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WHY A GUIDE IS USEFUL


KIERKEGAARD is outrageously hard to read, outrageously because it is very much his own fault. He has in any case put obstacles in the way of his readers. In the first place there is the language itself. He was an extraordinary writer. Some of his passages are unique in literature, lyrical, ironic, full of pathos. But sometimes he expresses himself with such deliberate complexity that the sense almost peters out in knotty sentences. Or his statements are pithy telegraphic, “algebraic” as he calls it, with phrases which take on the character of a rebus. Or at other times he can indulge in a prolixity which places great demands on the reader’s patience. And all of this is not due to literary ineptness on Kierkegaard’s part. It is nearly always calculated and intended. He carefully selects the form which he thinks is suited to just what he wishes to say.


In the second place Kierkegaard was a very learned person, well-read far beyond the limits of his sphere. He quite naturally makes use of all this learning, but in such a way that readers can only understand it if they are just as learned. It’s all right that he furnishes illustrative examples or gives informative quotations. To be sure, there is often a nonchalantness to the quotations. You have the impression that he hasn’t bestirred himself to look them up but is quoting from memory. That is to be tolerated, however. Worse is that often he is content with referring or alluding, or in an abstruse way merely intimating, for then it can really be hard to make out just what it is he is intimating, and even harder to grasp what he wants to say with it at all.


And the learning does also make his language learned at times. After all, he did grow up in a philosophical-theological conceptual world and it was natural to him to use its expressions and figures of speech. What is sad is that they are of such an advanced subtlety that we today can’t grasp them directly. They have mostly been gotten from systems of speculative philosophy that are remote from what is today ordinary mental baggage.


But in Kierkegaard’s case a special complication arises in this connection, for in his thinking he is not at all in agreement with that speculative world. On the contrary, his thinking is a confrontation with it, and it is naturally confusing and can give rise to misunderstandings when he in fact relates polemically to a philosophical-theological view whose language and concepts he himself employs. It also applies to other fields, but I will return to that.


But that isn’t all. Now we come to the most problematic part. It can be asserted that in one regard Kierkegaard is a profoundly unreliable writer, and it may be wondered whether he ever wrote a book in which he personally and unstintingly meant every word. Most of his authorship is either anonymous or written by fictitious authors, pseudonyms. The rest—that is to say the dissertation on irony, the Edifying Discourses and the brief essays on writing, of which he only published one—did appear with him as the author. “S. Kierkegaard” is on the title page. But one can also have one’s doubts about those. It would by no means be unreasonable to allege that this “S. Kierkegaard” is also, in a backhanded way, a pseudonym. In any case you shouldn’t take it at face value that here you are meeting the real thing, Kierkegaard himself, and when he calls one of the writings “A straightforward communication, report for history” you can be pretty sure that he is pulling off a falsification of history.


But what are all these complications and mystifications good for? It’s hard to say, and there can be many reasons. In the first place, we find ourselves in a late-Romantic period which is very fond of that sort of secretiveness. It was almost a conventional literary game. In Kierkegaard’s case you knew pretty quickly that he was the author. But you didn’t let on you knew. When Kierkegaard entered into his polemic against The Corsair it was apparently not him but one of the fictitious authors, Frater Taciturnus, who was wielding the pen. And Goldschmidt, in The Corsair, replied by attacking not Kierkegaard but Taciturnus. Even though the accompanying caricatures were obviously supposed to represent Kierkegaard.


For Kierkegaard, meanwhile, it wasn’t merely a literary game. In principal the complex pseudonymity was due to a philosophical-pedagogical method. He called it “the dialectics of communication” and had largely learned it from Socrates (or Plato). The idea of the method was, first, that when you want to take someone somewhere you must pick him up where he is. In other words, a writer has to take account of his readers’ prerequisites. Therefore Kierkegaard had—or so he claims—to appear as a literary esthete, because that was the stage his audience was at. Only then could he slowly, through many stages, convey it to the theme he had been aiming at from the beginning: Christian religion.


