, 
I' 

of "the self resting transparently in the power that posited it". 

What we see with Kierkegaard's religious formulation of the self is a 

relational self. The fundamental claim being made here is that who I am is not a matter 
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of my desiring or my choosing. My sense of self is not to be understood as a collection 

of urges and desire, nor is it to be defined by that which I share with all other rational 

agents. Rather, who I am, in my irreplaceable particularity, is a matter of the significant 

relationships that I maintain with particular others. I exist insofar as I stand as the lover 

of, friend of, daughter of, and so on. To say that who I am is not, first and foremost, a 

desiring or choosing being is not to abandon desire and duty in their entirety. What their 

mutual suspension to the more primary and fundamental moment of relational self

configuration does imply, however, is a radical shift in the way in which one's desires 

and duties are reflectively managed. This argument will be taken up in further detail 

within the proceeding chapter, in which I will discuss a secularised notion of the 

teleological suspension of the ethical. The central claim that I will introduce now, but 

build upon later, is that in a defining relation, religiously understood, one's capacities for 

desire and for self-choice are, in some sense, handed over to those particular others with 

whom I stand in the defining relation. 

We saw, with the transition from the aesthetic to ethical sphere of 

existence, the way in which desire was suspended in freedom with others by way of 

ethical self-choice. What would it be, however, to suspend that ethical self-choice, along 

with desire? With his devastating critique of our two secular responses to the present 

age, the aesthetic and ethical spheres of existence, Kierkegaard undermines what turns 

out to be the illusion of the autonomous self. For Kierkegaard, genuine self-possession is 

anything but possession. Gaining a sense of self or identity is not a matter of 

autonomous self-creation or self-direction, nor is it solely an exercise of power; rather, 

the existential demands of selfhood require the exercise of reception. As Kierkegaard 

states within the Edifying Discourses, "Every time a man grasps this brief and pithy 
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truth, that he can of himself do nothing, he understands himself' (Kierkegaard, 1958, 

p.167). In recognizing that "of himself he can do nothing," the religious individual 

accepts and embraces his fundamental dependence upon others in the world. Laying a 

hold upon one's existence involves not simply acting on one's desires and duties, but 

rather, gratefully and openly receiving that which is of inexplicable and abundant value. 

The self, therefore, is not self-created or self-directed, but rather is to be received 

gratefully. The question before us then, is on what terms is the self to be received? 

The ideal of receptivity to a benevolent power outside oneself, a power that 

awakens one to her own freedom, is not unique to Kierkegaard alone. Several 19th 

century thinkers have located a sort of emancipatory potential in our experience of and 

receptivity to beauty or the sublime. Appealing implicitly to Kant's critique of judgment, 

Friedrich Schiller offers a conceptualisation of human freedom, which is founded upon 

the experience of beauty, or more precisely, aesthetic attunement. Because Kant's 

critique of judgment will be paramount for Friedrich Schiller's conception of human 

freedom, it is necessary at this point to set out some important terms of the critique. 

Kant's third critique, the critique of judgment, addresses aesthetic 

appreciation or one's experience of beauty or the sublime. Within the critique of 

judgment, Kant addresses what he refers to as "reflective judgments". "Determinative 

judgments" involve subsuming a particular under a general category or concept. For 

example, we can go out into the world with a concept of' dog' in mind. When we 

encounter a four-legged animal, we can judge whether or not what we are encountering is 

a dog, or more precisely, whether or not this particular object or animal is an instantiation 

I·	 of the general category or concept of 'dog'. In the case of reflective judgments, on the 

other hand, we encounter various particulars and then undergo a search for a general 
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concept under which they might fall. Kant singles out aesthetic and teleological 
I 

I 

judgments as the primary exemplars of reflective judgment. For Kant, when we judge 

something to be beautiful, we are saying something more than, or at least other than, a 

subjective opinion. Declaring something as beautiful is not the same as stating it as 

! agreeable or pleasurable. When judging something to be beautiful, we commit ourselves 

to the universality of the judgment's validity. If! say something is beautiful, I also 

declare that it should present itself as beautiful for anyone and everyone. Judgments of 

beauty, therefore, are "universally communicable." And yet, we cannot deduce 

something as beautiful by appealing to a set of rules or norms; rather, in a reflective 

judgment, we first perceive something to be beautiful, and only then can we search for a 

concept under which we could the particulars. Insofar as we perceive something to be 

beautiful, without relying upon any prior concept, an experience or appreciation of 

beauty involves a passive element of receptivity. 

If we can have no concept or law of beauty prior to our particular aesthetic 

experiences, how are aesthetic judgments to be regarded as "universal"? "Such 

experience of the beautiful as universally communicable must therefore be structured by 

universal norms that cannot themselves be explicated as concepts, since there are no 

rules for determining what counts as beautiful" (Pinkard, 2002, p.70). Aesthetic 

experience must therefore "involve the cognitive faculties of the mind in a way that does 

not conform to rules" (Pinkard, 2002, p.70). Kant concludes that aesthetic appreciation 

must therefore involve both our imagination and our intellect. An apprehension of 

something as beautiful involves the free and unconstrained play between our imagination 

and intellect. Furthermore, aesthetic appreciation involves not only the passive element 

of receptivity to beauty, but also the active element of (reflective) judgment. "The 
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experience of the beautiful is therefore like ordinary empirical experience in the way that 

the beautiful simply appears to us and elicits a judgment from us-we cannot will 

something to be beautiful that is not beautiful-but, unlike ordinary empirical 

experience, it involves a spontaneous (i.e. active) reflective judgment on that experience 

as an essential component of itself' (Pinkard, 2002, p.71). Friedrich Schiller attempts to 

construct such a unified picture of the self by holding Kant's third critique as paramount 

over and above the first and second critiques. 

