g se conquiert



THE ESSENTIAL KIERKEGAARD




This pageintentionally left blank



THE ESSENTIAL
KIERKEGAARD

Edited by

Howard V. Hong and
Edna H. Hong

PRINCETON UNIVERSITY PRESS
PRINCETON, NEW JERSEY



Copyright © 1995,1997,1998, 2000 by Postscript, Inc.
Copyright © 1978,1980 by Princeton University Press
Copyright © 1990 by Julia Watkin
Copyright © 1997 by Todd W. Nichol
Published by Princeton University Press,

41 William Street, Princeton, New Jersey 08540
In the United Kingdom: Princeton University Press, 3 Market Place,
Woodstock, Oxfordshire OX20 1SY

All Rights Reserved
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Kierkegaard, Soren, 1813—1855.
[Selections. English. 2000]
The essential Kierkegaard / edited by Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong.
p.an.
Includes bibliographical references (p.) and index.
ISBN 0-691-03309-9 (cloth : alk. paper)—ISBN 0-691-01940-1 (pbk. : alk. paper)
1. Philosophy. 1. Hong, Howard Vincent, 1912—
1. Hong, Edna Hatlestad, 1913— III. Title
B4372 .E5 2000
198".9—dc21 99-039031

Production of this volume has been made possible in part by grants
from the Division of Research Programs of the National Endowment
for the Humanities, an independent federal agency, and the General Mills Foundation

Princeton University Press books are printed on acid-free paper
and meet the guidelines for permanence and durability of the Committee
on Production Guidelines for Book Longevity of the Council on Library Resources

www. pup.princeton.edu
Printed in the United States of America
13569108642

13569108642
(PBK.)



CONTENTS

INTRODUCTION

Early Journal Entries
3

From the Papers of One Still Living
13

The Concept of Irony, with Continual Reference to Socrates
20

Either/Or, A Fragment of Life, 1
37

Either/ O1, A Fragment of Life, 11
66

Four Upbuilding Discourses
84

Fear and "Tiembling
93

Repetition
102

Philosophical Fragments, or a Fragment of Philosophy
116

Johannes Climacus, or De omnibus dubitandum est
126

The Concept of Anxiety
138

Prefaces
156

X



vi Contents

Three Discourses on Imagined Occasions
164

Stages on Life’s Way
170

Concluding Unscientific Postscript to Philosophical Fragments
187

“The Activity of a Traveling Esthetician and How
He Still Happened to Pay for the Dinner”
247

Tivo Ages: The Age of Revolution and The Present Age. A Literary Review
252

Upbuilding Discourses in Various Spirits
269

Works of Love
277

Christian Discourses
312

The Lily in the Field and the Bird of the Air
333

Tivo Ethical-Religious Essays
339

The Sickness unto Death
350

Practice in Christianity
373

Tivo Discourses at the Communion on Fridays

385

For Self-Examination [First series]

393



Contents vii

Judge for Yourself! For Self-Examination, Second series
404

The Book on Adler
411

Fedrelandet Articles and The Moment
424

On My Work as an Author and The Point of View
for My Work as an Author
449

The Changelessness of God

482
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 493
NOTES 495
BIBLIOGRAPHY 505

INDEX 507



This pageintentionally left blank



INTRODUCTION

Kierkegaard’s principal pseudonymous author, Johannes Climacus, declared
that his task was “to make difficulties everywhere,”! and in commenting on
the structure of Stages on Life’s Way he said, “Thus it is left to the reader to
put it all together by himself; if he so pleases, but nothing is done for a reader’s
comfort.’?

The difficulties for a reader of Kierkegaard’s writings are due in part to
the multiplicity of pseudonymous writers who present their own views in a
complex dialogue. Avoiding a conclusive system, Kierkegaard lets each pseu-
donymous writer have his voice. “My role is the joint role of being the sec-
retary and, quite ironically, the dialectically reduplicated author of the au-
thor or the authors.”3 The reader is thereby in the position of entering, if he
so pleases, into the complex dialogue and putting it all together. The pseu-
donymity also discourages the diversionary tendency to commit the genetic
fallacy of psychologizing and historicizing the works as autobiography and
thereby supposedly “explaining” them. There is also a pedagogical aim in the
complexity: “The task must be made difficult, for only the difficult inspires
the noble-hearted.*

Even though, especially in the writing up to and including Concluding Un-
scientific Postscript, Kierkegaard gave the “whole enterprise the appearance of
choice and caprice,” it is still possible “to show how everything hangs to-
gether, what exceedingly rigorous ordering formed the basis.”® There is in
the varied complex of thirty-eight works, in two parallel series of pseudon-
ymous works and signed works, a dialectical structure, a “coherence,” a
“comprehensive plan [total Anleg]”®

This comprehensive plan is made less apparent also by the developmental
character of the authorship. “The movement the authorship describes is from
‘the poet, from the esthetic—from ‘the philosopher, from the speculative—
to the indication of the most inward qualification of the essentially Chris-
tian; from the pseudonymous Either/ Or, through Concluding Postscript, with
my name as editor, to Discourses at the Communion on Fridays. . . . Later, how-
ever, there appeared a new pseudonym: Anti-Climacus. But the very fact that
it is a pseudonym signifies that he is, inversely, coming to a halt, as the name

L Concluding Unscientific Postscript, p. 187, KW XII.1 (SV'VII 155).
2 Tbid., p. 298 (255—56).

3 Ibid., p. [627] ([547]).

4JP 1656 (Pap. VIII? B 88).

5PV 5891 (Pap. VII' A 104).

6 JPVI 6346 (Pap. X' A 116).
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(Anti-Climacus) indeed suggests. All the previous pseudonymity is lower
than ‘the upbuilding author’; the new pseudonymity is a higher pseudo-
nymity.””

“If one is truly to succeed in leading a person to a specific place, one
must first and foremost take care to find him where he is and begin there.”®
Accordingly, the published writings begin with the esthetic (the immedi-
ate, the life of inclination, what comes naturally, the life of desire and aver-
sion, of satisfaction and despair) and move to the ethical (the life of com-
mitment, task, of existential striving to actualize the vision of the good)
and to the religious (the life of receptivity, of gift and the expression of
gratitude).

The simplest, yet radically profound, crystallization of the developing
comprehensive plan of the authorship is the easily overlooked simple issue:
“What it means to exist; . . . what it means to be a human being,”® what
it means to become a self, a person, an authentic individual. As a propo-
nent of Socrates, Kierkegaard penetratingly applies the dictum “the unre-
flected life is not worth living.” As a Christian humanist, Kierkegaard avoids
and transcends the possible addition, “but the reflected life may be unliv-
able,” and in a philosophy of possibility and hope he movingly addresses
both of the perennial pitfalls: thoughtless superficiality and thoughtful dis-
solution.

Kierkegaard’s works, written over a century ago in a minor language, have
been rediscovered throughout the world because they speak to the human
condition, especially in a period that is an exacerbated continuation of what
Kierkegaard called “an age of disintegration, an esthetic, enervating disinte-
gration,”19 “an age of moral disintegration”’!! For example, now in this pres-
ent time of growing despair and an increasing number of suicides among
both the young and old, Kierkegaard’s original and penetrating treatment of
anxiety and despair is decidedly pertinent. Now when “ethics” has come into
the common vocabulary in political and professional contexts, his robust and
evocative characterization of the deepening ethical consciousness is ad-
dressed to the concrete locus of initiative: the existing person. In this era of
assertive romantic individualism and growing disdain for law and the com-
mon good, his consideration of the relation of the universal and the indi-
vidual is insightful and constructive. In a time of decay of the family, his por-
trayal of the meaning of marriage is refreshing and invigorating. In a time
when love is frequently regarded as “making love,” his incisive defining of

7 On My Work as an Author, in The Point of View, pp. 5—6, KIW XXII (SV XIII 494).

8 The Point of View for My Work as an Author, in The Point of View, p. 45, KW XXII (SV XIII
533).

9 Postscript, pp. 301-02, KW XII.1 (SVVII 258).

10 IPVIT 6255 (Pap. TX B 63:7).

1 JPVI 6581 (Pap. X2 A 415).
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erotic love and intrinsic love (Elskov and Kjerlighed) is acute and ennobling.
In a time when universal suffrage and freedom are live political categories
and even elements in foreign policy, his views on the universally human and
the essential nature of every human being are ammunition against political-
social totalitarianism and coercive special-interest groups. These are among
the universally human issues, especially urgent in our time, that are at the
heart of the unique writings of this nineteenth-century poet-philosopher,
and this accounts for their being discovered throughout the world in the
twentieth century.

The combination of variety and development in this complex multiple
authorship places special requirements upon the composing of an adequately
representative volume of selections. Despite the comprehensive plan, the au-
thorship is not one uniform set that can be represented by a few samples that
adequately stand for the whole. The widely ranging spectrum of the works
is like a family with many children, each of whom is related in some way to
all the others and yet is so decidedly distinctive that no single one or no par-
tial group can adequately represent all the offspring, the family as a whole.
Furthermore, the developing authorship requires a series of many samples in
order to mirror the sequential movement in the dialectical totality.

Faced with these difficulties arising from the nature of the authorship (and
compounded by the great range of “must-be-included” selections nomi-
nated by scores of advisers), the editors have chosen a plan that is chrono-
logical in order and pluralistic in substance. Although this plan has for a reader
the disadvantage of a stricter quantitative limitation of the selection from a
given volume, it has also the advantage of an introduction to some works
that would otherwise have remained terra incognita and whose omission would
constitute a hole in the totality of the dialectical mosaic. A sample is cer-
tainly not the whole, and a plurality of samples is still not the totality of the
comprehensive plan. Each sample, however, is an invitation, an invitation to
appropriate the part and then to move on to the source, the work itself, which
in turn invites the reader to seek out its neighbor volumes. Although alone
in the reading, a reader of the writings is in good company. In On My Work
as an Author, Kierkegaard says, ““I regard myself as a reader of the books, not
as the author.”12

All the passages in The Essential Kierkegaard are from Kierkegaard’s Writings,
[-XXVTI (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1978 —-2000). See the Bib-
liography at the end of this volume. In Kierkegaard’s Writings the marginal vol-
ume and page numbers refer to the first collected Danish edition, Seren
Kierkegaards samlede Veerker, I-XIV (Copenhagen: Gyldendal, 1901-06). The
same marginal notations in the present volume indicate also the location of
the selected passages in the various volumes of Kierkegaard’s Writings. Omis-

12 On My Work as an Author, in The Point of View, p. 12, KW XXII.



xii Introduction

sions are indicated by additional space between selected passages and also by
the marginal pagination. References to the journals and papers in English are
to Soren Kierkegaard’s Journals and Papers | JP], I-VII (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1967—-78), and in Danish to Seren Kierkegaards Papirer [ Pap.],
[-XVI (Copenhagen: Gyldendal, 1968—78).
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SELECTED EARLY ENTRIES
FROM KIERKEGAARD’S JOURNALS
AND PAPERS

The first two entries are ostensibly addressed to Peter Wilhelm Lund (1801-1880), brother of
Johan Christian Lund and Henrik Ferdinand Lund (married to Kierkegaard’s sisters Nicoline
Christine and Petrea Severine). In 1833 he returned to Brazil to continue his work as a pale-
ontologist. Emanuel Hirsch has made a case for regarding the two letters and many other en-
tries from the same period as parts of Kierkegaard’s first, but not completed, writing plan, a se-
ries of letters by a Faustian doubter. The two entries were written at the end of Kierkegaard’s
fifth year as a student at the University of Copenhagen. The third entry (see p.12 and note 2)
is the most frequently and variously quoted line by Kierkegaard, and it does crystalize many
elements of his outlook.