But second, the method implies that truths having to do with man’s existence, ethical-religious truths, are unable to be communicated directly. It isn’t enough simply to be informed of them, or in a superficial way to have them told to you, because their point is that you personally realize them, implement them in your own existence. You must acquire them through self-activity, or you must embrace them as your own, the ones you answer for. Therefore the reader mustn’t be distracted by the author’s person, and he isn’t if the author is a pseudonym.


This phenomenon becomes especially pronounced when the authorship doesn’t have one but a large and complex number of fictitious writers and publishers, each with his specific personality. As these writers are frequently assumed to know each other and pay attention to each other’s works, the entire authorship becomes transformed into one vast discussion, ever more elaborated and with new participants, and it is left to the reader to figure out which of these many literati he will “side with.” In other words, the reader can’t assume anything on another’s authority. He must take his own stance.


Meanwhile, another phenomenon altogether asserts itself. It is no secret that Kierkegaard was rather eccentric, considerably beyond the bounds of normalcy. I won’t attempt a psychological-psychiatric analysis, only in the present context point out an idiosyncrasy of his outward behavior and particularly his activity as a writer. It appears that he wasn’t able to simply be and behave as himself unthinkingly. Spontaneity and unsophisticatedness were missing in him. In a sense he was always playacting; he first had to select a role and take on a hypothetical personality. Only then could he perform, and write, as this character would have done. In other words, it was for psychological reasons that he was forced into pseudonymity. Consequently one must always watch out for what he writes. It is never entirely reliable.


It also applies to the exhaustive dairies and journals he kept from earliest childhood until his death. He was a prodigious writer. But Kierkegaard’s notes must be taken with a grain of salt, in any case when we have gotten beyond his earliest period. Of course he is writing for his own use, but he is also writing for an audience, either an imaginary one or the audience he knew very well would arrive: the scholars, posterity, us. And so even in these notes he is absorbed in staging his existence, or, as we would say today, creating his image. Therefore, it is necessary to always keep in mind that he is indeed engrossed by the actual problems the entries deal with, but that he is also preoccupied with appearing as the person who has treated these problems in just that way.


This missing ability to outright be himself makes not only his body of work but also himself as a person to very much of an enigma. What kind of person was he, when all is said and done? We don’t know. Statements from the people who knew him are not much help. They diverge glaringly, and speak of everything from spite to gentleness. It was most likely also his daily habit, towards the people with whom he had dealings, to playact more or less. The truth may be that he spanned the most appalling contradictions, and that to be a match for them he had to apply his immense mental powers and sustain a balance between these desperate extremes—but also that he never succeeded in becoming, in all innocuousness, anything like a normal person.


But that was the price he had to pay, the price for being a genius. His genius, which he never for an instant was in doubt of, is to us incomprehensible, for it was genius on a very large scale. He was one of the few writers—and in all of European history it is a matter ten or fifteen—who really thought innovatively, and whom we others live off. There is something miraculous about such genius. He brings off the inconceivable, and we more or less gifted normals can’t understand how he did it.


So there are many reasons why Kierkegaard—as I started off by showing—is outrageously hard to read. By virtue of the originality of his genius Kierkegaard’s authorship is a universe apart. There are many ways one can try to penetrate it, and can naturally also do so on one’s own. But when you come to a strange country it is always wise to start off by seeking the help of a guide, who is familiar both with the roads and with the sights, that is, a kind of orienting introduction which can smooth the further passage on one’s own.


In any case, that is what this book wishes to be. Therefore it is not addressed to the specialist, and even though I have written it going from my personal conception of the matter its errand is not to contribute to any debate. It offers its services to all who wish to try to get inside the Kierkegaardian world of ideas. Going from the insight I think I have arrived at, I offer it as a key to that singular universe.
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BACKGROUND


A THINKER is naturally always dependent on the time and the culture he lives in. He can be so to a greater or lesser degree. Kierkegaard was to a tremendous extent, and in order to grasp him one must therefore know something about the entire cultural background from which his thinking sprang.


