Søren  Kierkegaard. 1813 - 1855

Kierkegaard made use of the Socratic idea that one judges a philosopher by the life he leads rather than simply by his intellectual powers. K makes use of this approach except that he points out that the Christian ideal is even more demanding than the Greek one since the totality of an individual's existence provides the basis via which he is judged by God for eternity. 

Kierkegaard's broken engagement to Regine Olsen allowed him to sacrifice worldly happiness for a higher, religious purpose. Breaking the engagement allowed K devote himself monastically to his religious purpose, & at the same time to establish his status as one outside the norm of married, bourgeois life. It also freed him from close personal entanglements with women

This life was not easy: K notes: `... how deceptive that an omnipresent being [God] should be recognisable precisely by being invisible.’ 

K emphasizes how Danish provides the word for an important new philosophical idea, viz. repetition, instead of  the foreign word mediation. For K, Danish is associated with the particular and the living, whereas Latin and German represent the law and systematic scholarship, ie abstraction. 

From the influence of his father K gets the theme of (a) sacrificial father/son relationships, (b) inherited sin, (c) the burden of history, and (d) the centrality of individual, human existence.

K was concerned during his adult life with the  problem of  how to become a Christian in Christendom. (A) This task was esp difficult for the well-educated, since the standard educational and cultural institutions tended to produce stereotyped members , ie `the crowd,’ instead of allowing individuals to discover their own unique identities.  In addition, (B) regarding even those who were not established and well-educated, there was considerable urbanization in 19th century  Denmark and so it became increasingly difficult to `become who you uniquely are’ since: (i) social identities had become increasingly fluid; and (ii)  there was a proliferation of normalizing institutions which produced pseudo-individuals. 

Given this social context Kierkegaard needed a form of philosophising that would (a) force people back onto their own resources, (b) take responsibility for their own existential choices, and (c) become who they were beyond socially imposed identities. 

This is why K likes Socrates: Socrates used irony to facilitate the birth of subjectivity in those he was in dialogue with. Since they were constantly forced to abandon standard, pat answers to Socrates' annoying questions, people had to begin to think for themselves and to take individual responsibility for their claims about knowledge and value.

For K there are 3 stages on life’s way; the esthetic, the universal, and the religious

The esthetic stage of existence is characterized by: (a) immersion in sensuous experience; (b) valuing possibility instead of actuality; (c) egotism; (d) fragmentation of the subject’s  experience; (e) nihilism & an increasing sense of life as having no purpose; & (f) a flight from boredom. 

In the final section of Either-Or. Johannes the seducer is a reflective esthete. He gains sensuous delight not so much from the act of seduction but from engineering the possibility of seduction. His real aim is the manipulation of people and situations in ways which generate interesting reflections for his own voyeurism. This type of esthetic experience transforms everyday dullness into what J takes to be a richly poetic world.

In the same light, the esthete will make a book interesting by reading only the last third of it (ie arbitrary). He makes a conversation interesting by provoking a conventional person – one of the crowd – to become upset. The esthete uses games/artifice, arbitrariness, irony, and his  imagination to recreate the world in his own image. His prime motivation is to transform the boring into the interesting.

This  esthetic stage is then criticized from the ethical point of view. It is seen to be (a) empty, (b) self-serving and (c) escapist. There is indeed despair which serves the means of avoiding commitment and responsibility. The esthetic fails to acknowledge his social debt and the fact that he has a communal existence. It also involves self-deception since it substitutes fantasy for the actual states of affairs.

K does not completely reject the influence of the esthetic stage later since what is preserved in the highest, religious stage is the sense of infinite possibility made available through the imagination (which has its basis in the esthetic stage). But this sense of possibility now no longer excludes what is actual nor is it employed for egotistic ends. 

The ethical stage represents the universal by which K means the prevailing social norms. In this ethical stage social norms are seen to be the highest court of appeal for judging human affairs.  

For K the religious stage is higher than the ethical as can be seen in his discussions of Abraham's would-be sacrifice of his son Isaac in Genesis. This sacrifice is not for the sake of social norms, but occurs when there is a teleological suspension of the ethical. Abraham recognizes a duty to something higher than both his social duty not to kill an innocent person and his personal commitment to his beloved son, namely, his duty to obey God's commands.

Note though that in order to arrive at the religious stage (true faith), the individual must first accept the ethical by making a commitment. And this, in turn, can only occur if the esthetic person first chooses the ethical – in the sense of making a commitment to a definite set of conditions for right action.

By contrast to the religious stage, for K the ethical stage is a cognitivist one, since there are clear, definite and necessary conditions for ethically correct action, namely: (a) the necessity of choosing seriously and inwardly; (b) commitment to the belief that good and evil have an intersubjective and objective value. Thus actions are to be in accordance with rules; and these rules are universally applicable to moral agents; (c) the necessity of choosing in one’s actual world rather than reacting to a fantasy.