Copenhagen, June 1, 1835

YOU KNOW how inspiring I once found it to listen to you and how en-
thusiastic I was about your description of your stay in Brazil, although not
so much on account of the mass of detailed observations with which you
have enriched yourself and your scholarly field as on account of the impres-
sion your first journey into that wondrous nature made upon you: your par-
adisiacal happiness and joy. Something like this is bound to find a sympa-
thetic response in any person who has the least feeling and warmth, even
though he seeks his satisfaction, his occupation, in an entirely different
sphere, but especially so in a young person who as yet only dreams of his des-
tiny. Our early youth is like a flower at dawn with a lovely dewdrop in its
cup, harmoniously and pensively reflecting everything that surrounds it. But
soon the sun rises over the horizon, and the dewdrop evaporates; with it van-
ish the fantasies of life, and now it becomes a question (to use a flower
metaphor once more) whether or not a person is able to produce—nby his
own eftorts as does the oleander—a drop that may represent the fruit of his
life. This requires, above all, that one be allowed to grow in the soil where
one really belongs, but that is not always so easy to find. In this respect there
exist fortunate creatures who have such a decided inclination in a particular
direction that they faithtully follow the path once it is laid out for them with-
out ever falling prey to the thought that perhaps they ought to have followed
an entirely different path. There are others who let themselves be influenced
so completely by their surroundings that it never becomes clear to them in
what direction they are really striving. Just as the former group has its own
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implicit categorical imperative, so the latter recognizes an explicit categori-
cal imperative. But how few there are in the former group, and to the latter
I do not wish to belong. Those who get to experience the real meaning of
Hegelian dialectics in their lives are greater in number. Incidentally, it is al-
together natural for wine to ferment before it becomes clear; nevertheless
this process is often disagreeable in its several stages, although regarded in its
totality it is of course agreeable, provided it does in the end yield its relative
results in the context of the usual doubt. This is of major significance for
anybody who has come to terms with his destiny by means of it, not only
because of the calm that follows in contrast to the preceding storm, but be-
cause one then has life in a quite different sense than before. For many, it is
this Faustian element that makes itself more or less applicable to every intel-
lectual development, which is why it has always seemed to me that we should
concede cosmic significance to the Faust concept. Just as our ancestors wor-
shiped a goddess of yearning, so I think that Faust represents doubt person-
ified. He need be no more than that, and Goethe probably sins against the
concept when he permits Faust to convert, as does Mérimée when he per-
mits Don Juan to convert. One cannot use the argument against me that Faust
is taking a positive step at the instant he applies to the Devil, for right here,
it seems to me, is one of the most significant elements in the Faust legend.
He surrendered himself to the Devil for the express purpose of attaining en-
lightenment, and it follows that he was not in possession of it prior to this;
and precisely because he surrendered himself to the Devil, his doubt in-
creased (just as a sick person who falls into the hands of a medical quack usu-
ally gets sicker). For although Mephistopheles permitted him to look through
his spectacles into humankind and into the secret hiding places of the earth,
Faust must forever doubt him because of his inability to provide enlighten-
ment about the most profound intellectual matters. In accordance with his
own idea he could never turn to God because in the very instant he did so
he would have to admit to himself that here in truth lay enlightenment; but
in that same instant he would, in fact, have denied his character as one who
doubts.

But such a doubt can also manifest itself in other spheres. Even though a
person may have come to terms with a few of these main issues, life offers
other significant questions. Naturally every person desires to work accord-
ing to his abilities in this world, but it follows from this that he wishes to de-
velop his abilities in a particular direction, namely, in that which is best suited
to him as an individual. But which is that? Here I am confronted with a big
question mark. Here I stand like Hercules—not at a crossroads—no, but at
a multitude of roads, and therefore it is all the harder to choose the right one.
Perhaps it is my misfortune in life that [ am interested in far too many things
rather than definitely in any one thing. My interests are not all subordinated
to one but are all coordinate.
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I shall attempt to show how matters look to me.

1. The natural sciences. (In this category I include all those who seek to ex-
plain and interpret the runic script of nature, ranging from him who calcu-
lates the speed of the stars and, so to speak, arrests them in order to study
them more closely, to him who describes the physiology of a particular an-
imal, from him who surveys the surface of the earth from the mountain
peaks to him who descends to the depths of the abyss, from him who fol-
lows the development of the human body through its countless nuances to
him who examines intestinal worms.) First, when I consider this whole
scholarly field, I realize that on this path as well as on every other (but in-
deed primarily here) I have of course seen examples of men who have made
names for themselves in the annals of scholarship by means of enormous
diligence in collecting. They master a great wealth of details and have dis-
covered many new ones, but no more than that. They have merely provided
the substratum for the thought and elaboration of others. These men are
content with tbeir details, and yet to me they are like the rich farmer in the
gospel; they have gathered great stores in their barn, yet science may declare
to them: “Tomorrow I demand your life,” inasmuch as it is that which de-
termines the significance of each particular finding for the whole. To the
extent that there is a sort of unconscious life in such a man’s knowledge, the
sciences may be said to demand his life, but to the extent that there is not,
his activity is comparable to that of the man who nourishes the earth by the
decay of his dead body. The case differs of course with respect to other phe-
nomena, with respect to those scholars in the natural sciences who have
found or have sought to find by their speculation that Archimedean point
that does not exist in the world and who from this point have considered
the totality and seen the component parts in their proper light. As far as they
are concerned, I cannot deny that they have had a very salutary effect on
me. The tranquillity, the harmony, the joy one finds in them is rarely found
elsewhere. We have three worthy representatives here in town: an Qrsted,
whose face has always seemed to me like a chord that nature has sounded
in just the right way; a Schouw, who provides a study for the painter who
wanted to paint Adam naming the animals; and finally, a Hornemann, who,
conversant with every plant, stands like a patriarch in nature. In this con-
nection, I also remember with pleasure the impression you made upon me
as the representative of a great nature which also ought to be represented
in the National Assembly. I have been and am still inspired by the natural
sciences; and yet I do not think that I shall make them my principal field of
study. By virtue of reason and freedom, life has always interested me most,
and it has always been my desire to clarify and solve the riddle of life. The
forty years in the desert before I could reach the promised land of the sci-
ences seem too costly to me, and the more so as I believe that nature may
also be observed from another side, which does not require insight into the
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secrets of science. It matters not whether I contemplate the whole world in
a single flower or listen to the many hints that nature ofters about human
life; whether I admire those daring designs in the firmament; or whether,
upon hearing the sounds of nature in Ceylon, for example, I am reminded
of the sounds of the spiritual world; or whether the departure of the mi-
gratory birds reminds me of the more profound yearnings of the human
heart.

2. Theology. This seems to be what I have most clearly chosen for my own,
yet there are great difficulties here as well. In Christianity itself there are con-
tradictions so great that they prevent an unobstructed view, to a considerable
extent, at any rate. As you know, I grew up in orthodoxy, so to speak. But
from the moment I began to think for myself, the gigantic colossus began to
totter. I call it a gigantic colossus advisedly, for taken as a whole it does have
a good deal of consistency, and in the course of many centuries past, the
component parts have become so tightly fused that it is difficult to come to
terms with them. I might now agree with some of its specific points, but
then these could only be considered like the seedlings one often finds grow-
ing in rock fissures. On the other hand, I might also see the inconsistencies
in many specific points, but I would still have to let the main basis stand in
dubito for some time. The instant that changed, the whole would of course
assume an entirely different cast, and thus my attention is drawn to another
phenomenon: rationalism, which by and large cuts a pretty poor figure.
There is really nothing to object to in rationalism as long as reason consis-
tently pursues its own end and—in rendering an explanation of the relation
between God and the world—again comes to see humankind in its most
profound and spiritual relation to God. In this respect, rationalism from its
own point of view considers Christianity that which for many centuries has
satisfied humankind’s deepest need. But then it is in fact no longer rational-
ism, for rationalism is given its real coloring by Christianity. Hence it occu-
pies a completely different sphere and does not constitute a system but a
Noah’s Ark (to adopt an expression Professor Heiberg used on another oc-
casion), in which the clean and the unclean animals lie down side by side. It
makes roughly the same impression as our Citizens’ Volunteer Company of
old would have made alongside the Royal Potsdam Guards. Therefore it at-
tempts essentially to ally itself with Christianity, bases its arguments upon
Scripture, and in advance of every single point dispatches a legion of Bibli-
cal quotations that in no way penetrate the argument. The rationalists
behave like Cambyses, who in his campaign against Egypt dispatched the sa-
cred chickens and cats in advance of his army, but they are prepared, like the
Roman Consul, to throw the sacred chickens overboard when they refuse to
eat. The fallacy is that when they are in agreement with Scripture they use
it as a basis, but otherwise not. Thus they adopt mutually exclusive points of
view.
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Nonnulla desunt [something missing].

As to minor discomforts I will merely say that I am now studying for my
theological qualifying examinations, an occupation that holds no interest for
me at all and that accordingly does not proceed with the greatest efficiency.
I have always preferred the free and thus perhaps somewhat indefinite course
of study to that service offered at a pre-set table where one knows in advance
the guests one will meet and the food one will be served every single day of
the week. Nevertheless, it is a necessity, and one is scarcely permitted out
onto the scholarly commons without having been branded. In my present
state of mind, I also consider it useful for me to do so and furthermore, I also
know that in this way I can make Father very happy (for he thinks that the
true land of Canaan lies beyond the theological qualifying examinations, but
at the same time, as Moses once did, he climbs Mount Tabor and reports that
I will never get in—but I do hope that his prophecy will not come true this
time), so I suppose I must get to work. How fortunate you are to have found
in Brazil a vast field of investigation where every step offers strange new ob-
jects and where the cries of the rest of the learned republic cannot disturb
your peace. To me the learned theological world seems like Strandvej on a
Sunday afternoon in the season when everybody goes to Bakken in Dyre-
haven: they tear past each other, yell and scream, laugh and make fun of each
other, drive their horses to death, overturn and are run over. Finally, when
they reach Bakken covered with dust and out of breath—well, they look at
each other—and go home.

As far as your returning is concerned, it would be childish of me to has-
ten it, as childish as when the mother of Achilles attempted to hide him in
order that he might avoid a speedy honorable death.—Take care of your-
selfl—JPV 5092 (Pap. I A 72) June 1, 1835; Letters, Letter 3, KIW XXV.

Gilleleie, August 1, 1835

AS I HAVE TRIED to show in the preceding pages, this is how things ac-
tually looked to me. But when I try to get clear about my life, everything
looks different. Just as it takes a long time for a child to learn to distinguish
itself from objects and thus for a long time disengages itself so little from its
surroundings that it stresses the objective side and says, for example, “me hit
the horse,” so the same phenomenon is repeated in a higher spiritual sphere.
I therefore believed that I would possibly achieve more tranquillity by tak-
ing another line of study, by directing my energies toward another goal. I
might have succeeded for a time in banishing a certain restlessness, but it
probably would have come back more intense, like a fever after drinking cold
water.
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‘What I really need is to get clear about what I am to do,* not what I must
know, except insofar as knowledge must precede every act. What matters is
to find my purpose, to see what it really is that God wills that I shall do; the
crucial thing is to find a truth that is truth for me,** to find the idea for which
I am willing to live and die. Of what use would it be to me to discover a so-
called objective truth, to work through the philosophical systems so that I
could, if asked, make critical judgments about them, could point out the fal-
lacies in each system; of what use would it be to me to be able to develop a
theory of the state, getting details from various sources and combining them
into a whole, and constructing a world I did not live in but merely held up
for others to see; of what use would it be to me to be able to formulate the
meaning of Christianity, to be able to explain many specific points—if it had
no deeper meaning for me and for my life? And the better I was at it, the more
[ saw others appropriate the creations of my mind, the more tragic my situ-
ation would be, not unlike that of parents who in their poverty are forced to
send their children out into the world and turn them over to the care of oth-
ers. Of what use would it be to me for truth to stand before me, cold and
naked, not caring whether or not I acknowledged it, making me uneasy
rather than trustingly receptive. I certainly do not deny that I still accept an
imperative of knowledge and that through it men may be influenced, but then it
must come alive in me, and this is what I now recognize as the most important
of all. This is what my soul thirsts for as the African deserts thirst for water.
This is what is lacking, and this is why I am like a man who has collected
furniture, rented an apartment, but as yet has not found the beloved to share
life’s ups and downs with him. But in order to find that idea—or, to put it
more correctly—to find myself, it does no good to plunge still further into
the world. That was just what I did before. The reason I thought it would be
good to throw myself into law was that [ believed I could develop my keen-
ness of mind in the many muddles and messes of life. Here, too, was offered
a whole mass of details in which I could lose myself; here, perhaps, with the
given facts, I could construct a totality, an organic view of criminal life, pur-
sue it in all its dark aspects (here, too, a certain fraternity of spirit is very ev-
ident). I also wanted to become an acteur [actor] so that by putting myself in
another’s role 1 could, so to speak, find a substitute for my own life and by
means of this external change find some diversion. This was what I needed
to lead a completely human life and not merely one of knowledge, so that I could
base the development of my thought not on—yes, not on something called
objective—something that in any case is not my own, but upon something

* How often, when a person believes that he has the best grip on himself, it turns out that
he has embraced a cloud instead of Juno.