Kierkegaard’s life spanned the forty-two years from 1813 to 1855, and apart from a youthful sojourn in Gilleleje in North Zealand, a single trip to West Jutland and a couple of visits to Berlin he spent his whole life in Copenhagen. In other words, it was the Copenhagen culture of those years which to a predominant degree made up his intellectual background.


It was in those very years that the bourgeoisie definitively took possession of the power in Denmark, and especially in the capital. Denmark’s disastrous involvement in the Napoleonic Wars and the national bankruptcy in 1813 (sic!) in many respects put an end to an era. The period of the absolute monarchy was coming to a close. Political demands for a democratic constitution made themselves felt, particularly among the bourgeoisie which in economic respects became increasingly dominant. And here, as elsewhere, the demands were formulated most articulately among the academic youth. This was done with a certain touch of revolutionary spirit and created appreciable turmoil in Copenhagen at the time. But in spite of the State’s intervention the whole thing went off more quietly than other places in Europe, and without any really deplorable incidents. The great upheaval was at length carried out, not with barricades and musket fire but by means of speeches and patriotic songs. And it was the well-off bourgeoisie and the landed farmers who reaped the gains. The humble folk were still excluded and remained humble.


Kierkegaard was literally born into this burgeoning bourgeoisie. His father, to be sure, came from impoverished West Jutland, but he had amassed a fortune through business acumen, and Kierkegaard had never known anything but the affluent burgher’s home on Nytorv in Copenhagen.


But this home was no unambiguous quantity. The father, who entirely dominated the household, was the not unprecedented amalgamation of a brilliant business talent and a West Jutish, gloomy pietistic temper. It could give rise to religious conflicts, and the home was in any case blanketed by a profound sense of guilt. It so happens that people who are disposed to deep feelings of guilt often have difficulty understanding it; they are in a quandry as to where to place it. They think it must be on account of some self-inflicted blame, a transgression—but which? And thus with the Kierkegaard family. Practically everybody knows the story that, when a shepherd boy, the father went up on a hill and cursed God. But a childish act like that can’t possibly be the whole explanation. There has to be another.


Nor has there been any lack of guesses. For example, there is the striking fact that the old entrepreneur managed to shepherd his vast fortune intact through the national bankruptcy. It was accomplished with indisputable flair, but at the same time apparently with such cynicism as to border on the criminal and possibly bringing ruin on others. Be that as it may, it took place at such a late point in his life that it cannot have been the reason for his deeply religious scruples.


Another and less unlikely explanation has been the second marriage. When his first wife had died rather young (at age thirty-eight), only a year went by and he was married a second time, to his twelve year younger housekeeper Anne Sørensdatter Lund, because he had gotten her pregnant. At that time, and for an earnest Pietist, it was an embarrassing affair. Nevertheless, it appears that even in the midst of profound feelings of guilt and remorse he was constrained to a pattern of behavior which is conditioned by sharp business practice. He attempted to put through a marriage contract which was very disadvantageous to the young wife, and had to be pressed into giving her better terms.


Other guesses have been ventured, especially ones leaning to the sexual aspect—frequenting brothels, syphilis, and suchlike. Søren is not entirely without fault in this. In a few passages he makes some very murky allusions which, if you really want to, can be interpreted in that direction. And, incidentally, he has seen to it that the same rumours are in circulation about himself. It seems to me that perhaps there should be a little less surmising, because in any case it has only been a matter of very insignificant episodes. And one of his very points is, as we shall see, that guilt can’t be justified by anything else except guilt itself. It is thoughts of this kind, and not any visit to a brothel, which is Kierkegaard’s legacy to posterity.