Schiller's concept of freedom will be freedom within our capacities for 

sensibility and intellect. For Schiller, what is needed to overcome this tragic and 

ultimately devastating bifurcation of the individual is a unification of the sense drive and 

the form drive in what he refers to as the "play drive". The 'play drive' is, in many 

regards, another means of articulating Kant's third critique. The play drive involves the 

reconciliation of and a harmonious play between the life drive and the form drive, 

, 
I. between one's sensibility and intellect. It is through our experiences of beauty or 

aesthetic attunement, that the play drive is expressed. For Schiller, beauty has a 

therapeutic effect on the individual driven by either the life drive or the form drive. 

Schiller refers to this therapeutic effect of beauty as "melting" and "energizing" beauty, 

stating: 

Melting beauty is for natures which are tense; energizing beauty for those 
which are relaxed. I call a man tense when he is under the compulsion of 
thought, no less than when he is under the compulsion of feeling. Exclusive 
domination by either of his two basic drives is for him a state of constraint and 
violence, and freedom lies only in the co-operation of both his natures. The 
man one-sidedly dominated by feeling, or the sensuously tensed man, will be 
released and set free by means of form; the man one-sidedly dominated by law, 
or the spiritually tensed man, will be released and set free by means of matter. 
In order to be adequate to this twofold task, beauty will therefore reveal herself 
under two different guises. First, as tranquil form, she will assuage the violence 
of life, and pave the way which leads from sensation to thought. Secondly, as
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living image, she will arm abstract form with sensuous power, lead concept 
back to intuition, and law back to feeling. (Schiller, 1982, pp.120-l2l) 

Aesthetic attunement bears therapeutic effects in that it releases the 

individual from the hold of both the life drive and the form drive. In a moment of 

aesthetic experience or aesthetic attunement, one's subjective desires and rational, 

objective ethical duties are suspended in their relativity. When the individual 

experiences beauty, she breaks out of the prison of barbarity or savagery, the form drive 

or sense drive. Following from the notion of beauty outlined by Kant within his third 

critique, when we experience a work of art, we approach it neither as an object of our 

desires or something to provide us with pleasure (i.e. via the life drive), nor do we 

approach it as merely something to be subsumed under a general or universal category 

(i.e. via the form drive). Rather, artworks must be approached with a sense of receptivity 

and openness. Artworks, in this sense, give rise to thought; the more open the individual 

is to the artwork, the more the artwork will reveal to the individual. In its ability to bring 

together the life drive and the form drive, sense and intellect, in a harmonious play, it is 

only the play drive that can reveal "living form". As Schiller states, "As long as we 

merely think about his form, it is lifeless, a mere abstraction; as long as we merely feel 

his life, it is formless, a mere impression. Only when his form lives in our feeling and 

his life takes on form in our understanding, does he become living form; and this will 

always be the case whenever we adjudge him beautiful" (Schiller, 1982, p.l 01). 

Through the life drive, one encounters other individuals only as objects of one's desire; 

through the form drive, others show up only as subjects of a universal duty. For Schiller, 

neither orientation sufficiently grasps the individual in his or her absolute and 

irreplaceable living form. The play drive, on the other hand, involves a radical openness 

to that which stands before the individual, whether it be another person or an artwork. 
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Experiencing another individual as a work of art, so to speak, frees up the other, rather 

than nailing him/her down under a prior concept of desire or duty. What it is to 

experience beauty, in any form, is to be momentarily free from both desire and duty, but 

without relinquishing their relative hold upon you. By establishing a sense of harmony 

or play between the life drive and form drive, and therefore by revealing dynamic living 

form, the play drive gives life or sensibility to abstractrationallethical ideals. It is in this 

regard that Schiller offers a potential reconciliation of what was previously referred to as 

the Kantian paradox. Insofar as reason is given a "champion in the realm of the senses," 

I choose to adopt and act upon ethical principles neither arbitrarily nor on the basis of 

external, authoritative reasons, but rather, in my experience of beauty and my grasp of 

living form, I am able to actualize ethical principles as a result of this openness or 

receptivity of particular others. For Schiller, it is the experience of beauty or the sublime 

that can reveal to us our most fundamental freedom within the world. 

It would appear, at first glance, that Schiller's play drive and Kierkegaard's 

notion of existential or religious passion playa similar role; such a parallel is, in fact, 

valid with regards to the ability of aesthetic attunement or the play drive and passion or 

commitment to release one from the hold of one's desire and intellect. However, if we 

examine more closely the differences between these two theories, Kierkegaard's notion 

of existential passion or religious faith can be revealed to be ultimately more compelling. 

For Schiller, the play drive's primary function and the source of its emancipatory 

potential, lies in its ability to reveal living form. The ability to reveal living form is a 

matter of uniting one's capacity for sensibility and intellect in the right sort of balanced 

harmony. The play drive's albeit distinct role still lies at the service of our capacities for 

sense and intellect. With Kierkegaard's notion of existential passion and religious faith, 
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we will see that what is ultimately revealed or accomplished extends far beyond living 

form. What Kierkegaard points to are the much deeper demands of selfhood, the need to 

take an absolutely individuating stand on what it would be to uphold one's basic human 

capacities in the right sort of way. If we recall, the self, for Kierkegaard, is not only a 

synthesis of various factors, but also a relation that relates itselfto itself. What I hope to 

reveal here are two quite different notions of receptivity towards and openness upon the 

world. Within Schiller's account, the individual stands open to the sublime, or more 

specifically, open towards beauty. On Kierkegaard's account, the individual stands 

radically open towards and absolutely accepting of the abundant gifts of God. The 

religious individual, on Kierkegaard's account, stands lucidly aware of her own 

createdness. Ifwe return to Schiller's account of human freedom, we can see that the 

experience of beauty or aesthetic attunement is an entirely individual accomplishment. 