** Only then does one have an inner experience, but how many there are who experience
life’s different impressions the way the sea sketches figures in the sand and then promptly erases
them without a trace.
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that is bound up with the deepest roots* of my existence [Existents], through
which I am, so to speak, grafted into the divine, to which I cling fast even
though the whole world may collapse. This is what I need, and this is what 1
strive for. 1 find joy and refreshment in contemplating the great men who have
found that precious stone for which they sell all, even their lives,** whether
I see them becoming vigorously engaged in life, confidently proceeding on
their chosen course without vacillating, or discover them off the beaten path,
absorbed in themselves and in working toward their high goal. I even honor
and respect the bypath that lies so close by. It is this inward action of a per-
son, this God-side of a person, that is decisive, not a mass of data, for the lat-
ter will no doubt follow and will not then appear as accidental aggregates or
as a succession of details, one after the other, without a system, without a
focal point where all the radii come together. I, too, have certainly looked
for this focal point. I have vainly sought an anchor in the boundless sea of
pleasure as well as in the depths of knowledge. I have felt the almost irre-
sistible power with which one pleasure reaches a hand to the next; I have felt
the counterfeit enthusiasm it is capable of producing. I have also felt the bore-
dom, the shattering, which follows on its heels. I have tasted the fruits of the
tree of knowledge and time and again have delighted in their savoriness. But
this joy was only in the moment of cognition and did not leave a deeper
mark on me. It seems to me that I have not drunk from the cup of wisdom
but have fallen into it. I have sought to find the principle for my life through
resignation [Resignation], by supposing that since everything proceeds ac-
cording to inscrutable laws it could not be otherwise, by blunting my ambi-
tions and the antennae of my vanity. Because I could not get everything to
suit me, I abdicated with a consciousness of my own competence, somewhat
the way decrepit clergymen resign with pension. What did I find? Not my
self [ Jeg], which is what I did seek to find in that way (I imagined my soul,
if I may say so, as shut up in a box with a spring-lock, which external sur-
roundings would release by pressing the spring).—Consequently the seek-
ing and finding of the kingdom of heaven was the first thing to be resolved.
But it is just as useless for a person to want first of all to decide the externals
and after that the fundamentals as it is for a cosmic body, thinking to form
itself, first of all to decide the nature of its surface, to what bodies it should
turn its light, to which its dark side, without first letting the harmony of cen-

* How close does man, despite all his knowledge, usually live to madness? What is truth but
to live for an idea? When all is said and done, everything is based on a postulate; but not until
it no longer stands outside him, not until he lives in it, does it cease to be a postulate for him.
(Dialectic—Dispute)

** Thus it will be easy for us once we receive that ball of yarn from Ariadne (love) and then
go through all the mazes of the labyrinth (life) and kill the monster. But how many are there
who plunge into life (the labyrinth) without taking that precaution (the young girls and the lit-
tle boys who are sacrificed every year to Minotaurus)—?
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trifugal and centripetal forces realize its existence [Existents] and letting the
rest come of itself. One must first learn to know oneself before knowing
anything else (yv@6t seovtév). Not until a person has inwardly understood
himself and then sees the course he is to take does his life gain peace and
meaning; only then is he free of that irksome, sinister traveling companion—
that irony of life* that manifests itself in the sphere of knowledge and invites
true knowing to begin with a not-knowing (Socrates),** just as God created
the world from nothing. But in the waters of morality it is especially at home
to those who still have not entered the tradewinds of virtue. Here it tumbles
a person about in a horrible way, for a time lets him feel happy and content
in his resolve to go ahead along the right path, then hurls him into the abyss
of despair. Often it lulls a person to sleep with the thought, “After all, things
cannot be otherwise,” only to awaken him suddenly to a rigorous interroga-
tion. Frequently it seems to let a veil of forgetfulness fall over the past, only
to make every single trifle appear in a strong light again. When he struggles
along the right path, rejoicing in having overcome temptation’s power, there
may come at almost the same time, right on the heels of perfect victory, an
apparently insignificant external circumstance that pushes him down, like
Sisyphus, from the height of the crag. Often when a person has concentrated
on something, a minor external circumstance arises that destroys everything.
(As in the case of a man who, weary of life, is about to throw himself into
the Thames and at the crucial moment is halted by the sting of a mosquito.)
Frequently a person feels his very best when the illness is the worst, as in tu-
berculosis. In vain he tries to resist it, but he has not sufficient strength, and
it is no help to him that he has gone through the same thing many times; the
kind of practice acquired in this way does not apply here. Just as no one who
has been taught a great deal about swimming is able to keep afloat in a storm,
but only the person who is intensely convinced and has experienced that he
is actually lighter than water, so a person who lacks this inward point of poise
is unable to keep afloat in life’s storms.—Only when a person has under-
stood himself in this way is he able to maintain an independent existence and
thus avoid surrendering his own I. How often we see (in a period when we
extol that Greek historian because he knows how to appropriate an unfa-
miliar style so delusively like the original author’, instead of censuring him,

* It may very well in a certain sense remain, but he is able to bear the squalls of this life, for
the more a man lives for an idea, the more easily he comes to sit on the “wonder stool” before
the whole world.—Frequently, when a person is most convinced that he has understood him-
self, he is assaulted by the uneasy feeling that he has really only learned someone else’s life by
rote.

**There is also a proverb that says: “One hears the truth from children and the insane.” Here
it is certainly not a question of having truth according to premises and conclusions, but how
often have not the words of a child or an insane person thundered at the man with whom pen-
etrating discernment could accomplish nothing—?
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since the first praise always goes to an author for having his own style—that
is, a mode of expression and presentation qualified by his own individual-
ity)—how often we see people who either out of mental-spiritual laziness
live on the crumbs that fall from another’s table or for more egotistical rea-
sons seek to identify themselves with others, until eventually they believe it
all, just like the liar through frequent repetition of his stories. Although I am
still far from this kind of interior understanding of myself, with profound re-
spect for its significance I have sought to preserve my individuality—wor-
shiped the unknown God. With a premature anxiety I have tried to avoid
coming in close contact with the phenomena whose force of attraction
might be too powerful for me. I have sought to appropriate much from them,
studied their distinctive characteristics and meaning in human life, but at the
same time guarded against coming, like the moth, too close to the flame. I
have had little to win or to lose in association with the ordinary run of men,
partly because what they did—so-called practical life*—does not interest me
much, partly because their coldness and indifterence to the spiritual and
deeper currents in man alienate me even more from them. With few excep-
tions my companions have had no special influence upon me. A life that has
not arrived at clarity about itself must necessarily exhibit an uneven side-sur-
face; confronted by certain facts [facta] and their apparent disharmony, they
simply halted there, for they did not have sufticient interest in me to seek a
resolution in a higher harmony or to recognize the necessity of it. Their
opinion of me was always one-sided, and I have vacillated between putting
too much or too little weight on what they said. I have now withdrawn from
their influence and the potential variations of my life’s compass resulting
from it. Thus I am again standing at the point where I must begin again in
another way. I shall now calmly attempt to look at myself and begin to ini-
tiate inner action; for only thus will I be able, like a child calling itself “I”” in
its first consciously undertaken act, be able to call myself “I” in a profounder
sense.

But that takes stamina, and it is not possible to harvest immediately what
one has sown. I will remember that philosopher’s method of having his dis-
ciples keep silent for three years; then I dare say it will come. Just as one does
not begin a feast at sunrise but at sundown, just so in the spiritual world one
must first work forward for some time before the sun really shines for us and
rises in all its glory; for although it is true as it says that God lets his sun shine
upon the good and the evil and lets the rain fall on the just and the unjust,
it is not so in the spiritual world. So let the die be cast—I am crossing the
Rubicon! No doubt this road takes me into battle, but I will not renounce it.

* This life, which is fairly prevalent in the whole era, is manifest also in big things; whereas
the past ages built works before which the observer must stand in silence, now they build a
tunnel under the Thames (utility and advantage). Yes, almost before a child gets time to admire
the beauty of a plant or some animal, it asks: Of what use is it?
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I will not lament the past—why lament? I will work energetically and not
waste time in regrets, like the person stuck in a bog and first calculating how
far he has sunk without recognizing that during the time he spends on that
he is sinking still deeper. I will hurry along the path I have found and shout
to everyone I meet: Do not look back as Lot’s wife did, but remember that
we are struggling up a hil.—JPV 5100 (Pap. I A 75) August 1, 1835

Philosophy is perfectly right in saying that life must be understood backward.
But then one forgets the other clause—that it must be lived forward. The
more one thinks through this clause, the more one concludes that life in tem-
porality never becomes properly understandable, simply because never at any
time does one get perfect repose to take a stance—backward. —JP I 1030
(Pap. IV A 164) n.d., 1843



FROM THE PAPERS OF ONE STILL LIVING
PUBLISHED AGAINST HIS WILL (SEPTEMBER 7, 1838)
BY S. KJERKEGAARD

The title may have been prompted inversely by Piickler-Muskau’s Tutti Frutti aus den Papieren
des Verstorbenen | . . . from the Papers of One Deceased] (1834), mentioned by Kierkegaard in
Pap. 1 A 41,1835 (JPV 5071). “Against His Will” refers to Kierkegaard’s hesitancy about pub-
lishing the piece. The family name is a rare variant of Kierkegaard [church-farm], a place-name
derived from the farm owned by the parish in Seding, Jylland, Denmark. From the Papers was
intended for Johan Ludvig Heiberg’s Perseus, which, however, ceased publication in August
1838. Kierkegaard did not regard From the Papers as part of his authorship but rather as an early
piece of experimental writing. As a review of another writer’s work (Hans Christian Ander-
sen’s Kun en Spillemand), the piece did not qualify as part of the authorship proper. It did, how-
ever, introduce the emphasis on authentic individual existence that is continued in all the later
works. Kierkegaard’s criticism is of a view of life that regards even a genius not as a shaping
subject but as a passive object who is molded by circumstances. Andersen in his autobiogra-
phy, Mit Livs Eventyr, wrote that perhaps only he and Kierkegaard had read From the Papers.
Meanwhile, however, Andersen caricatured Kierkegaard as the parrot (“Let us be men.”) in
“Galoshes of Fortune” (1838) and as the hairdresser in A Comedy in the Open Air. Vaudeville in
One Act Based on the Old Comedy An Actor against His Will (1840). In 1848 and 1849 Andersen
and Kierkegaard exchanged gift volumes (Nye Eventyr and Enten/Eller, 2 ed.) with friendly
greetings (see Letters, Letter 206, KW XXV).

WHEN we now say that Andersen totally lacks a life-view, this statement
is as much substantiated by the preceding as this latter is substantiated by the
statement itself verified in its truth. For a life-view is more than a quintes-
sence or a sum of propositions maintained in its abstract neutrality; it is more
than experience | Erfaring], which as such is always fragmentary. It is, namely,
the transubstantiation of experience; it is an unshakable certainty in oneself
won from all experience [Empirie], whether this has oriented itself only in
all worldly relationships (a purely human standpoint, Stoicism, for example),
by which means it keeps itself from contact with a deeper experience—or
whether in its heavenward direction (the religious) it has found therein the
center as much for its heavenly as its earthly existence, has won the true
Christian conviction “that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principal-
ities, nor powers, nor the present, nor the future, nor height, nor depth, nor
any other creation will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ
Jesus our Lord”! If we now look and see how things are with Andersen in
this respect, we find the relationship to be just as we had expected. On the
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14 From the Papers of One Still Living

one hand, single propositions stick out like hieroglyphs* that at times are the
object of a pious veneration. On the other, he dwells on the individual phe-
nomena coming from his own experience, which at times are further ele-
vated to propositions and are then to be subsumed under the previous class,
and at times are brought out more as something experienced, without one’s
therefore being rightly able, as long as these remain in their bachelor state,
to draw any further conclusions from them.

If one will now perhaps say that the life-view we have depicted is a stand-
point one can approach only gradually and that it is unjust to make such great
demands on so young a man as Andersen, then we shall, as far as the last point
is concerned, although willingly admitting that Andersen is a young man,
nevertheless remind readers that we are dealing with Andersen only as a nov-
elist and, anticipando [anticipating], add that such a life-view is, for a novelist
of the class to which Andersen belongs, conditio sine qua non [a necessary con-
dition]. With regard to the first point, we readily admit a certain approxi-
mation in the full sense of the word but also say stop in time, before we are
saddled with the consequence, annulling our whole view, that the life-view
proper commences first (demum) [at last]) at the hour of one’s death or per-
haps even on one of the planets. If we now ask how such a life-view is
brought about, then we answer that for the one who does not allow his life
to fizzle out too much but seeks as far as possible to lead its single expres-
sions back to himself again, there must necessarily come a moment in which
a strange light spreads over life without one’s therefore even remotely need-
ing to have understood all possible particulars, to the progressive under-
standing of which, however, one now has the key. There must come a mo-
ment, I say, when, as Daub observes, life 1s understood backward through the
idea.? If one has not yet come this far, yes, even totally lacks understanding
of what all this means, then one comes to set oneself a life-task parodically,
either by its already having been solved, if one can call it that, though in an-
other sense it has never been posed, or by its never being able to be solved.
In further corroboration of this, we find both situations described in An-
dersen, since both views are presented in borrowed maxims and also to a cer-
tain extent are illustrated in individual poetic personalities. On the one hand,
it is taught that on every person there is written a mene mene> etc. In analogy
to this, individuals appear whose actual task lies behind them, but this does
not help them to come into the right “backward” position for viewing life,
since this task is placed rather like a hump on their own backs,** and there-

* This standpoint is very prevalent, and one can usually identify the species belonging to it
by a tendency, even when the conversation is about the most insignificant subject, to begin
with a “maxim.”