On the other hand, one can pause briefly at this woman who became the old speculator’s second wife and mother of his many children. Of course she is a part of the family picture, but it can be hard to make out just what role she has played. She is surrounded by much silence. But presumably she has been a less complicated person, without any remarkable intellectual refinement, but therefore also unable to follow her husband and her gifted sons in their undoubtedly very subtle conversations. In any case, it is odd that nowhere has Søren mentioned her. The father has, as we know, played a prominent role in his world of ideas; he often mentions him and has dedicated his edifying writings to him. But not a word about the mother. It mustn’t be misunderstood, on the other hand. From other sources we know that he took her death very badly and everything seems to indicate that she was a warm and loving woman and to the children a good mother. It can’t be documented, but she has probably had a beneficial influence on her youngest, peculiar son.


It has thus been a home with contradictions and secrets. It has also been stricken with afflictions. Søren was the youngest of seven siblings, born when his father was fifty-six years old and his mother forty-five, in itself a rather fateful position in the family. What is more: his older siblings died relatively young, with the exception of Peter Christian Kirkegaard who, on the other hand, lived to old age. Especially tragic were the years 1832-34, for in the space of those couple of years besides the mother and a brother in North America the two sisters died whom Søren was very closely attached to. They both died in childbed at age thirty-three. Søren was convinced that he would not survive his thirty-third birthday.


These events have unavoidably cast a deep shadow over the home on Nytorv. The father has probably felt the many fatalities as God’s punishment on his transgression—whatever it more precisely consisted in. In any case, the mood in the house has been fertile soil for melancholy thoughts, especially if one is already of a depressive disposition.


We can thus establish that Kierkegaard’s personal background has been conducive to two different kinds of attitude. The first arises from the bourgeoisie’s economic, social and political bouyancy and can probably best be characterized as the self-conscious authoritativeness and the demand for freedom and independence in which such a position comes to expression. The individual discovers his independence, his capacity for self-determination and his very self as what is properly valuable.


The other attitude has, on the contrary, an introverted and melancholic religiosity as its source. It is a brooding and self-searching attitude, repleat with concepts like guilt, remorse, penance, temptation and affliction. In Kierkegaard’s personality and corpus these two profoundly different attitudes are woven together.


Meanwhile, there is a third feature of Kierkegaard’s background which we must devote some attention to. It is the prevailing intellectual currents which as an academic he couldn’t avoid coming in contact with. Which is to say predominantly Romanticism and German speculative philosophy in particular Hegel. Towards Grundtvig and the entire Grundtvigian movement he remained unsympathetic and incomprehending, so its world of ideas hasn’t influenced him in any remarkable way But something similar can be said about Grundtvig in relation to Kierkegaard. As personalities they have been so different that no mutual understanding has been possible. Which is tragic enough, because in reality there was great correspondence between their concerns and ways of presenting the problem.


But the relationship with Romanticism and speculative philosophy is also surprising. For example, he was in many ways deeply influenced by Romanticism, and his authorship is swarming with traits which are typically Romantic. In the fictionalized works he favors the journal style and the epistolatory style, which can inspire the reader with a sense of finding out the author’s most private secrets. Some of the books are even claimed to be manuscripts which were discovered under mysterious circumstances: in a secret drawer, or an iron box fished up out of a lake. And their characters often have the aura of Romanticism about them: the unhappy lovers, the old man, the child, the lonely maiden. But this whole Romantic apparatus is only a setpiece, scenery in which he proclaims the direct opposite, the anti-Romantic: the everyday, the concrete and realistic. The Romantic characters he brings onto the stage are always, in one respect or another, failures, while the people who really have realized the task of becoming true persons are completely impossible as Romantic figures: the staid burgher, the happily married official, a priest on the Jutland moors, etc.


That he assumes the same remarkable attitude toward speculative philosophy I have suggested earlier. He is deeply influenced by the speculative, uses its concepts and terms, but he uses them for a confrontation with that very speculative philosphy. To which he juxtaposes the concrete, realistic, existential. Which in reality means that he lays the foundation for a completely new kind of philosophy.