What is so entirely distinct about Kierkegaard is this notion of dependence within 

authentic sel fhood. The fundamental realization of the religious individual is that "of 

himself he can do nothing." Drastically different from Schiller's account of freedom 

within the world and freedom within one's fundamental human capacities for sense and 

reason, is Kierkegaard's notion of freedom from the imperative to resort to one's own 

powers alone in order to meet the demands of selfhood. The initial movement of infinite 

resignation signifies the individuallucidly giving up this project of absolute autonomy. 

Kierkegaard's version of "openness" thus refers to the selfs ability to "rest transparently 

in the power that established it." At this point, we are also confronted with the transition 

from 'passion' defined in aesthetic terms (i.e. as passionate desire) to passion defined 

religiously. Religious passion is precisely the willingness to open oneself to another as a 

defining force, to lay a hold upon a finite individual with infinite passion, to assume that 
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this temporal being provides me with my eternal dignity, and to approach the merely 

contingent or possible as though it were necessarily defining of who I am. 

For Kierkegaard, this sense of radical openness towards and exposure to the 

world cannot rest with natural or artistic beauty, but rather, involves the existence and 

presence of actual finite others, with whom we stand in "defining relations". On my 

,secularised account of the relational self, interpersonal relations and the task of selfhood 

are revealed to be two sides of the same existential coin. If this is to be the case, how are 

we to approach others in our lives? As I have shown, both the aesthete and the ethical 

remain locked within and focused on only their own individual capacities, thereby 

resisting any form of dependence on the other. Kierkegaard describes this sort of 

existential orientation as the despair of defiance. Religiousness A answers this despair of 

both the ethicist and the aesthete with what could be described as the qualitative 

distinction between openness and closure. The individual of Religiousness A stood open 

to and receptive of all of life's contingencies as "good and perfect gifts from God". I 

want to argue that such a religious orientation to the world must inform our means of 

laying a hold upon the particular individuals in our lives, with whom we stand in 

"defining relations". Translated into the language of interpersonal relations, a religious 

consciousness involves a radical openness to the otherness of the other. Evidence of this 

radical openness to the otherness of the other can be found if we return to the transition 

from the knight of resignation (Religiousness A) to the knight of faith (Religiousness B), 

and the corresponding notions of care and commitment that follow. Within Chapter 11, I 

described the way in which Religiousness A challenges the ethicist's assumed relation 

between self-knowledge and self-possession. The religious stance of openness and 

receptivity was founded, in part, on the recognition that one can never truly possess even 
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one's finite qualities or characteristics, for such matters offinitude and temporality are 

always subject to worldly contingencies beyond one's control. This denial of the 

possibility of self-possession parallels the knight's infinite resignation of the princess, 

with whom, as I have described, he stands in a defining relation. Within this example, 

the knight, via a movement of infinite resignation, was said to relinquish any and all 

proprietary claim to or control over the princess. This sort of orientation to the other is 

fundamentally different from the standpoint of both the aesthete and the ethicist. In 

approaching another individual aesthetically, as an object of my desire, or ethically, as a 

subject of my choosing, I necessarily lay claim to the other. The other has standing only 

insofar as he or she satisfies my desire or fulfils my choice. The significance or value of . 

the other is always indexed back to myself. When approached religiously, individuals 

bear value independently of my positing value upon them, either through desire or duty. 

As beings of independent and intrinsic value, I cannot lay any sort of proprietary claim 

upon others without stripping them of their absolute value. In relinquishing any sense of 

a proprietary claim upon the others in our lives, the result is a recognition of absolute 

otherness. What this notion of absolute otherness entails is a crucial element of 

unassailable difference. This other, with whom I stand in a defining relation, remains 

absolutely different from me in that his or her worth or significance can never be indexed 

back to my pre-existing desire or my ethical choice, for to assume that only I can impart 

significance and worth onto another is to reinforce my claim to her. In short, what 

absolute otherness entails is an otherness that can never be undone. 

The existential orientation of Religiousness A and resignation as the first 

movement of a religiousness consciousness establishes the original terms of a defining 

relation. First, the individual is taken to be of absolute, rather than relative value. The 
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value of the individual is inherent or prior to and independent of my desire or choice. 

Via the movement of infinite resignation, the individual resigns not only the ability to 

impart significance onto the other, but also the ability to make any sort of claim upon the 

other. When approached in this manner, the other shows up in his or her irreplaceable 

particularity and absolute otherness. In sum, the orientation of the first stage of a 

religious consciousness is best understood as a radical openness to the otherness of the 

other. Having set forth the original terms of a religiously understood interpersonal 

relationship, as opposed to an aesthetically or ethically understood relation, we are now 

in a position to return to my original claim that our most meaningful interpersonal 

relationships are to be understood as defining relations that involve and in fact require a 

worldly or secular form of faith. 

Let us now return to the knight of faith, understood as the personification of 

the highest stage of a religious consciousness, and his relationship to the princess. The 

knight is defined by this relation as "the whole content of his life lies in this love" 

(Kierkegaard, 1987, p.71). In order for this relation to be described as a "defining 

relation," the other must be approached in the right sort of way, as bearing absolute and 

independent value and therefore as radically other than and different from oneself. This 

sort of orientation requires the "purely philosophical" movement of infinite resignation, 

whereby the individual relinquishes any and all claim to the other. What is important to 

remember is that this movement of infinite resignation requires all of the individual's 

own powers. How, then, is one to move from this state of absolute difference and 

unbridgeable distance to a defining relation, a relationship whereby my identity is 

secured by the particular others with whom I stand in a meaningful relationship? How is 

it that the knight of faith, after having resigned the princess infinitely, is able to receive 
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her back again with heartfelt joy? What this movement requires is a paradoxical and 

radical self-sufficient dependency. "The knight understands the deep secret that even in 

loving another, he is sufficient unto himself' (Kierkegaard, 1987, p.73). What this form 

of self-sufficiency entails is strikingly different from the notion of the autonomous, self 

creating, self-legislating identity; rather, self-sufficiency in the strongest, and albeit most 