** For example, O. T.*

Was ich nicht weisz, macht mich nicht heisz, so denkt der Ochse, wenn er vor dem Kopf ein Brett hat
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fore they never actually come to see it or could never possibly become con-
scious of it in a spiritual sense, unless for a change Andersen puts into them
a consciousness that disturbs the whole conception—individuals appear
who, like other heavenly bodies, go their once-allotted way with an undevi-
ating precision. Or, on the other hand, Andersen loses himself not so much
in high-flown [hditravende] as in long-winded [langtravende] observations, in
which the hero is a superb peripatetic who, because he has no essential rea-
son for stopping anywhere and because existence [ Tilvarelse] on the contrary
is always a circle, ends up going in a circle, even though Andersen and oth-
ers who have lived for many years on the hill believe he is walking straight
ahead because the earth is as flat as a pancake. In between, that is to say in
the unity of these standpoints, lies the happy medium, but from this it by no
means follows that through a new inconsistency, which, please note, does not
annul the preceding (for that would be the most fortunate), new phenom-
ena cannot appear, for example, that Andersen suddenly breaks off their un-
daunted wandering, sentences them to an arbitrary punishment, cuts oft their
noses and ears, and sends them to Siberia, and then our Lord, or whoever
else wants to, must take care of them.—

But is it, then, absolutely necessary for a novelist to have such a life-view,
or is there not a certain poetic mood that as such, in union with an animated
portrayal, can achieve the same? Our reply to this lies for the most part in
what we developed earlier with regard to Blicher, in which we have specif-
ically sought to point out the significance of such a unity born of mood and,
through a succession of modifications, understood by the readers as a whole
picture. And furthermore, insofar as one wants to make a similar view valid
for a countless number of given standpoints arrived at through reflection—
and here one must remember that, where productivity is concerned, all these
standpoints as such have a diminishing effect and increasingly allow the orig-
inal mood to evaporate—we shall merely add that productivity is certainly
possible from all these standpoints, but that when one is a little fastidious
about one’s designations, what is produced should be called studies for short
novels etc. rather than short novels, since also at the level of studies produc-
tivity will be unsuccesstul to the same extent as one really sets oneself the
task of a short novel or novel.

Perhaps one wants to go further and—pleading that there is nevertheless
one idea that continually appears in Andersen’s novels (something I admit
myself)—thereby salvage a life-view for Andersen and reproach me for my
inconsistency. To this I must reply that I have never maintained that an idea
as such (least of all a fixed idea) is to be regarded as a life-view, and further-
more, in order to embark upon this examination, I must have a little more

[What I do not know, I do not get heated about, thus thinks the ox when it wears a blinder].
See Grabbe.®
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16 From the Papers of One Still Living

detailed information about the content of this idea. If the idea is that life is
not a process of development but a process of the downfall of the great and
distinguished that would sprout up, then I think I can indeed justly protest
against the application of the designation “life-view”* to this, insofar as one
will agree with me at all that skepticism as such is not a theory of knowl-
edge or, to keep to my theme, that such a mistrust of life certainly contains
a truth insofar as it leads to finding a trust (for example, when Solomon says
that all is vanity®), but, on the other hand, at the same moment as it ends up
as a final decision on life’s questions it contains an untruth.

But to proceed. We shall for a moment assume that one could be right in
calling such a view, arbitrarily brought to a standstill in reflection and now
elevated to ultimate truth, a life-view. We shall imagine an individual who,
greatly tossed about by an intensely agitated age, finally decides upon such a
standpoint. We shall let him produce short novels. They will all receive a
birthmark, but to the extent that he had experienced much, to the extent
that he had really participated in life’s vicissitudes, to the same extent he
would also be able to develop in his short novels a great sequence of appalling
consequences, all pointing to his hero’s final downfall,** and to the same ex-
tent one would for a long time feel tempted to believe in the truth of his
conception of life. But is this the case with Andersen? Surely no one will
maintain this. On the contrary, Andersen skips over the actual development,
sets an appropriate interval of time between, first shows as well as he can the
great forces and natural capacities, and then shows their loss.T Here, however,
one will surely agree with us that it is no life-view. To clarify our opinion
further, we shall merely add that such a loss-theory can emanate partly from
a seriously undertaken but nevertheless abortive attempt to understand the
world, in that the individual, depressed by the world, although long work-
ing against it, at last succumbs. Or it can be brought about by this, that at the
very first awakening of reflection one does not then look outward but in-
stantaneously into oneself and in one’s so-called contemplation of the world
merely carries through accurately one’s own suftering. The first is an abortive
activity, the second an original passivity. Tt The first is a broken manliness, the
second a consistent womanliness.

* In order to keep the question as clear as possible, I must remind readers that I do not seek
to make one life-view valid, and Andersen another, but, uninterested in advancing any partic-
ular life-view, I seek only to combat this negative standpoint and its right to try to pass itself
off as a life-view.

** How far this final downfall is poetically true, such an individual as a rule cannot judge,
because he lacks the proper vantage point.

T One could almost be tempted to encourage him to demonstrate the identity of the char-
acter.

T Andersen actually seems to regard such an original passivity as belonging to genius. See
Kun en Spillemand, 1, p. 161: “Genius is an egg that needs warmth for the fertilization of good
fortune; otherwise it becomes a wind-egg.” I, p. 160: “He had intimations of the pearl in his
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We return to our theme: to explain, through a brief suggestion of the ne-
cessity of a life-view for the novel and short-novel writer, how things stand
with Andersen in this respect. A life-view is really providence in the novel;
it is its deeper unity, which makes the novel have the center of gravity in it-
self. A life-view frees it from being arbitrary or purposeless, since the pur-
pose is immanently present everywhere in the work of art. But when such
a life-view is lacking, the novel either seeks to insinuate some theory (dog-
matic, doctrinaire short novels) at the expense of poetry or it makes a finite
and incidental contact with the author’s flesh and blood. This latter, however,
can take place through a great multiplicity of modifications, from an invol-
untary overflow of cleverness in the personality to the point where the au-
thor paints himself in, as landscape painters sometimes like to do; yes, they
even forget that this could have significance only insofar as it is understood
as situation, and therefore, totally forgetting the landscape, go on to paint
themselves elaborately in their own vain Solomonic pomp and glory, which
suits flowers but not people. (When I contrast doctrinaire and subjective nov-
els in this respect, I can very well see that it is indeed only through a subdi-
vision that these become coordinated with each other, for the doctrinaire
novels also stand in an incidental relation to the personality, because their au-
thors, through an incidental resolution of will, rest satisfied with propositions
that they have not yet sufticiently experienced.) Yet, although both classes of
novels stand in a finite and wrong relation to the personality, I by no means
think that the novel in a certain prosaic* sense should abstract from the per-
sonality or that one could from another standpoint justly exact as much from
the novel as from rigorous speculation. Instead, the poet himself must first
and foremost win a competent personality, and it is only this dead and trans-
figured personality that ought to and is able to produce, not the many-
angled, worldly, palpable one. How difficult it is to win oneself such a per-
sonality can also be seen from the fact that in many otherwise fine novels
there is to be found a residue, as it were, of the author’s finite character,
which, like an impudent third person, like a badly brought-up child, often
joins in the conversation at unseemly places. If we now apply this to Ander-
sen, not so much arguing from as appealing to the rather prevalent judgment
arising in conversation, “That is just like Andersen, he is always himself, etc.,”

soul, the glorious pearl of art; he did not know that like the pearl in the sea it must await the
diver who brings it up to the light or cling fast to mussels and oysters, the high fellowship of
patrons, in order to come to view in this way” This is a quite special kind of genius. Even in
the classicism of the ancient world, they sprang in full armor from the head of Jupiter. So
genius needs warmth! Genius must use petticoat influence! Let us not be ungrateful to the
geniuses we have, and let us not trouble the heads of the younger ones!

* As has happened with the word “impartiality,” which in our lukewarm time more or less
indicates what a man already long ago has expressed as his standpoint: to be neither partial nor
impartial.
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18 From the Papers of One Still Living

we justly believe we might include him in the class of novelists who give an
unpoetic surplus of their own merely phenomenological personality, with-
out therefore wanting to attribute to him such a strong determination of will
in this respect that it would prevent him from straying into the territory of
doctrinaire short novels also, yet not as if he had some major theory he
wanted to advance, but rather, as shown above, through a partiality for and
an over-estimation of certain particular propositions, which, in so strict a
celibacy as the author keeps them, have nothing much to say.

One will best convince oneself of how markedly Andersen’s novels stand
in a wrong relation to his person by reproducing the total impression his nov-
els leave behind them. We by no means think that it is wrong that an indi-
vidual succumbs in the novel, but then it must be a poetic truth, not, as in
some poets, a pia fraus [pious fraud] of upbringing or, as in Andersen, his final
will. We by no means require, in any stricter understanding of the words,
good sense and clarity about life in every single one of his poetically created
individuals. On the contrary, if the worst comes to the worst, we shall grant
him full authority to let them go out of their minds, only it must not hap-
pen in such a way that a madness in the third person is replaced by one in
the first, that the author himself takes the mad person’s role. In a novel there
must be an immortal spirit that survives the whole. In Andersen, however,
there is absolutely no grip on things: when the hero dies, Andersen dies,
too, and at most forces from the reader a sigh over them both as the final
impression.

Having thus referred several times here to Andersen’s person and person-
ality, I shall—in answer to an objection, although one possible only through
misunderstanding and misinterpretation, as if by mentioning Andersen as a
person I here overstepped the limit of my esthetic jurisdiction and the com-
petence admitted within this—1I shall, without appealing to the circumstance
that I as good as do not know Andersen personally, merely state that the po-
etic production proper, especially in the domain of the short novel and novel,
is nothing but a copious second power, shaping itself in a freer world and
moving about in it, reproducing from what has already in various ways been
poetically experienced to the first power. Moreover, in Andersen’s novels, on
the one hand one misses the consolidating total survey (a life-view), and on
the other one encounters again and again situations, comments, etc. that are
indeed undeniably poetic but in Andersen remain undigested and poetically
(not commercially) unused, unappropriated, unfiltered.

With regard to what I have to say in conclusion—prompted by the mis-
relation, certainly on the whole conceded to be factual, between a reading
and a criticizing world’s judgment of Andersen, insofar as this misrelation
has also repeated itself in my consciousness—1I could wish that I might suc-
ceed in speaking about this just as personally as I have tried to keep the fore-
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going free of any oblique relation to my personality. That is, as I reproduce
the first stage [reading the book], the recollection of a variety of poetical
moods is brought to life, moods with which every poetic life, even the most
obscure (and this, in a certain sense, perhaps most of all), must be interwo-
ven. And as I once again seek to retain every single one, the one displaces
the other so rapidly that the totality of them assembles as if for departure in
one single concentration, assembles in a present that nevertheless at the same
moment feels in itself the necessity of becoming a past and thereby evokes
from me a certain nostalgic smile as I consider them, a feeling of thankful-
ness as I recollect the man to whom I owe it all, a feeling that I would pre-
fer to whisper in Andersen’s ear rather than confide to paper. Not that at any
moment it has been anything but a joy for me to be able to give him what
is his due and what, especially in our time, anyone who still has a little feel-
ing for poetry in the ecclesia pressa in which we live must almost be tempted
to give more warmly than the truth perhaps could demand. Nor that such
an utterance could not be brought into harmony with my whole earlier ex-
pressed view of Andersen, because in spite of all his tossing about, all his
bending before every poetic breeze, it still always gives me joy that as yet he
has not come under the all-embracing devil-may-care trade wind of poli-
tics.—I wished to say this to Andersen rather than write it because such an
utterance is on the whole very exposed to misunderstanding, something,
however, I hope that I shall be able to put up with if only Andersen, in order
to avoid it, will hold what I have written with sympathetic ink up to that
light which alone makes the writing readable and the meaning clear.
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THE CONCEPT OF IRONY,
WITH CONTINUAL REFERENCE TO SOCRATES
(SEPTEMBER 16, 1841)
BY S. A. KIERKEGAARD

On September 29, 1841, Kierkegaard defended his dissertation on irony in a seven-and-one-
half hour public colloquium. By special permission the dissertation was written in Danish,
not in Latin. Adolph Peter Adler and two others had been granted similar permission. In his
petition Kierkegaard stated that Latin would be inappropriate for a discussion of irony in
the modern period. He also pointed out that he had taught Latin and that the public de-
fense would be in Latin. One member of the audience at the colloquium wrote that
Kierkegaard “played toss-in-a-blanket” with the official faculty opponents. Kierkegaard him-
self’ was particularly critical of a passage in which Socrates’ view of the state and the indi-
vidual was regarded as a defect. “What a Hegelian fool I was! It is precisely this that power-
fully demonstrates what a great ethicist Socrates was” ( JP IV 4281; Pap. X3 A 477). Because
Irony was a university dissertation, Kierkegaard did not regard it as part of the authorship
proper. But many of the important themes in Irony—immediacy, reflection, selthood, sub-
jectivity, objectivity, the esthetic, the ethical, the religious, and anthropological contempla-
tion—are later developed in various ways in the pseudonymous and the signed works. Not
least is the development in Philosophical Fragments of the first thesis (on the relation of
Socrates and Christ).