There is reason to mention a third intellectual current which he relates to in the same dialectical manner. It is Pietism. As mentioned, he encountered the pietistic attitude in his home, and his whole life long he never completely shook it off. For example, he habitually read pietistic edifying literature. Therefore it isn’t odd that Kierkegaard has a partiality for words which function as key concepts in all forms of pietistic literature. Everywhere in his authorship he uses them gladly and as something altogether natural. But if you let yourself be fooled by this and think he is a Pietist, well, then you have been fooled. The concepts undergo a twist in him, and often acquire a meaning which makes them into a direct attack on or a rejection of Pietism.


On all points—Romanticism, speculative philosophy and Pietism—he puts something new in their place. The central word in this something is existence, and if you therefore must put a label on Kierkegaard’s thinking you must use this word and call it existentialistic.


This very attitude is profoundly characteristic of Kierkegaard. He is strongly influenced by his background, but in the sense that he feels in complete disagreement with it. He must relate to it polemically, attack it, have a showdown with it, and this ultrapolemical quality in him is in another sense of the word a significant part of his background, or rather of his personal prerequisites. It acquires, precisely as suggested, consequences for his writing; but it does also for his personal destiny.


To be sure, his career was not distinguished by dramatic events, but the few there were were all provoked by himself. He had an overwhelming talent for imflammatory behavior and practically inviting misfortune upon himself. Even his first appearance as a young student was borne by controversy. He had an altercation with Orla Lehman. And his first book was a polemical confrontation with Hans Christian Andersen, on the occasion of the latter’s novel Only a Fiddler. But these first, rather arrogant ventures didn’t lead to further conflicts, meanwhile.


However, the ill-fated betrothal did. It was one of his self-provoked conflicts. By using all of his powers of fascination, Kierkegaard forced through an engagement with seventeen year old Regina Olsen, even though he knew very well there was a growing love relationship between the young girl and her teacher Frederick Schlegel. It was an act of desperation on Kierkegaard’s part. He was not capable of carrying through an ordinary amorous relationship and even less of establishing a normal family life. He realized this very quickly, and when Regina Olsen clung to him he had to, brutally, break off the engagement himself.


Naturally, at that time and in those circles it was a major scandal. Kierkegaard practically absconded to Berlin, and he never got over the affair. It plays an immense role as a theme in his authorship, and he never really got free of Regina personally. He returns to the matter again and again, and also ran into her again and again in small Copenhagen, even tried once to reach a kind of understanding but was rebuffed, by her father, Councillor of State Olsen, and by Schlegel, whom Regina had gotten married to. In the end he left her everything he owned (which by that time wasn’t the whole world) — entirely as if they had been married.


The next sensational case was the confrontation with Peter Ludvig Møller, Goldschmidt and The Corsair, which was provoked very much by himself. It certainly wasn’t Møller and Goldschmidt who wanted an altercation with Kierkegaard. On the contrary, they had the greatest admiration for him, and their offence consisted in having praised him. But it was in The Corsair, and Kierkegaard regarded The Corsair as a scandal sheet. It is impossible to make out just what moved Kierkegaard, who had otherwise set great store by Goldschmidt. But Møller, on the other hand, he had never become reconciled to. In any case he practically forced Goldschmidt to take up the dispute and launch the famous campaign against Kierkegaard and his pseudonyms.


It is characteristic that, whatever Kierkegaard’s true motive has been, he idealized his own enterprise. He maintained he was in the service of a higher cause, that he sacrificed himself for others, that he was performing a kind of intellectual police work. And he has undoubtedly, altogether honestly, thought that that was the way things stood. But he has just as undoubtedly enjoyed the action, the scathing attack, making ludicrous and wiping out his opponents. He was an unsurpassed master of that sort of thing, and in Goldschmidt he had found an opponent whom it was worth the trouble to contend with. But Kierkegaard has been careful to leave posterity a picture of himself as the indignant moralist, and as the martyr persecuted by “vulgarity.”