Note though that the actual choice to accept these universal values is itself noncognitive. For there is no adequate or absolute proof of the truth of (a) – (c). Instead this choice is motivated noncognitively – it is in order to avoid despair, ie  to let one's life depend on conditions outside one's control 

The truly religious person though transcends even the acceptance of universal values of the ethical stage. Instead, faith is a matter of lived experience, of constant striving within an individual's existence. & in this stage – as can be seen with the teleological suspension of the ethical -  the distinction between good and evil is ultimately dependent not on social norms but on God. 

God's distinction between good and evil outranks any human society's definition. Even the requirement of communicability and clear decision procedures can be suspended by God’s act. This makes the Abraham-type case extremely problematic since there is no recourse to public reason in order  whether Abraham is truly obeying God's command or whether he is a deluded would-be murderer. Public reason cannot decide the issue for us so we must decide for ourselves as a matter of faith.

Christian faith, for Kierkegaard, is not a matter of learning dogma by rote. It is a matter of the individual using repetition, ie constantly renewing his passionate subjective relationship to a phenomenon which can never be known, but can only believed in. Indeed, this belief runs counter to reason, since it only exists in the face of the absurd (the paradox of the eternal, immortal, infinite God being incarnated in time as a finite mortal). 

Kierkegaard's has an `inverted Christian dialectic (ie anti Hegel) which was designed not to make the word of God easier to assimilate, but to establish more clearly the absolute distance that separates human beings from God. This was in order to emphasize that human beings are absolutely reliant on God's grace for salvation.

K’s form of Christianity is a type of Lutheran pietism that stresses values of sin, guilt, suffering, and individual responsibility. Christian faith for him is not a matter of reciting church dogma. Instead, it involves individual, subjective passion, which cannot be mediated by the clergy (as with Catholicism, for example)or by a logical system like Hegel’s.  Faith is the most important task to be achieved by a human being because only on this basis can an individual have a chance to become a true self. This self is the life-work which God judges for eternity.

Since there is no intermediary (religious or logical) the individual is subject to an enormous burden of responsibility. For his/her very own xistential choices is going to dertermine his/her eternal salvation or damnation. 

Anxiety or dread is the sense one has of this terrible responsibility when one stands at the threshold of this type of momentous choice. Anxiety has two sides at one and the same time: (a) dread =  burden of choosing for eternity but (b) also the exhilaration of freedom in choosing for oneself. 

Choice occurs in the instant  where time and eternity intersect  (for the individual creates through temporal choice a self which will be judged for eternity).

However, the choice of faith is not made one momentous time and then it’s over. Instead, at the religious stage, faith be constantly renewed. For K one's true selfhood depends upon this repetition. The self has to acknowledge that power – God-  which made it, otherwise it falls into despair, which will undermine it. This is an ongoing process so that the self must constantly renew its faith in God to remain afloat. Instead of there being mediation between the individual and God by priest (Catholicism) or by logical system (Hegel), there is for K only the individual's own repetition of faith. So, again, repetition is crucial for the true self to maintain its genuine selfhood  in the religious stage.

Christianity for K embodies paradoxes which are offensive to reason. The central paradox is the assertion that the eternal, infinite, transcendent God simultaneously became incarnated as a temporal, finite, human being (Jesus). For K there are two possible reactions to this assertion: having faith, or taking offense. But this means that for K  we cannot believe by virtue of reason. To choose faith we must suspend reason in order to believe in something higher than reason. Indeed, we must believe by virtue of the absurd.

Faith is therefore a miracle, God’s gift, whereby eternal truth enters time in the instant. However, although it’s a gift it is one which must be repeatedly performed by the individual believer. This is what K calls a task. 

For K, Christian faith involves the realization that, in relation to God, we are always in the wrong, ie that we are always in sin. The idea of sin cannot arise just from human origins. Instead it must have been introduced into the world from a transcendent source. Once we understand that we are in sin, we can understand that there is some being over against which we are always in the wrong. On this basis we can have faith that (by virtue of the absurd) we can ultimately be atoned with this being.

***********

Much of K’s critique of Hegel is that it is only system of thought abstracted from the everyday lives of those it is spsed to explain. In fact, K as young spent a lot of time trying to gain entry into Copenhagen’s literary (& pro-Hegel) circle, but stopped once he had established himself in The Concept of Irony (his first major publication). His emphasis on philosophy having to capture a person’s life as such makes K even attack Hans-Christian Andersen for lacking life-development and a life-view, both of which K saw as being necessary for someone to be a authentic novelist and thinker.

K = anti Hegel. Thus instead of seeking to give people more knowledge K tried in fact to take away what passed for knowledge  (like Socrates). Instead of seeking to make God and Christian faith perfectly intelligible as did Hegel, K set out to emphasize God’s absolute transcendence all human categories. 

K says of Socrates (unlike Hegel): `his whole life was personal preoccupation with himself, and then Governance comes and adds world-historical significance to it.’ Similarly, K saw himself as a singular universal whose personal preoccupation with himself was transfigured by  God’s plan into universal significance. 