PART ONE
THE POSITION OF SOCRATES
VIEWED AS IRONY

Xenophon and Plato

If Plato’s view of Socrates were to be expressed in a few words, it could be
said that he provides him with the idea. Where the empirical ends, Socrates
begins; his function is to lead speculation out of finite qualifications, to lose
sight of finitude and steer out upon the Oceanus where ideal striving and
ideal infinity recognize no alien considerations but are themselves their in-
finite goal. Thus, just as the lower sense perception turns pale before this
higher knowledge—indeed, becomes a delusion, a deception by compari-
son—just so every consideration of a finite goal becomes a disparagement,
a profanation of the holy. In short, Socrates has gained ideality, has conquered
those vast regions that hitherto were a terra incognita [unknown land]. For this
reason, he disdains the useful, is indifterent to the established [Bestaaende], is
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an out-and-out enemy of the mediocrity that in empiricism is the highest,
an object of pious worship, but for speculation a troll changeling.

But if we remember the conclusion we arrived at through Xenophon,
namely, that here we found Socrates busily functioning as an apostle of fini-
tude, as an ofticious bagman for mediocrity, tirelessly recommending his one
and only saving secular gospel, that here we found the useful rather than the
good, the useful rather than the beautiful, the established rather than the true,
the lucrative rather than the sympathetic, pedestrianism rather than harmo-
nious unity, then one will surely admit that these two conceptions cannot
very well be joined.

Either Xenophon must be charged with sheer arbitrariness, with an in-
comprehensible hatred of Socrates that sought satisfaction in such slander, or
an equally incomprehensible idiosyncrasy must be attributed to Plato because
of his opposition, which just as puzzlingly resulted in changing Socrates into
conformity with himself. If we momentarily let the actuality of Socrates be
an unknown quantity, one may say of these two interpretations that
Xenophon, like a huckster, has deflated his Socrates and that Plato, like an
artist, has created his Socrates in supranatural dimensions.

But what was Socrates actually like? What was the point of departure for
his activity? The answer to this must, of course, also help us out of the
dilemma in which we have been situated until now. The answer is: Socrates’
existence is irony. Just as this answer, in my opinion, removes the problem,
so the fact that it removes the problem makes it the right answer as well—
thus it simultaneously appears as a hypothesis and as the truth. In other words,
the point, the line that makes the irony into irony, is very difticult to grasp.
Along with Xenophon, therefore, one can certainly assume that Socrates was
fond of walking around and talking with all sorts of people because every
external thing or event is an occasion for the ever quick-witted ironist; along
with Plato, one can certainly let Socrates touch on the idea, except that the
idea does not open up to him but is rather a boundary. Each of these two in-
terpretations has, of course, sought to give a complete characterization of
Socrates—Xenophon by pulling him down into the lower regions of the
useful, Plato by elevating him into the supramundane regions of the idea.
But the point, one that lies between, invisible and so very difficult to grasp
securely, is irony. On the one hand, the manifold variety of actuality is the
very element of the ironist. On the other hand, his passage across actuality is
floating and ethereal; he is continually just touching the ground, but since
the real kingdom of ideality is still foreign to him, he has not as yet emigrated
to it but seems always to be on the point of departure. Irony oscillates be-
tween the ideal I and the empirical I; the one would make Socrates a philoso-
pher, the other a Sophist; but what makes him more than a Sophist is that his
empirical I has universal validity.
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Aristophanes

Aristophanes’ view of Socrates will provide just the necessary contrast to
Plato’s and precisely by means of this contrast will open the possibility of a
new approach for our evaluation. Indeed, it would be a great lack if we did
not have the Aristophanic appraisal of Socrates; for just as every process usu-
ally ends with a parodying of itself, and such a parody is an assurance that
this process has outlived its day, so the comic view is an element, in many
ways a perpetually corrective element, in making a personality or an enter-
prise completely intelligible. Therefore, even though we lack direct evidence
about Socrates, even though we lack an altogether reliable view of him, we
do have in recompense all the various nuances of misunderstanding, and in
my opinion this is our best asset with a personality such as Socrates.

Plato and Aristophanes do have in common an ideality of depiction, but
at opposite poles; Plato has the tragic ideality, Aristophanes the comic. What
motivated Aristophanes to view Socrates this way, whether he was bribed
to do it by Socrates’ accusers, whether he was embittered by Socrates’
friendly relations with Euripides, whether through him he opposed
Anaxagoras’s speculations about nature, whether he identified him with the
Sophists, in short, whether any finite and mundane motivation determined
him in his view is totally irrelevant to this study, and insofar as it should
provide an answer on this point, it would, of course, have to be negative,
since it acknowledges the conviction that Aristophanes’ conception is ideal
and thereby already freed from any such concerns, does not cringingly
creep along the ground but, free and light, takes flight above it. Simply to
apprehend the empirical actuality of Socrates, to bring him on stage as he
walked and stood in life, would have been beneath the dignity of Aristo-
phanes and would have changed his comedy into a satirical poem; on the
other hand, to idealize him on a scale whereby he became completely un-
recognizable would lie entirely outside the interest of Greek comedy. That
the latter was not the case is attested by antiquity, which recounts that the
performance of The Clouds was honored in this respect by the presence of
its severest critic, Socrates himself, who to the public’s delight stood up dur-
ing the performance so that the theater crowd could see for themselves the
fitting likeness. We certainly must agree with the perspicacious R6tscher®
that such a purely eccentric ideal view would not lie within the interest of
Greek comedy either. He has so excellently explained how the essence of
comedy consisted expressly in viewing actuality ideally, in bringing an ac-
tual personality on stage, yet in such a way that this one is indeed seen as a
representative of the idea, which is why we find also in Aristophanes the

* Heinrich Theodor Rétscher, Aristophanes und sein Zeitalter, eine philologisch-philosophische
Abhandlung zur Alterthumsforschung. Berlin: 1827.
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three great comic paradigms: Cleon, Euripides, and Socrates, whose roles
comically represent the aspiration of the age in its three trends. Just as the
scrupulously detailed view of actuality filled the distance between the au-
dience and the stage, so also the ideal view in turn separated these two
forces to the extent to which art must always do this. That Socrates in ac-
tual life presented many comic sides, that he, to put it bluntly once and for
all, was to a certain degree a Sonderling [eccentric]* cannot be denied; nei-
ther can it be denied that this is enough justification for a comic poet; but
there is no denying, either, that this would not have been enough for an
Aristophanes.

PART TWO
THE CONCEPT OF IRONY

Introduction

The object of investigation in this part has already been given to a certain
extent in the first part, insofar as this permitted one aspect of the concept to
appear in the form of contemplation. Therefore, in the first part I have not
so much assumed the concept as I have let it come into existence while I

* Cf. Johann Georg Sulzer, Nachtrige zu Sulzers allgemeiner Theorie der schinen Kiinste, VII,
1, p. 162: “Leider kennen wir den Socrates nur aus den verschonernden Gemihlden eines
Plato und Xenophon, indesz geht aus diesen so manches hervor, was Befremden erregt und
auf einen seltsamen Mann hindeutet. Die Leitung eines unsichtbaren Genius, deren der Weise
sich zu erfreuen glaubte, seine Zuritickgezogenheit und Versenkung in sich selbst, die sogar
im Lager tagelang dauerte und allen seinen Zeltgenossen auffiel, seine Unterhaltungen, deren
Gegenstand, Zweck und Wendungen sich durch so viel Eigenthiimlichkeiten auszeichneten,
sein vernachlissigtes Aeuszere und sein in vielen Hinsichten ungewdhnliches Betragen—alles
diesz muszte ihm nothwendig in den Augen der Menge den Anstrich eines Sonderlings geben
[Unfortunately, we know Socrates only from Plato’s and Xenophon’s embellished portraits,
from which a great deal follows that seems strange and suggests a peculiar person. The guid-
ance of an invisible daimon in which the philosopher was pleased to believe, his withdrawal
and absorption into himself lasting for days even while at camp and quite to the astonish-
ment of fellow campers, his conversation, whose object, aim, and manner were distinguished
by so much that was odd, his neglected exterior and in many respects unusual behavior—all
this must inevitably have given him the appearance of an eccentric in the eyes of the
crowd].”—Also p. 140, where the author observes that if we knew Socrates more accurately,
Aristophanes would no doubt be given even more credence: “wir wiirden und dann unfehlbar
iiberzeugen, dasz er, bei allen seinen groszen Tugenden und herrlichen Eigenschaften, doch
die Fehler und Gebrechen der Menschheit im reichen Maasze an sich trug, dasz er, wie so
gar mehrere unverdichtige Winke vermuthen lassen, in noch mancher Riicksicht zu der
Classe der Sonderlinge gehérte, seine Lehrart von dem Vorwurfe der Weitschweifigkeit und
Pedanterei nicht frei war [we would then be unmistakably convinced that in spite of his many
virtues and splendid qualities he still had the faults and defects of humanity in great measure,
that, as several reliable indications suggest, he belonged in many respects to the class of ec-
centrics, and that his mode of teaching was not exempt from the reproach of verbosity and
pedantry].”

XIII
216

XIII
317

XIII
215

XIII
216



XIII
318

24 The Concept of Irony

sought to orient myself in the phenomenon. In so doing, I have found an
unknown quantity, a position that appeared to have been characteristic of
Socrates. I have called this position irony, but in the first part of the disser-
tation the term for it is of minor importance; the main thing is that no fac-
tor or feature has been slighted, also that all the factors and features have
grouped themselves into a totality. Whether or not this position is irony will
first be decided now as I come to that point in developing the concept in
which Socrates must fit if his position was really irony at all. But just as I dealt
in the first part of the dissertation solely with Socrates, so in the develop-
ment of the concept it will become apparent in what sense he is a factor in
the development of the concept—in other words, it will become apparent
whether the concept of irony is absolutely exhausted in him or whether there
are other modes to be inspected before we can say that the concept has been
adequately interpreted.

Therefore, just as in the first part of the dissertation the concept always
hovered in the background with a continual craving to take shape in the phe-
nomenon, just so in this part of the dissertation the phenomenal manifesta-
tion of the concept, as a continual possibility to take up residence among us,
will accompany the progress of the discussion. These two factors are insep-
arable, because if the concept were not in the phenomenon or, more cor-
rectly, if the phenomenon were not understandable, actual, only in and with
the concept, and if the phenomenon were not in the concept or, more cor-
rectly, if from the outset the concept were not understandable, actual, in and
with the phenomenon, then all knowledge would be impossible, inasmuch
as I in the first case would be lacking the truth and in the second case the
actuality.

Now, if irony is a qualification of subjectivity, we shall promptly see the
necessity of two manifestations of this concept, and actuality has indeed at-
tached the name to them. The first one, of course, is the one in which sub-
jectivity asserts its rights in world history for the first time. Here we have
Socrates, that is, we are hereby shown where we should look for the con-
cept in its historical manifestation. But once having made its appearance in
the world, subjectivity did not vanish again without a trace, the world did
not sink back again into the earlier form of development; on the contrary,
the old vanished and everything became new. For a new mode of irony to
be able to appear now, it must result from the assertion of subjectivity in a
still higher form. It must be subjectivity raised to the second power, a sub-
jectivity’s subjectivity, which corresponds to reflection’s reflection. With this
we are once again world-historically oriented—that is, we are referred to
the development that modern philosophy attained in Kant and that is com-
pleted in Fichte, and more specifically again to the positions that after Fichte
sought to affirm subjectivity in its second potency. Actuality bears out that
this hangs together properly, for here again we meet irony. But since this po-
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sition is an intensified subjective consciousness, it quite naturally is clearly
and definitely conscious of irony and declares irony as its position. This was
indeed the case with Friedrich Schlegel, who sought to bring it to bear in
relation to actuality; with Tieck, who sought to bring it to bear in poetry;
and with Solger, who became esthetically and philosophically conscious of
it. Finally, here irony also met its master in Hegel. Whereas the first form of
irony was not combated but was pacified by subjectivity as it obtained its
rights, the second form of irony was combated and destroyed, for inasmuch
as subjectivity was unauthorized it could obtain its rights only by being an-
nulled.