But it is part of the picture that Kirkegaard couldn’t take it with distance. When Goldschmidt rejoindered and started his campaign Kierkegaard became excessively embittered. And he never forgave Goldschmidt. Ever afterwards he could only mention him practically fuming with hatred and with unbounded contempt. But that in return he had contributed to destroying Møller’s career, and had gotten Goldschmidt to dispose of The Corsair, didn’t bother him.


The controversy surrounding The Corsair came to function almost as a dress rehearsal for the real and outlandish controversy, “the iconoclastic riot,” of his last years. And once again, it was a conflict he instituted on his own. No one had challenged or offended him, anyway not consciously, and no one had the slightest idea what was brewing. All alone, and with no other occasion than the one he himself had invented, he set off the whole lightning storm—and thereby fell foul not only of the clergy but the entire establishment, the bourgeoisie and the intellectual elite, the “established order” as he called it. And never had anyone seen the like of the polemics, conducted with consummate mastery, but also utterly without restraint and with no reticence in the use of invective and ridicule. It was a demonstration of the vastness of the yardstick by which he measured himself in contrast to his time and the prevailing opinions and currents.


A problem, incidentally, is how to determine the relationship between this final performance and the authorship proper. The difference in style, directness of engagement and phraseology is astonishing. Even harder is it to decide whether the Kierkegaard of the great controversy is of the same mind as the Kierkegaard who created the unique body of work.


But naturally I will return to that problem when we have come that far. In the meantime, I would like to conclude these observations on the background by showing a peculiarity of Kierkegaard’s temper which might make it easier to understand him. The fact is that this life, in which there occurred no other dramatic events than those the man himself created, in the inner sense, in the passion and intensity with which it was lived and in a certain manner staged, was seized with the uttermost earnestness. For Kierkegaard it was impossible to take anything lightly. Everything assumed enormous proportions in his consciousness. He couldn’t do the simplest thing, make the slightest decision except after the most scrupulous deliberation. In a way, nothing in his eyes was trifling, and nothing, therefore, lay outside the earnestness with which every genuine human life, as he saw it, had to be equated. This can, if you like, be regarded from a psychiatric viewpoint. But it was by virtue thereof that Kierkegaard’s incomparable life’s work was created.


And that is what we will be concerned with in these pages.
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THE INDIVIDUAL AND THE SOCIETY


KIERKEGAARD’S concern is not to think together a philosophical system. At bottom he is only up to one thing: to find out who he really is. As he was already so curiously arranged that he couldn’t, and as the most natural thing in the world, simply go ahead and live like other people, naturally he had to stop and wonder as to the reason. And as by virtue of his inherited fortune he didn’t need to contemplate livelihood, he could instead use his life to think the problem through.


In a way, Kierkegaard’s entire thinking is deeply personal, in reality utterly private. And he himself realized this. He was excruciatingly conscious of the fact that he was an exception, not only because he was the singular genius, but also because he lacked the most elementary prerequisites for living a normal life. Therefore he never tired of emphasizing that it was no unqualified distinction to be an exception. But that his thinking thereby became intensely private did not imply that it became uninteresting to others. On the contrary. His own understanding of the situation was that he had, by “the administration,” been chosen, out of regard for other people, to think the human condition through. And for that purpose it was important that he was an exception, because it made him able to sight conditions which otherwise had a tendency to be overlooked. It is the exception which reveals what the normal, the “ordinary,” is. When he devoted everything to thinking through who he himself really was, the result was that he revealed what it is to be a person at all. And he himself didn’t get much comfort from it, for he was a hopeless exception and was thus excluded from the normal. But others would derive benefit from it, for they would have the possibility of better understanding the conditions.
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