paradoxical form, involves taking oneself to be determined by an external power that is 

wholly different from oneself. It is only when we relinquish our proprietary hold or 

claim upon the other, only when we approach the other without remainder, in a stance of 

radical and vulnerable openness, that he or she can show up as wholly different and 

entirely external. In other words, it is only when the other is taken to be absolute that his 

or her existence can serve as definitive of who I am. The central idea here is that my 

hold upon my own life is most my own when beholding to these particular others, in their 

irreplaceable uniqueness. These particular others provide the conditions of my being in 

that they define who I am as the friend of, lover of, relative of, and so on; it is these 

particular others who hold open my very openness to the world. The individual's radical 

openness to the indestructible otherness of the other must be coupled with and funnelled 

through a movement of raw, unmediated, non-reflective faith. When we take another 

individual to be necessarily defining of who we are, we are confronted with the decidedly 

terrifying realization that we can make no claim upon or exercise any control over the 

other. We are confronted with the fact that this other, without whom we could not be 

who we are, could die or leave us or simply refuse to love us back. And yet, rather than 

shielding ourselves from this vulnerability and fleeing from this inherent risk, we 

relinquish our control over our own selfhood to these particular individuals; we do so in a 

moment of trust. Simply put, our most meaningful relationships are founded upon the 
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most demanding and passionate of movements; this movement that we may typically 

regard as trust, is best described as a leap of faith. 

What the structure of Kierkegaard's religious consciousness reveals is a 

truly radical notion of the relational self. My argument here should extend beyond the 

notion that human existence is fundamentally constituted by the presence of others or of 

the intersubjective nature of identity fonnation. In an attempt to break free from the 

illusory notion of the autonomous self, several feminist and post-modem thinkers have 

begun by revealing the way in which our interpretations of desire, of duty, of what it is to 

be a woman or man, are, in large part, social constructions. The opportunities and 

choices available to us are to be understood as, in some sense, socially provided. Post

modem thinkers such as Michael Foucault and Judith Butler have described the 

individual as a confluence of forces, as constituted via relations and discourses of power. 

Even our most sophisticated theories of the psychological development of the individual, 

from infancy through childhood and adulthood, trace individual development though 

stages and relationships of dependency and care giving. Many such reconceptualizations 

of the self appeal to Hegel's theory of recognition or the intersubjective nature of one's 

own existence. Kierkegaard's notion of dependency as the fundamental condition of 

selfhood, however, is far more radical than any contemporary conceptualisation of the 

intersubjectivity of identity formation. In describing the self as something that is 

received, Kierkegaard undermines the illusion of the autonomous self, understood in the 

broadest of tenns. While generally, the concept of the autonomous self is linked directly 

to Kant's vision of human freedom, I want to frame the "autonomous self' that 

I.	 Kierkegaard seeks to undennine as encompassing not only the Kantian self-legislating 

individual, but also Schiller's notion of openness as well as Hegel's theory of 
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recognition. Kierkegaard' s ideal of the religious consciousness, of the self resting 

transparently in the Power that posited it, makes the much stronger and decidedly more 

radical claim that my hold upon my life is most my own when beholding to just these 

particular, worldly, historically contingent others and that I would not be who I am 

without these particular individuals in their absolutely irreplaceable uniqueness. And so, 

on what terms is the self to be received? As Johannes declares, "In faith, I receive 

everything." It is only via my faithful hold upon the merely finite, temporal, and 

possible, that I am able to receive the infinite, the eternal, and that which is necessarily 

definitive of who I am. In faith, we are able to see "the sublime in the pedestrian". Only 

in faith do we receive ourselves. 
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Chapter 15 

Implications: The New Kierkegaardian Feminist 

While the basic idea of a relational self, as opposed to a fully autonomous 

individuality, lies at the heart of nearly any feminist reconceptualization of the self, what 

Kierkegaard provides us with is the most radical notion of the relational self and an 

identity founded upon dependence. I want to argue that this radicalised notion of the 

relational self and of dependency as lying at the deepest level of selfhood can lead to 

some very important feminist insights. My concern is that the more we talk about the 

individual as a confluence of forces or of our interpretations of desire and duty, the 

choices available to us, our understanding of what it is to be a woman, as socially 

constructed, we start to lose sight of some of the most fundamental and important 

existential demands of selfhood. I certainly do 1;10t wish to argue against social 

constructivism, for its central ideas should be beyond philosophical and empirical 

dispute. My concern, however, is that when we understand the individual to be largely 

socially constructed, we open up the doors to a new domain of excuses. Can our 

contemporary debates, sophisticated as they are, take into account the existential ideals 

of living passionately, of approaching our lives with a sense of exuberance, of playing a 

truly active role in our own existence, and most importantly, of taking full responsibility 

for who we are and the various choices that we make? Within this final chapter, I not 

only want to reveal some of the relatively untroubling implications of Kierkegaard' s 

radicalised relational self, but also, I hope to show that this particular conceptualisation 

of the self can withstand the more challenging test of preserving individual agency. 

Some of the more immediately apparent implications of the relational self 

were mentioned within the preceding chapter with regards to the way in which we 
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(religiously) approach the other. What the notion of a defining relation succeeds in 

doing, first and foremost, is the restoration and preservation of the inherent worth and 

dignity of the individual. This inherent worth or dignity far extends that of the 

realization of desire or of universal ethical duty. Framed in tenns of a theory of radical 

recognition, the defining relation can bear fruitful feminist potential. In a defining 

relation, we approach the other in what was called, his or her radical otherness. By 

radical otherness I mean, first, that the standing of the other is taken to be not a matter of 

my desiring her or my choosing her, but rather, the other is taken to be a being of 

intrinsic or independent worth. This particular other can never be indexed directly back 

to my desires, choice, or duties, but rather, stands as wholly different from and external 

to myself. In recognizing the other as wholly different from myself, I come to realize 

that I can make no claim upon her. The relationships that we maintain with these 

particular others are therefore best understood as instances of a higher love, of a 

commitment without claim; in some sense, this sort of regard for the other could be 

described as an embodiment of God's or Yahweh's love. Throughout my account of the 

secular defining relation, I have posed this orientation to the other as one of radical 

openness to the otherness of the other. Within this chapter, I want to offer an assessment 

of the potential political implications for this sort of regard for the other; surprisingly 

enough, the most promising of these political implications will come about as a result of 

the "teleological suspension of the ethical". 