If these observations are adequate for orientation in the history of the
concept of irony, this by no means implies that an interpretation of this con-
cept, insofar as it seeks a stronghold and support in what was developed ear-
lier, is not fraught with difficulty. Insofar as we seek a thorough and coher-
ent development of this concept, we shall soon be convinced that it has a
strange history or, more correctly, no history. In the period after Fichte,
when it was especially current, we find it mentioned again and again, sug-
gested again and again, presupposed again and again. However, if we are
looking for a clear exposition, we look in vain.* Solger laments that A. W.
v. Schlegel in his Vorlesungen iiber dramatische Kunst und Litteratur, where, if
anywhere, we would expect to find adequate information, cursorily men-
tions it but once. Hegel** laments that with Solger it was the same and no
better with Tieck.

* Solgers nachgelassene Schriften und Briefiechsel, ed. Ludwig Tieck and Friedrich v. Raumer,
I, p. 514 (in a critique of A. W. v. Schlegel’s lectures): “Es war dem Rec. hochst auftallend, der
Ironie, in welcher er den wahren Mittelpunct der ganzen dramatischen Kunst erkennt, so dasz
sie auch beim philosophischen Dialog, wenn er einigermaszen dramatisch seyn soll, nicht zu
entbehren ist, in dem ganzen Werke nur Einmal erwihnt zu finden, Th. II. Abth. 2, S. 72, und
noch dazu um ihr alle Einmischung in das eigentliche Tragische zu untersagen; und doch erin-
nert er sich an frithere Aeuszerungen des Verfassers, welche sich an diese Ideen wenigstens sehr
anzunihern schienen. Die Ironie ist aber auch das gerade Gegentheil jener Ansicht des Lebens,
in welcher Ernst und Scherz, wie sie der Verfasser annimmt, wurzeln [As reviewer I was stunned
by finding irony (which I regard as the true focus of all dramatic art and also as indispensable
to philosophical dialogue if it is to be properly dramatic) mentioned only once in the entire
work (pt. II, sec. 2, p. 72) and then for the sake of prohibiting irony from any and all inter-
mingling in the genuinely tragic. And yet the reviewer can recall previous statements of this
author that at least appear to approximate this idea. But irony is the very opposite of that view
of life in which, as the author supposes, seriousness and jest are rooted].”

** Hegel, Werke, XVI1, p. 492 (in a review of Solger’s posthumous writings): “Dasselbe ist
Solger’'n begegnet; in den speculativen Expositionen der hochsten Idee, die er in der oben
angeftihrten Abhandlung mit dem innersten Geistesernste giebt, erwihnt er der Ironie gar nicht,
sie, welche mit der Begeisterung auf’s Innigste vereint, und in deren Tiefe Kunst, Religion und
Philosophie identisch seyen. Gerade dort, hitte man geglaubt, miisse der Ort seyn, wo man in’s
Klare gesetzt finden werde, was es denn mit dem vornehmen Geheimnisse, dem groszen Un-
bekannten—der Ironie—fiir eine philosophische Bewandtnisz habe [The same happened with
Solger; in the speculative exposition of the highest Idea, which in the above-mentioned work
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Since they all lament, why should I not also lament? My lament is that it
is just the reverse with Hegel. At the point in all his systems where we could
expect to find a development of irony, we find it referred to. Although, if it
all were copied, we would have to concede that what is said about irony is
in one sense not so inconsiderable, in another sense it is not much, since he
says just about the same thing on every point. Add to this the fact that he di-
rects his attack against the particular and often disparate ideas we have at-
tached to the word “irony,” and as a result, since usage is not constant, his
polemic is not always entirely clear. Yet I am far from being able to lament
justifiably over Hegel in the same sense as Hegel laments over his predeces-
sors. There are excellent observations especially in his review of Solger’s
posthumous writings (in vol. XVI of his collected works). And even if the
presentation and characterization of negative positions (since loguere ut
videam te [speak, so that I may see you] is particularly pertinent to the char-
acterization of these positions) are not always as exhaustive, as rich in con-
tent, as we could wish, Hegel knows all the better how to deal with them,
and thus the positivity he asserts contributes indirectly to his characteriza-
tion. While the Schlegels and Tieck had their major importance in the
polemic with which they destroyed a previous development, and while pre-
cisely for this reason their position became somewhat scattered, because it
was not a principal battle they won but a multitude of skirmishes, Hegel, on
the other hand, has absolute importance by defeating with his positive total
view the polemic prudery, the subjugation of which, just as Queen Bryn-
hild’s virginity required more than an ordinary husband, required a Sigurd.
Jean Paul also mentions irony frequently, and some things are found in his
Aesthetik, but without any philosophic or genuinely esthetic authority.
He speaks mainly as an esthetician, from a rich esthetic experience, instead
of actually giving grounds for his esthetic position. Irony, humor, moods
seem for him to be different languages, and his characterization is limited to
expressing the same thought ironically, humorously, in the language of
moods—somewhat as Franz Baader at times, after having described some
mystical theses, then translates them into mystical language.

But since the concept of irony has often acquired a different meaning in
this way, the point is that one is not to use it altogether arbitrarily either
knowingly or unknowingly; the point is that, having embraced the ordinary
use of language, one comes to see that the various meanings the word has
acquired in the course of time can still all be included here.

is presented with the most intense intellectual earnestness, he does not even mention irony, that
very irony that is in intimate union with enthusiasm and in whose depth art, religion, and phi-
losophy are identical. Here, if anywhere, one would have expected to find a lucid presentation
of what might philosophically be the case with that exclusive secret, that great unknown—
irony].” See the same place for Hegel’s comments concerning Tieck.
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The World-Historical Validity

of Irony,
the Irony of Socrates

If we turn back to the foregoing general description of irony as infinite ab-
solute negativity, it is adequately suggested therein that irony is no longer di-
rected against this or that particular phenomenon, against a particular exist-
ing thing, but that the whole of existence has become alien to the ironic
subject and the ironic subject in turn alien to existence, that as actuality has
lost its validity for the ironic subject, he himself has to a certain degree be-
come unactual. The word “actuality,” however, must here primarily be un-
derstood as historical actuality—that is, the given actuality at a certain time
and in a certain situation. This word can be understood metaphysically—for
example, as it is used when one treats the metaphysical issue of the relation
of the idea to actuality, where there is no question of this or that actuality
but of the idea’s concretion, that is, its actuality—and the word “actuality”
can also be used for the historically actualized idea. The latter actuality is dif-
ferent at different times. By this it is in no way meant that in the sum total
of its existence the historical actuality is not supposed to have an eternal and
intrinsic coherence, but for different generations separated by time and space
the given actuality is different. Even though the world spirit in any process
is continually in itself, this is not the case with the generation at a certain
time and the given individuals at a certain time in the same generation. For
them, a given actuality does not present itself as something that they are able
to reject, because the world process leads the person who is willing to go
along and sweeps the unwilling one along with it. But insofar as the idea is
concrete in itself, it is necessary for it to become continually what it is—that
is, become concrete. But this can occur only through generations and indi-
viduals.

In this way, a contradiction appears, by means of which the world process
takes place. The given actuality at a certain time is the actuality valid for the
generation and the individuals in that generation, and yet, if there is a reluc-
tance to say that the process is over, this actuality must be displaced by an-
other actuality, and this must occur through and by individuals and the gen-
eration. Catholicism was the given actuality for the generation living at the
time of the Reformation, and yet it was also the actuality that no longer had
validity as such. Consequently, one actuality collides here with another ac-
tuality. Herein lies the profoundly tragic aspect of world history. At one and
the same time, an individual may be world-historically justified and yet unau-
thorized. Insofar as he is the latter, he must become a sacrifice; insofar as he
is the former, he must prevail—that is, he must prevail by becoming a sacri-
fice. Here we see how intrinsically consistent the world process is, for as the
more true actuality presses onward, it nevertheless itself esteems the past; it
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is not a revolution but an evolution. The past actuality shows itself to be still
justified by demanding a sacrifice, the new actuality by providing a sacrifice.
But a sacrifice there must be, because a new element must actually emerge,
since the new actuality is not just a conclusion to the past but contains some-
thing more in itself; it is not a mere corrective of the past but is also a new
beginning.

At any such turning point in history, two movements must be noted. On
the one hand, the new must forge ahead; on the other, the old must be dis-
placed. Inasmuch as the new must forge ahead, here we meet the prophetic
individual who spies the new in the distance, in dim and undefined contours.
The prophetic individual does not possess the future—he has only a presen-
timent of it. He cannot claim it, but he is also lost to the actuality to which
he belongs. His relation to it, however, is peaceful, because the given actual-
ity senses no clash. Then comes the tragic hero in the strict sense. He battles
for the new and strives to destroy what for him is a vanishing actuality, but
his task is still not so much to destroy as to advance the new and thereby de-
stroy the past indirectly. But the old must be superseded; the old must be per-
ceived in all its imperfection. Here we meet the ironic subject. For the ironic
subject, the given actuality has lost its validity entirely; it has become for him
an imperfect form that is a hindrance everywhere. But on the other hand, he
does not possess the new. He knows only that the present does not match
the idea. He is the one who must pass judgment. In one sense the ironist is
certainly prophetic, because he is continually pointing to something im-
pending, but what it is he does not know. He is prophetic, but his position
and situation are the reverse of the prophet’s. The prophet walks arm in arm
with his age, and from this position he glimpses what is coming. The prophet,
as was noted above, is lost to his generation, but essentially that is the case
only because he is preoccupied with his visions. The ironist, however, has
stepped out of line with his age, has turned around and faced it. That which
is coming is hidden from him, lies behind his back, but the actuality he so
antagonistically confronts is what he must destroy; upon this he focuses his
burning gaze. The words of Scripture, “The feet of those who will carry you
out are at the door,”” apply to his relation to his age. The ironist is also a sac-
rifice that the world process demands, not as if the ironist always needed in
the strictest sense to fall as a sacrifice, but his fervor in the service of the world
spirit consumes him.

Here, then, we have irony as the infinite absolute negativity. It is negativ-
ity, because it only negates; it is infinite, because it does not negate this or
that phenomenon; it is absolute, because that by virtue of which it negates
is a higher something that still is not. The irony establishes nothing, because
that which is to be established lies behind it. It is a divine madness that rages
like a Tamerlane and does not leave one stone upon another. Here, then, we
have irony. To a certain degree, every world-historical turning point must
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have this formation also, and it certainly would not be without historical in-
terest to track this formation through world history. Without engaging in
this, I shall merely cite as examples taken from the period closest to the Re-
formation, Cardanus, Campanella, and Bruno. To some extent, Erasmus of
Rotterdam was also an example of irony. In my opinion, the significance of
this formation has not received sufficient attention hitherto—all the more
strange, since Hegel has treated the negative with such decided partiality. But
the negative in the system corresponds to irony in the historical actuality.
In the historical actuality, the negative exists, which is never the case in the
system.

Irony is a qualification of subjectivity. In irony, the subject is negatively
free, since the actuality that is supposed to give the subject content is not
there. He is free from the constraint in which the given actuality holds the
subject, but he is negatively free and as such is suspended, because there is
nothing that holds him. But this very freedom, this suspension, gives the iro-
nist a certain enthusiasm, because he becomes intoxicated, so to speak, in the
infinity of possibilities, and if he needs any consolation for everything that
is destroyed, he can have recourse to the enormous reserve fund of possibil-
ity. He does not, however, abandon himself to this enthusiasm; it simply in-
spires and feeds his enthusiasm for destroying.

But since the ironist does not have the new in his power, we might ask
how, then, does he destroy the old, and the answer to that must be: he de-
stroys the given actuality by the given actuality itself; but it should be re-
membered nevertheless that the new principle is present within him yotd
SOvapy [potentially], as possibility.* But by destroying actuality by means of
actuality itself, he enlists in the service of world irony. In his Geschichte der
Philosophie (11, p. 62), Hegel says: “Alle Dialectik liszt das gelten, was gelten
soll, als ob es gelte, liszt die innere Zerstorung selbst sich daran entwickeln—
allgemeine Ironie der Welt [All dialectic allows as valid that which is to be
valid as if it were valid, allows the inner destruction to develop in it—the
universal irony of the world],” and in this the world irony is very accurately
interpreted.

Precisely because every particular historical actuality is continually but an
element in the actualization of the idea, it carries within itself the seeds of
its own downfall. This appears very clearly particularly in Judaism, whose sig-
nificance as a transitional element is especially remarkable. It was already a
profound irony over the world when the law, after having declared the com-
mandments, added the promise: If you obey these, you will be saved, since
it turned out that people could not fulfill the law, and thus a salvation linked

* Like water in relation to what it reflects, the negative has the quality of showing as high
above itself that which it supports as it shows beneath itself that which it is battling; but the
negative, like the water, does not know this.
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to this condition certainly became more than hypothetical. That Judaism de-
stroyed itself by itself is expressly shown in its historical relation to Chris-
tianity. If, without entering into a study of the significance of Christ’s com-
ing, we merely keep this as a turning point in world history, then one cannot
miss the ironic formation there as well. This time it is provided by John the
Baptizer. He was not the one who was supposed to come; he did not know
what was to come—and yet he destroyed Judaism. Thus he destroyed it not
by means of the new but by means of Judaism itself. He required of Judaism
what Judaism wanted to give—justice, but this it was unable to give, and
thereby it foundered. Consequently, he let Judaism continue to exist and at
the same time developed the seeds of its own downfall within it. Neverthe-
less, the personality of John the Baptizer recedes completely into the back-
ground; in him we see the irony of the world in its objective shape, so to
speak, so that he becomes but an instrument in its hand.

But in order for the ironic formation to be perfectly developed, it is re-
quired that the subject also become conscious of his irony, feel negatively
free as he passes judgment on the given actuality, and enjoy this negative free-
dom. So that this might take place, the subjectivity must be in an advanced
stage or, more correctly, as the subjectivity asserts itself, irony emerges. Face-
to-face with the given actuality, the subjectivity feels its power, its validity
and meaning. But as it feels this, it rescues itself, as it were, from the relativ-
ity in which the given actuality wants to keep it. Insofar as this irony is world-
historically justified, the subjectivity’s emancipation is carried out in the ser-
vice of the idea, even if the ironic subject is not clearly conscious of this.
This is the genius of justified irony. It holds true of unjustified irony that
whoever wants to save his soul must lose it.® But only history can judge
whether the irony is justified or not.

But just because the subject views actuality ironically, it in no way means
that he conducts himself ironically as he asserts his view of actuality. For
example, there has been sufficient talk in modern times about irony and
about the ironic view of actuality, but this view has rarely taken ironic form.
But the more this happens, so much the more certain and inevitable is the
downfall of the actuality, so much greater is the superiority of the ironic
subject over the actuality he wishes to destroy, and so much more free is he
also. Here he quietly carries out the same operation as world irony. He per-
mits the established to remain, but for him it has no validity; meanwhile,
he pretends as if it did have validity for him, and under this mask he leads
it to its certain downfall. To the extent that the ironic subject is world-his-
torically justified, there is here a unity of genius and artistic presence of
mind.

But if irony is a qualification of subjectivity, then it must manifest itself
the first time subjectivity makes its appearance in world history. Irony is,
namely, the first and most abstract qualification of subjectivity. This points to
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the historical turning point where subjectivity made its appearance for the
first time, and with this we have come to Socrates.

The nature of Socrates’ irony has been sufficiently covered in the first part
of this investigation. For him, the whole given actuality had entirely lost its
validity; he had become alien to the actuality of the whole substantial world.
This is one side of irony, but on the other hand he used irony as he destroyed
Greek culture. His conduct toward it was at all times ironic; he was ignorant
and knew nothing but was continually seeking information from others; yet
as he let the existing go on existing, it foundered. He kept on using this tac-
tic until the very last, as was especially evident when he was accused. But his
fervor in this service consumed him, and in the end irony overwhelmed him;
he became dizzy, and everything lost its reality. To me, this view of Socrates
and of the significance of his position in world history seems to be so well
balanced that I hope it finds acceptance with some readers. But since Hegel
declares himself against viewing Socrates’ position as irony, it becomes nec-
essary to look at the objections found here and there in his books.

Before proceeding to this, however, I shall try as well as I can to explain a
weakness from which Hegel’s whole understanding of the concept of irony
seems to suffer. Hegel always discusses irony in a very unsympathetic man-
ner; in his eyes, irony is anathema. Hegels appearance coincides with
Schlegel’s most brilliant period. But just as the irony of the Schlegels had
passed judgment in esthetics on an encompassing sentimentality, so Hegel
was the one to correct what was misleading in the irony. On the whole, it is
one of Hegel’s great merits that he halted or at least wanted to halt the prodi-
gal sons of speculation on their way to perdition. But he did not always use
the mildest means for this, and when he called out to them his voice was not
always gentle and fatherly but at times was harsh and schoolmasterly. The par-
tisans of irony gave him the most trouble; he soon gave up hope of their sal-
vation and now treats them as irreclaimable and obdurate sinners. He takes
every opportunity to talk about these ironists and always in the most un-
sympathetic manner. Indeed, Hegel looks down with immense scorn and su-
periority on those whom he often calls “superior people.” But the fact that
Hegel became irritated with the form of irony closest to him naturally im-
paired his interpretation of the concept. Explanation is often lacking—but
Schlegel is always reprimanded. In no way does this mean that Hegel was not
right about the Schlegels and that the Schlegelian irony was not on a very
dubious wrong road. All it says is that Hegel has surely conferred a great ben-
efit through the earnestness with which he takes a stand against any isola-
tion, an earnestness that makes it possible to read much that he has written
with much invigoration and considerable edification. But on the other hand,
it must be said that by his one-sided attack on the post-Fichtean irony he has
overlooked the truth of irony, and by his identifying all irony with this, he
has done irony an injustice. As soon as Hegel mentions the word “irony,” he
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promptly thinks of Schlegel and Tieck, and his style is immediately marked
by a certain resentment. What was wrong and unwarranted with Schlegel’s
irony as well as Hegel’s good services in this respect will be discussed in the
appropriate place. We turn now to his view of Socrates’ irony.

We called attention earlier to the fact that Hegel, in his description of
Socrates’ method, stresses two forms: his irony and his midwifery. His dis-
cussion of this is found in Geschichte der Philosophie, 11, pp. 59—67. Although
the discussion of Socratic irony is very brief, Hegel nevertheless uses the oc-
casion to rant against irony as a general principle and on page 62 adds:
“Friedrich von Schlegel ist es, der diese Gedanken zuerst aufgebracht, Ast
hat es nachgesprochen [It was Friedrich von Schlegel who first brought for-
ward this idea, and Ast repeated it]”’; and then follow the earnest words that
Hegel customarily delivers on such an occasion. Socrates pretends to be ig-
norant, and in the role of being taught he teaches others. P. 60: “Dieses ist
dann die Seite der berithmten socratischen Ironie. Sie hat bei thm die subjec-
tive Gestalt der Dialectik, sie ist Benehmungsweise im Umgang; die Dialec-
tik ist Griinde der Sache, die Ironie ist besondere Benehmungsweise von
Person zu Person [This, then, is the aspect of the celebrated Socratic irony.
In him it has the subjective form of dialectic, it is a way of dealing with
people; the dialectic is the reasons of things, the irony is a special way of deal-
ing person to person|.” But inasmuch as just before that Hegel noted that
Socrates uses the same irony “wenn er die Manier der Sophisten zu Schan-
den machen will [when he wishes to bring the manner of the Sophists into
disrepute],” we promptly encounter a difficulty here, because in the one in-
stance he does indeed want to teach, but in the other merely to disgrace.
Hegel then points out that this Socratic irony seems to contain something
false but thereupon shows the correctness of his conduct. Finally he shows
the real meaning of Socratic irony, the greatness in it—namely, that it seeks
to make abstract conceptions concrete and developed. He goes on to add
(p- 62): “Wenn ich sage, ich weisz, was Vernunft, was Glaube ist, so sind diesz
nur ganz abstracte Vorstellungen; dasz sie nun concret werden, dazu gehort,
dasz die explicirt werden, dasz vorausgesetzt werde, es sey nicht bekannt, was
es eigentlich sey. Diese Explication solcher Vorstellungen bewirkt nun
Socrates; und diesz ist das wahrhafte der socratischen Ironie [In saying that I
know what reason is, what belief is, these remain but quite abstract concep-
tions; in order to become concrete, they must indeed be explicated and pre-
supposed to be unknown in terms of what they really are. Socrates eftected
the explications of such conceptions, and this is the truth of Socratic irony].”

But this confuses everything; the description of Socratic irony completely
loses its historical weight, and the passage quoted is so modern that it hardly
reminds us of Socrates. To be specific, Socrates’ undertaking was by no means
one of making the abstract concrete, and the examples cited are certainly
very poorly chosen, because I do not think that Hegel would be able to cite
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analogies to this unless he were to take the whole of Plato and plead the con-
tinual use of Socrates’ name in Plato, whereby he would come into conflict
with both himself and everyone else. Socrates’ undertaking was not to make
the abstract concrete, but to let the abstract become visible through the im-
mediately concrete. In a refutation of these Hegelian observations, it is suf-
ficient to remember two things: first, the double nature of the irony we found
in Plato (for it is obviously the irony we have called Platonic irony that Hegel
meant and that on page 64 he identifies with Socratic irony); second, the
principle of movement in Socrates’ whole life—that it proceeded not from
the abstract to the concrete but from the concrete to the abstract and con-
tinually arrived at this. Thus, when Hegel’s whole examination of Socratic
irony ends in such a way that Socratic irony becomes identified with Pla-
tonic irony and both ironies become (p. 64) “mehr Manier der Conversa-
tion, die gesellige Heiterkeit, als dasz jene reine Negation, jenes negative Ver-
halten darunter verstanden wire [more a manner of conversation, sociable
pleasantry, and not that pure negation, not the negative attitude],” this com-
ment has indeed already been answered.

Hegel’s description of Socrates’ art of midwifery does not fare much bet-
ter. Here he develops the significance of Socrates’ asking questions, and this
discussion is both beautiful and true, but the distinction we made earlier be-
tween asking in order to get an answer and asking in order to disgrace is over-
looked here. At the end, the example of the concept “to become” that he
chooses is once again totally un-Socratic, unless he intends to find a Socratic
development in the Parmenides.

As for Hegel’s ever really discussing Socrates’ tragic irony, one must bear
in mind that it is not the irony of Socrates but the world’s irony with Socrates.
Therefore, it cannot shed any light on the question of Socratic irony.

In his review of the works of Solger, Hegel again points out on page 488
the difference between Schlegelian irony and Socratic irony. That there is a
difference we have fully conceded and shall point out in more detail in the
appropriate place, but it is by no means to be concluded from this that
Socrates’ position was not irony. Hegel upbraids Friedrich Schlegel because,
with his lack of judgment with regard to the speculative and his neglect of
it, he has wrenched the Fichtean thesis on the constitutive validity of the ego
out of its metaphysical context, wrenched it out of the domain of thought,
and applied it directly to actuality, “zum Verneinen der Lebendigkeit der Ver-
nunft und Wahrheit, und zur Herabsetzung derselben zum Schein im Sub-
ject und zum Scheinen fiir Andere [in order to deny the vitality of reason
and truth and to relegate these to an illusory status in the subject and to il-
lusion for others].” He then points out that in order to designate this vitia-
tion of truth into appearance, the name of innocent Socratic irony has been
allowed to be vitiated. If the similarity is based particularly on the circum-
stance that Socrates always introduced his inquiry with the declaration that
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he knew nothing, in order to disgrace the Sophists, then the outcome of this
conduct is always something negative and without any scientific-scholarly
conclusion. In that case, Socrates’ protesting that he knew nothing is given
in dead earnest and consequently is not ironic. I shall not at this point be-
come further involved in the issue that arises here from Hegel’s showing that
Socrates’ teaching ended without a conclusion, if we compare this with what
he advanced earlier about Socrates’ making the abstract concrete through his
ironic teaching, but on the other hand I shall in a little detail investigate how
earnest Socrates really was about his ignorance.