What is revealed within a defining relation is the idea that there exists 

something about the other, as a particular individual, that cannot be subsumed under the 

general categories of desire or duty. What radical otherness implies is that there is 

something incomprehensible about the individual in her particularity, something that 
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cannot be grasped. Who this other most essentially is cannot be understood as an object 

of someone's subjective desire, nor can she be understood as an instance of the universal. 

The most important question of who we are, in our individual particularity, cannot be 

subsumed under general categories, cannot be objectified in this way. If I take particular 

others to be necessarily defining of my very identity and the identity of these particular 

others cannot be defined in static terms, then who I am, as the lover of just these others, 

remains somewhat of an open question, one that cannot possibly be answered in 

universally understandable and communicable terms. The result of allowing oneself to 

be defined by another is a sort of fluidity of identity, an identity without closure. 

Kierkegaard, via the pseudonym of Johannes de Silentio, describes this sort of 

incomprehensibility of the individual as "the paradox that the single individual as the 

single individual is higher than the universal" (Kierkegard, 1987, p.83). If our universal 

categories (i.e. rationality and ethical duties) serve to socialize the individual, the 

defining relation, possible only through a leap of fai th, individualizes the social or the 

universal. In other words, only this sort of passionate commitment has the capacity to 

anchor both subjective desire and objective duty. 

At this point, we are confronted again with the "teleological suspension of 

the ethical". Initially, the teleological suspension of the ethical was described as the 

notion that while the universal or the ethical stands as relatively important, it cannot 

relieve us of the much deeper and individuating demands of selfbood. I want to 

demonstrate that defining relations suspend the ethical not by demanding immoral deeds, 

but rather, by providing absolutely individuating grounds for doing what anyone ought to 

do. Traditional ethical theories involve the articulation of universal ethical principles; 

these principles are applicable to and binding towards anyone and everyone. What such 
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traditional ethical fonnulations cannot address, however, is the question of what interest 

we have in holding ourselves accountable to something like the moral law. The concern 

here is that, without some sort of internal or subjective motivation, abstract and universal 

ethical principles remain practically ineffective and hauntingly empty. This problem was 

previously framed in terms of the "Kantian paradox," which seemed to imply that an 

autonomous or free agent adopt or legislate rules to herself on the basis of laws that, on 

the one hand seemed to exist prior to their legislation, and on the other hand, derive their 

peculiar normative force from the individual's active legislation itself. The moral 

imperative seemed to require no external nonnative force, thereby reaffirming the 

agent's autonomy; and yet, insofar as these moral laws are, in fact, binding upon all 

rational agents, it would seem as though there were rational, objective, or external 

reasons for their correctness. Kant's answer to this problem, the "fact of reason" thesis, 

asserted that all such ethical principles or moral codes are motivating simply on their 

own account. In entertaining the idea of the moral law, we necessarily submit ourselves 

to it. The moral law simply is binding and serves as an imperative in and of itself. 

Ethical principles are to be rationally accessible and, as such, need not be (and in fact, 

should not be) acted upon on the basis of any ulterior interest or subjective desire. While 

Kant's first critique, the critique of pure reason, rested upon a stark dichotomy between 

sense and intellect, his notion of the moral law, therefore, reaffinns a parallel dichotomy 

between desire and duty, happiness and justice, and emotion and reason. As many others 

have also argued, describing the moral law as a "fact of reason" does little more than to 

restate the paradox, rather than actually address it; furthermore, these presupposed 

dichotomies have been thrown largely into question, especially within feminist 

discourses. I want to argue that Kierkegaard' s "teleological suspension of the ethical," 
I' , 

---L-l---

222 

I 



with regards to meaningful interpersonal relations or defining relations, overcomes the 

Kantian paradox by placing the unique and irreplaceable standing of another human 

being as the teleological factor. 

Meaningful interpersonal relationships suspend not only the ethical but also 

the aesthetic in that they provide absolutely individuating grounds for the interpretation 

of both duty and desire. One means of expressing something like a teleological 

suspension of the ethical would be to speak of one's interest in or desire for acting in 

accordance with ethical principles. Following such an interpretation, the importance of 

ethical duties and principles would be suspended as relative to some greater good or goal 

such as happiness or "the common good". However, this is decidedly not the sort of 

teleological suspension that Kierkegaard speaks of. Kierkegaard's teleological 

suspension of the ethical places the individual above the universal; it opens up the 

question of why this particular individual chooses or fails to choose to actualise the 

ethical universal. On a religious account, as opposed to an ethical account, when we act 

in accordance with ethical principles of reciprocity towards particular other individuals, 

our actions are not merely the expression of an objective, universal, or anonymous 

ethical truth, applicable to all rational beings. Rather, my addressing these particular 

individuals expresses the entirely subjective truth of how I become who I am by taking 

these particular and irreplaceable individuals as absolute. This absolutely unique telos

those particular individuals who provide the condition of my being, who constitute my 

very identity, who hold open my openness to the world-- provides me with an absolutely 

individuating motivation to act in accordance with some sense of the ethical. It is these . 

particular individuals, with whom I stand in a defining relation, that provide me with 

absolutely individuating grounds for my interpretation of desire and duty. Kierkegaard's 
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teleological suspension of the ethical addresses and resolves the traditional Kantian 

paradox in that we are provided with absolutely unique and individuating non-moral 

grounds for acting morally. These grounds are unique and individuating in that one's 

particular and individual identity is secured by taking another's existence, in its 

irreplaceable particularity, to be absolute. This original act of holding oneself radically 

open to another is an entirely independent movement, requiring a radical form of self

sufficient agency. As such, these particular, unique, and wholly irreplaceable others in 

one's life suspend the ethical by opening up the domain in which these principles first 

have any binding quality. 

To say that the teleological suspension of the ethical within meaningful 

interpersonal relationships does not undermine morality, but rather, opens up the 

question of why I choose to do what anyone ought to do is not to say that we must 

preserve some static and unchanging definition of universal ethical principles. Rather, 

these particular individuals, who I take to be definitive of who I am and whose existence 

is taken to be absolute, serve as the foundational basis upon which we can understand 

and interpret both duty and desire. My capacity to reflexively manage and articulate 

desire and duty is given over to just these particular others. Until this point, defining 

relations have been framed only in the ideal and relatively untroubling relationships of 

friendship and love. Could we not, however, understand 9ur relationships of degradation 

and unbearable misery as, in some way, absolutely defining? I want to make the claim 

that, if approached in the right sort of way, even our most horrific and abusive 

relationships can be understood as defining ones. Our most eternally significant 

relationships need not be only our best or most enjoyable or ethical ones, but rather could 

very well be those to which we vow never to return. Do we not find ourselves returning 

224
 

IiI
 



---------------------

i 

to our worst, most abusive, degrading relationships, either to former friends, lovers, 

family members, or enemies, in order to say, if that is not wrong, then nothing is and 

nothing can be? Is it not the existence of our most loathed enemies that holds us open to 

relationships as bound to the extremes of love and hatred, dignity and degradation, 

happiness and misery? What makes a defining relation eternally defining is, again, not a 

matter of fulfilment of desire or duty, but rather, our defining relations are those that we 

return to time and time again, for they continuously demand our openness to the ongoing 

questions of who we are and what is good and what is right. Our most significant 

relationships are with those individuals, through whom we cannot help but face 

ourselves. 

Meaningful interpersonal relationships both suspend and preserve the 

ethical by opening up the non-moral, non-ethical, absolutely individuating domain in 

which the ethical can be binding. To preserve the ethical in this manner is not to 

preserve any static and unchanging definition of what the ethical is. Rather, my intuition 

here is that taking particular finite and worldly others as the foundational basis upon 

which I can be said to lay hold of my subjective desires and our objective ethical duties 

can allow for a fruitful and non-degrading reinterpretation of both desire and duty. 

When we take particular finite others as establishing the conditions of our being, the 

initial formula of indexing others back to our desires or duties is reversed. I am not the 

friend or lover of this particular individual because I desire or choose her, but rather, I 

can be said to desire or choose the other because I am necessarily defined by her or him. 

What the absolute standing of the other implies is that my reflexive understanding of 

happiness (desire) and of justice (duty) rest upon the way in which I am bound to another 

in becoming who I am. Might not the consequence of taking just these particular others 
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in our lives as the original factor of our interpretations of desire and duty or happiness 

and justice lead to a most healthy and productive form of radical experimentation? 

Within a defining relation, my sense of self, my understanding of my own identity can be 

described as static or stable only in the sense that who I am is a matter of being 

inextricably bound with just these particular others. And yet, this sort of identity, an 

identity that is received from particular others, remains eternally unclosed and infinitely 

fluid. My very sense of self develops and changes as my defining relationships grow and 

develop. Such is also the case with my interpretation of desire and duty, happiness and 

justice. My understanding of what happiness could be, of what justice could be, cannot 

be ascertained via distanced, contemplative reflection; rather, these interpretations are 

ultimately interwoven with the various developing defining relations that we uphold. 

Understood in this way, might our understanding of the possibilities of happiness and 

justice be expanded in a radically inclusive manner? In allowing for a domain of radical 

experimentation with regards to what we can desire and what duties we can be bound to, 

these terms, happiness and justice, remain as open questions, rather than static 

definitions. 

When others are taken to be absolute, as the basis upon which I can gain a 

sense of self and upon which I can interpret and live out desire and duty, the questions of 

who I am and what happiness and justice could be remain standing as open ended, 

subject to constant revision and rearticulation. Like artworks or experiences of natural or 

sublime beauty, to which we return time and time again, for they continuously invoke 

and give rise to thought, the particular individuals, with whom we stand in the most 

ultimately significant relationships, provide the conditions of our existence in that their 

presence inspires and demands our continual reformulation of what we take to be good 
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and bad, right and wrong. My hope is that this notion of faithfully holding another's 

existence as worthy for making my life my own, of imparting absolute significance upon 

the merely accidental presence of particular others presents itself as ultimately familiar. 

My intuition is that these movements of openness to and faith in our defining relations 

occur so readily in our own lives that only framing them in terms of a philosophical 

theory of selfhood seems odd or foreign. And yet, I want to stress the philosophical 

weight of this somewhat ordinary idea that our best selves are, in fact, defined in and 

through not simply a general other, but rather the particular and irreplaceable others that 

we actively lay hold of in our everyday lives. This conceptualisation of human selfhood 

within modernity overcomes the insurmountable weaknesses of the various versions of 

the autonomous, self-directing self in a way that neither undermines morality nor 

degrades agency. Kierkegaard's radicalised notion of the relational self addresses and 

overcomes the Kantian paradox, which rested upon the assumption that pure reason or 

universal ethical principles can and should be motivating on their own account, by 

placing the universal or the ethical as relatively important, and beholding to a more 

fundamental moment of self configuration. By placing the origin of our perceptions of 

desire and duty in one's openness to and faithful hold upon particular and contingent, but 

nevertheless absolute others, individuals are endowed with an entirely unique and 

absolutely individuating grounds for even approaching the relatively important questions 

of desire and happiness, duty and justice. Insofar as this fundamental grounds for 

perception, cognition, action and choice are absolutely individuating, it should be clear 

that this radicalised notion of the relational self resorts, in no way, to essentialisms static 

definitions regarding man and woman, norm and other. 
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Kierkegaard's religious writings, taken up within the larger context of his 

authorship as a whole, can offer a radical subversion of traditional notions of the self, of 

autonomy, and of the rational subject. The lofty demands that Kierkegaard makes on the 

individual of the present age (and here I understand the present age to encompass not 

only Copenhagen of the mid 19th century, but also, to far more pronounced degree, a 

contemporary American context, are those of passion, of commitment, and of taking 

absolutely individuating responsibility for our lives and for who we most fundamentally 

are. In describing the consciousness of Kierkegaard' s authentic individual as a religious 

one, the individual is not reduced to a mere instance of the universal or some 

insignificant blip in some infinite and eternal plan of God. On the contrary, 

Kierkegaard's conceptualisation of the religious consciousness does what not traditional 

model of the self can account for, namely something like the infinite significance and 

eternal dignity of the single individual, in his or her irreplaceable particularity. On my 

decidedly secularised account of Kierkegaard's religious writings, our most significant, 

particular interpersonal relationships are to be understood as analogous to what one 

might call and absolute relation to God. As such, these notions of selfbood and of 

interpersonal relationships are revealed to be two sides of the same existential coin. 

Kierkegaard makes a demand upon all individuals alike; the fundamental demand is that, 

unlike he present age 'individuals' as well as the aesthete and the ethicist, we each take 

an active and absolutely individuating stand on who we are as particular individuals. Our 

individual lives are most our own when faithfully beholding to not the general other, but 

to those unique, particular, and wholly irreplaceable others, those particular others who 

call us good and bad, right and wrong, those particular others in whom we are 

condemned to face ourselves. In radicalising the idea of a relational self, framed not in 
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terms of one's existence as constituted by the presence of the general other, but rather, in 

the idea that one's identity is first secured by one's openness to the presence of those 

particular, finite, temporal and wholly irreplaceable others, we are provided with a model 

of the self that not only coincides with, but also extends, the various social constructivist 

models. Looked at in this decidedly secularised manner, Kierkegaard's works provide 

contemporary feminist philosophers with a unique means of approaching the most 

pressing existential demands of selfbood. 
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Concluding Remarks 

Within the works of Soren Kierkegaard, we are presented with an 

existential logic of development that begins with the passionlessness or spiritlessness of 

the present age. The present age, for Kierkegaard, is characterized by the levelling of 

fundamental qualitative distinctions. The particular manner in which the present age 

levels qualitative distinctions reveals a deeply rooted interest of present age individuals, 

namely the vested interest in existential evasion. The ongoing existence of the present 

age depends upon the sort of mass self-deception of those individuals within it. By 

providing the illusion of meaningful sources of identity and choice, the present age, or as 

Anti-Climacus refers to it, the established order makes our absorption into it comfortable 

and seemingly appealing. "When commensurability and congruity have set in, and the 

established order is deified, all fear and trembling are abolished" (Kierkegaard, 1944, 

p.91). While the central problem of the present age can certainly be described in 

sociological terms, Kierkegaard remains sceptical of the notion that the present age can 

be resisted directly through social union. The solution to the problem of present age 

levelling will rest only in the hands of the single individual. 

For Kierkegaard, a religious existence is the only suitable posture for the 

individual within the present age. With his depiction of the despairing breakdowns of the 

aesthetic and ethical spheres of existence, Kierkegaard reveals some very troubling 

concerns regarding our only secular answers to the problem of selfhood in the present 

age. The difference between living one's life in terms of the relative and quantitative 

distinctions of the present age and living a life passionately committed to absolute 

qualitative distinctions structures the whole of Kierkegaard' s logic of existential 

development. The personification of each sphere of existence embodies the attempt, 
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either unsuccessfully, as in the aesthetic and ethical spheres, or successfully within the 

final stage of a religious consciousness, to establish that qualitative distinction between 

the relative and the absolute. If we are to accept these fundamental contradictions, 

between the relative and the absolute, between reflection and passion, between evasion 

and active responsibility, then we cannot ignore the shortcomings of our only secular 

responses to the present age. If neither subjective desire nor objective and universal duty 

can relieve us of the much deeper demands of selfbood, then we are forced to ask the 

absolutely individuating question of what it is that makes our lives our own. 

, 
I,	 

Are we so sure that we have achieved the highest, so that there is nothing left 
for us to do except piously to delude ourselves into thinking that we have not 
come that far, simply in order to have something to occupy our time? Is this 
the kind of self-deception the present generation needs? Should it be trained 
in a virtuosity along that line, or is it not instead, adequately perfected in the 
art of deceiving itself? Or rather, does it not need an honest earnestness that 
fearlessly and incorruptibly points to the tasks, an honest earnestness that 
lovingly maintains the tasks, that does not disquiet people into wanting to 
attain the highest too hastily but keeps the tasks young and beautiful and 
lovely to look at, inviting to all and yet also difficult and inspiring to the 
noble-minded (for the noble nature is inspired only be the difficult)? 
Whatever one generation learns from another, no generation learns the 
essentially human from a previous one. In this respect, each generation 
begins primitively, has no task other than what each previous generation had, 
nor does it advance further, insofar as the previous generations did not betray 
the task and deceive themselves. The essentially human is passion, in which 
one generation perfectly understands anther and understands itself. But the 
highest passion in a person is faith, and here no generation begins at any other 
point than where the previous one did. Each generation begins all over again; 
the next generation advances no further than the previous one(Kierkegaard, 
1983, p.121). 
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Appendix 

In February, 2005, I presented a condensed version of this manuscript to my senior 

seminar (PHIL 490). As an addition to this manuscript, I wish to address, in written 

form, some of the more pressing questions that students raised. 

You write that you are "illicitly secularising" Kierkegaard's work. To what degree 
can this be seen as a legitimate feminist reading of Kierkegaard, since your paper 
essentially ascribes human qualities onto the "other" which in Kierkegaard's work 
was the Divine? 
(question formulated by Eli Savit) 

To begin, I do want to argue that we can speak of a "religious 

consciousness" without necessarily appealing to any particular religion or any particular 

conception of God. What is revealed within a religious consciousness is a particular 

mode of orientation to and paradoxical hold upon the world. Although Kierkegaard 

describes this mode of orientation in explicitly Christian terms, I have argued that we can 

speak of the "religious" consciousness in purely secular terms, without doing any 

significant damage to its fundamental structure. This is not to say, however, that no 

alterations have been made. 

In secularising the formula of a religious consciousness, as articulated by 

Kierkegaard, I do seek to translate the sort of vertical and singular relation between the 

individual and God to a form of horizontal or worldly faith between individuals, thereby 

posing worldly relationships as best understood as analogous to religious faith. Your 

claim that I ascribe human qualities to the Divine other that Kierkegaard references is 

almost correct. In secularising the formula of a religious consciousness, framing the 

defining relation in terms of worldly interpersonal relationships, rather than the 

individual's relation to God, I am, in some sense, ascribing Godly characteristics to the 

individual and the other. That being said, to what extent does this secularisation preserve 
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what is most essential to a religious consciousness? What is altered within the defining 

relation when speaking of it in secular terms? 

The most glaring difference between the religious defining relation (the 

relation of the individual to God) and the secularised religious defining relation (the 

relation of the individual to the other) is the pluralization of the defining relation. The 

defining relation central to Kierkegaard's religious conscious was absolutely singular. 

Appreciate, however, just how problematic it would be to maintain the singularity of the 

defining relation, when understood in terms of worldly, interpersonal relationships? To 

demand that the individual maintain only a singular defining relation would be to force 

the individual to hierarchically order the others in her life, regarding only one other as 

absolute (i.e. as standing with myself in a defining relation), and all others as only 

relative. I will maintain that this pluralization of the defining relation, when understood 

in secular terminology, does no significant damage to the theoretical structure of a 

religious consciousness. The most important characteristic of a religious consciousness, 

on my account, was not the model of God that is appealed to, but rather, the shift to a self 

that is fundamentally dependent in some regard, the self that is, first and foremost, non-

autonomous; this central characteristic has certainly been preserved. 

The move to infinite resignation is an important step and the idea that we are able 
to give up any claim we might have upon others is a powerful and significant move 
for both feminism and the nature of interpersonal relationships of all sorts. Instead, 
you tell us that we should have defining relationships with other persons so that we 
arrive at a situation in which we regard "the other as somehow defining who one is, 
constituting one's identity, and holding open one's fundamental openness to the 
world." However, does not this sort of relation open toe doors to particular forms 
of abuse? For instance, if one person defines herself as the lover of another but her 
lover does not maintain the same open relationship, doesn't this become one-sided 
and open for abuse rather quickly? How do we ensure that relationships such as 
these aren't abused to the point of persons taking advantage of each other? 
(question formulated by Ben Taylor) 
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This is a key concern regarding the defining relation. In my response, I 

will begin by offering an account of various potential misrepresentations of the defining 

relation; their articulation will hopefully clarify what is meant by the term. As I have 

argued, the knight of faith gains the ability to say, "I know who I am. I am the lover of, 

friend of... "and so on. Initially, such a stance might seem like nothing more than 

stalking. Recall, however, that the defining relation was described as a radical openness 

to otherness and as a form of commitment without claim. "The knight understands the 

deep secret that in loving another, one must be sufficient unto oneself." I would 

characterize relationships of stalking and of abuse as, fundamentally, relationships of 

ownership and domination. Recall that the defining relation involved not an unhealthy 

form of dependence, whereby one's agency was lost, but rather, a paradoxical self

sufficient openness to and dependency upon another. 

Your question also brings up the question of ethical reciprocity within the 

defining relation. On the one hand, defining relations offer no guarantee of the ethical; 

such is most clearly the case with regards to Abraham's willingness to sacrifice Isaac. 

"Ethically speaking, Abraham was a murder". What the teleological suspension revealed 

was the relative, rather than absolute, importance of the ethical. In articulating a defining 

relation, we have moved beyond universal and objective ethical concerns, shifting our 

focus to the absolutely individuating question of who one is. In this regard, I will 

certainly concede that a "defining" relation need not be an ethical one. Perhaps one's 

most abusive and horrific relationships, those that one vows never to repeat, can be 

embraced as nevertheless defining. Defining relations can take any outward form; what 

is essential to a defining relation is the way in which it is embraced. This is not to say, 
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however, that one is condemned to remain a member of a clearly abusive, unethical 

relation simply because it is "defining". As I have argued, relationships failed and 

relationships "lost" can be embraced as nevertheless defining who one is. In short, part 

of what a religious consciousness entailed was an embrace of life's triumphs and 

tragedies, of relationships maintained and relationships lost, with a sense of gratitude and 

responsibility. While defining relations offer no guarantee of the ethical, they do not 

necessarily contravene the ethical either. Although defining relations suspend the ethical 

as a matter of only relative concern, they do not force the individual to abandon the 

ethical in its entirety. What is crucial to recall is that the teleological suspension, central 

to the notion of a defining relation, enabled the individual to attain a higher point of 

view, from which the ethical (or the universal) could be more sufficiently grasped. As I 

argued within my manuscript, without this teleological suspension, our universal and 

objective ethical maxims remain hauntingly empty. While the defining relation serves as 

no ethical guarantee, the teleological suspension of the ethical, central to the defining 

relation, opens up the absolutely individuating domain in which the ethical can be 

binding at all. 
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