As pointed out earlier, when Socrates declared that he was ignorant, he
nevertheless did know something, for he knew about his ignorance; on the
other hand, however, this knowledge was not a knowledge of something,
that is, did not have any positive content, and to that extent his ignorance
was ironic, and since Hegel has tried in vain, in my opinion, to reclaim a pos-
itive content for him, I believe that the reader must agree with me. If his
knowledge had been a knowledge of something, his ignorance would merely
have been a conversational technique. His irony, however, was complete in
itself. Inasmuch, then, as his ignorance was simultaneously earnest and yet
again not earnest, it is on this prong Socrates must be held. To know that one
is ignorant is the beginning of coming to know, but if one does not know
more, it is merely a beginning. This knowledge was what kept Socrates iron-
ically afloat.

‘When Hegel next hopes to show that Socrates’ ignorance was not irony by
pointing out that Socrates was in earnest about his ignorance, it seems to me
that here again Hegel is not consistent. To be specific, if irony is going to ad-
vance a supreme thesis, it does as every negative position does—it declares
something positive and is earnest about what it says. For irony, nothing is an
established order; it plays helter-skelter ad libitum [at will] with everything; but
when it wants to declare this, it says something positive, and to that extent its
sovereignty is thereby at an end. Therefore, when Schlegel or Solger says: Ac-
tuality is only appearance, only semblance, only vanity, a nothing, he obvi-
ously is saying this in earnest, and yet Hegel assumes it to be irony. The diffi-
culty here is that, strictly speaking, irony actually is never able to advance a
thesis, because irony is a qualification of the being-for-itself subject, who in
incessant agility allows nothing to remain established and on account of this
agility cannot focus on the total point of view that it allows nothing to re-
main established. Schlegel’s and Solger’s consciousness that finitude is a noth-
ing is obviously just as earnestly intended as Socrates’ ignorance. Ultimately
the ironist always has to posit something, but what he posits in this way is
nothing. But then it is impossible to be earnest about nothing without either
arriving at something (this happens if one becomes speculatively earnest about
it) or despairing (if one takes it personally in earnest). But the ironist does nei-
ther, and thus we can also say that he is not in earnest about it.
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Irony is the infinitely light playing with nothing that is not terrified by it
but even rises to the surface on occasion. But if one does not speculatively
or personally take nothing in earnest, then one obviously is taking it lightly
and thus does not take it in earnest. If Hegel thinks that Schlegel was not in
earnest in holding that existence is a nothing devoid of reality [Realitet], then
there certainly must have been something that did have validity for him, but
in that case his irony was merely a form. Therefore we can say of irony that
it is earnestness about nothing—insofar as it is not earnestness about some-
thing. It continually conceives of nothing in contrast to something, and in
order to free itself of earnestness about anything, it grasps the nothing. But
it does not become earnestness about nothing, either, except insofar as it is
not earnestness about anything.

So it is also with Socrates’ ignorance; his ignorance is the nothing with
which he destroys any knowledge. This is best seen in his view of death. He
is ignorant of what death is and of what there is after death, whether there
is anything or nothing at all; consequently, he is ignorant. But he does not
take this ignorance greatly to heart; on the contrary, he genuinely feels quite
liberated in this ignorance. Consequently, he is not in earnest about this ig-
norance, and yet he is altogether earnest about being ignorant.—I believe,
therefore, that everyone will agree with me that there is nothing in these
Hegelian observations to preclude the assumption that Socrates’ position was
irony.

We shall now summarize what was stressed in the first part of this disser-
tation as characteristic of Socrates’ position, namely: that the whole sub-
stantial life of Greek culture had lost its validity for him, which means that
to him the established actuality was unactual, not in this or that particular as-
pect but in its totality as such; that with regard to this invalid actuality he let
the established order of things appear to remain established and thereby
brought about its downfall; that in the process Socrates became lighter and
lighter, more and more negatively free; consequently, that we do indeed per-
ceive that according to what is set forth here Socrates’ position was, as infi-
nite absolute negativity, irony. But it was not actuality in general that he
negated; it was the given actuality at a particular time, the substantial actu-
ality as it was in Greece, and what his irony was demanding was the actual-
ity of subjectivity, of ideality.

On this issue, history has judged Socrates to be world-historically justi-
fied. He became a sacrifice. This is certainly a tragic fate, but nevertheless
Socrates’” death is not basically tragic; and the Greek state really comes too
late with its death sentence. On the other hand, the execution of the death
sentence has little upbuilding effect, because death has no reality for Socrates.
For the tragic hero, death has validity; for him, death is truly the final battle
and the final suffering. Therefore the age he wanted to destroy can in that
way satisfy its fury for revenge. But obviously the Greek state could not find
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this satisfaction in Socrates’ death, since by his ignorance Socrates had frus-
trated any more meaningful connection with the thought of death. Admit-
tedly the tragic hero does not fear death, but still he knows it as a pain, as a
hard and harsh course, and to that extent it has validity if he is condemned
to die; but Socrates knows nothing at all, and thus it is an irony over the state
that it condemns him to death and believes that it has inflicted punishment
upon him.



EITHER/OR, A FRAGMENT OF LIFE
(FEBRUARY 20, 1843)
EDITED BY VICTOR EREMITA
PART I CONTAINING A’S PAPERS

The anonymous manuscripts found in the secret desk-compartment by the editor, Victor
Eremita, were the papers of a witty, ironical, disillusioned young esthete the editor called A,
who had seen through everything in life and found it wanting. Therefore, according to the
opening section, “Diapsalmata,” “Rotation of Crops,” and “The Seducer’s Diary,” the best ap-
proach is to play shuttlecock with life by maintaining esthetic distance from relationships and
circumstances and arbitrarily controlling one’s experiences on the basis of “the interesting.”
The aim, then, is always to have “the laughter on my side” and continually to change “the eye
with which one sees actuality.” This stance is presented in the final section, “The Seducer’s
Diary,” a case study of “living poetically,” the story of esthetically distanced enjoyment of the
process of seduction without the fulfillment and its consequences. In the interpretation by A
(an anonym who presents the diary as the writing of another anonym), “the poetic was the
plus he himself brought along. This plus was the poetic he enjoyed in the poetic situation of
actuality; this he recaptured in the form of poetic reflection. This was the second enjoyment,
and his whole life was intended for enjoyment.” Other modes of the esthetic view of life and
its underside are represented by “The Immediate Erotic Stages or the Musical-Erotic” (a rhap-
sodic penetrating analysis of Mozart’s Don Giovanni, with insightful discussions of immediacy
and reflection, of the momentary and the historical) and “The Tragic in Ancient Drama Re-
flected in the Tragic in Modern Drama” (on cultural disintegration and numerical association,
isolation and responsibility, esthetic guilt and ethical guilt, doubt and despair, sorrow and re-
pentance). The underside of the esthetic is the theme of “Silhouettes” (unhappy love and
reflective sorrow epitomized by Marie Beaumarchais, Donna Elvira, and Margarete). The per-
sonal absence of hoping individualities and of recollecting individualities underlies the pes-
simism of “The Unhappiest One.” “The First Love” is a review of a play by a reviewer who
had lost “faith in the first love” and for whom the dramatic performance of the actors over-
shadowed the ironical witty substance.

Grandeur, savoir, renommée,
Amitié, plaisir et bien,
Tout n’est que vent, que fumée:
Pour mieux dire, tout n’est rien
[Greatness, knowledge, renown,
Friendship, pleasure and possessions,
All is only wind, only smoke:
To say it better, all is nothing].
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ATAYAAMATA
AD SE IPSUM
[TO HIMSELF]

What is a poet? An unhappy person who conceals profound anguish in his
heart but whose lips are so formed that as sighs and cries pass over them they
sound like beautiful music. It is with him as with the poor wretches in
Phalaris’s bronze bull, who were slowly tortured over a slow fire; their screams
could not reach the tyrant’s ears to terrify him; to him they sounded like
sweet music. And people crowd around the poet and say to him, “Sing again
soon”—in other words, may new sufferings torture your soul, and may your
lips continue to be formed as before, because your screams would only alarm
us, but the music is charming. And the reviewers step up and say, “That is
right; so it must be according to the rules of esthetics.” Now of course a re-
viewer resembles a poet to a hair, except that he does not have the anguish
in his heart, or the music on his lips. Therefore, I would rather be a swine-
herd out on Amager and be understood by swine than be a poet and be mis-
understood by people.

How unreasonable people are! They never use the freedoms they have but
demand those they do not have; they have freedom of thought—they de-
mand freedom of speech.

I don’t feel like doing anything. I don’t feel like riding—the motion is too
powertul; I don’t feel like walking—it is too tiring; I don’t feel like lying
down, for either I would have to stay down, and I don't feel like doing that,
or [ would have to get up again, and I don’t feel like doing that, either. Summa
Summarum: 1 don’t feel like doing anything.

Tested Advice for Authors

One carelessly writes down one’s personal observations, has them printed,
and in the various proofs one will eventually acquire a number of good ideas.
Therefore, take courage, you who have not yet dared to have something
printed. Do not despise typographical errors, and to become witty by means
of typographical errors may be considered a legitimate way to become witty.

Old age fulfills the dreams of youth. One sees this in Swift: in his youth
he built an insane asylum; in his old age he himself entered it.

I say of my sorrow what the Englishman says of his house: My sorrow is
my castle. Many people look upon having sorrow as one of life’s conveniences.

I feel as a chessman must feel when the opponent says of it: That piece
cannot be moved.
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The tremendous poetical power of folk literature is manifest, among other
ways, in its power to desire. In comparison, desire in our age is simultane-
ously sinful and boring, because it desires what belongs to the neighbor. De-
sire in folk literature is fully aware that the neighbor does not possess what it
seeks any more than it does itself. And if it is going to desire sinfully, then it
is so flagrant that people must be shocked. It is not going to let itself be beaten
down by the cold probability calculations of a pedestrian understanding. Don
Juan still strides across the stage with his 1,003 ladyloves. Out of reverence
for the venerableness of tradition, no one dares to smile. If a poet had dared
to do this in our age, he would be laughed to scorn.

I have, I believe, the courage to doubt everything; I have, I believe, the
courage to fight against everything; but I do not have the courage to ac-
knowledge anything, the courage to possess, to own, anything. Most people
complain that the world is so prosaic that things do not go in life as in the
novel, where opportunity is always so favorable. I complain that in life it is
not as in the novel, where one has hardhearted fathers and nisses and trolls
to battle, and enchanted princesses to free. What are all such adversaries to-
gether compared with the pale, bloodless, tenacious-of-life nocturnal forms
with which I battle and to which I myself give life and existence.

How sterile my soul and my mind are, and yet constantly tormented by
empty voluptuous and excruciating labor pains! Will the tongue ligament of
my spirit never be loosened; will I always jabber? What I need is a voice as
piercing as the glance of Lynceus, as terrifying as the groan of the giants, as
sustained as a sound of nature, as mocking as an icy gust of wind, as mali-
cious as echo’s heartless taunting, extending in range from the deepest bass
to the most melting high notes, and modulated from a solemn-silent whis-
per to the energy of rage. That is what I need in order to breathe, to give
voice to what is on my mind, to have the viscera of both anger and sympa-
thy shaken.—But my voice is only hoarse like the scream of a gull or mori-
bund like the blessing on the lips of the mute.

What is going to happen? What will the future bring? I do not know, I
have no presentiment. When a spider flings itself from a fixed point down
into its consequences, it continually sees before it an empty space in which
it can find no foothold, however much it stretches. So it is with me; before
me is continually an empty space, and I am propelled by a consequence
that lies behind me. This life is turned around and dreadful, not to be en-
dured.

The most ludicrous of all ludicrous things, it seems to me, is to be busy in
the world, to be a man who is brisk at his meals and brisk at his work. There-
fore, when I see a fly settle on the nose of one of those men of business in
a decisive moment, or if he is splashed by a carriage that passes him in even
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greater haste, or Knippelsbro? tilts up, or a roof tile falls and kills him, I laugh
from the bottom of my heart. And who could keep from laughing? What,
after all, do these busy bustlers achieve? Are they not just like that woman
who, in a flurry because the house was on fire, rescued the fire tongs? What
more, after all, do they salvage from life’s huge conflagration?

No one comes back from the dead; no one has come into the world with-
out weeping. No one asks when one wants to come in; no one asks when
one wants to go out.

Virgilius [sic|] the sorcerer had himself hacked to pieces and put in a cal-
dron to be cooked for eight days in order by this process to be rejuvenated.
He arranged for someone to watch so that no interloper would peer into the
caldron. But the watchman could not resist the temptation; it was too soon,
and Virgilius, as an infant, disappeared with a scream. I dare say that I also
peered too soon into the caldron, into the caldron of life and the historical
process, and most likely will never manage to become more than a child.

Let others complain that the times are evil. I complain that they are
wretched, for they are without passion. People’s thoughts are as thin and
fragile as lace, and they themselves as pitiable as lace-making girls. The
thoughts of their hearts are too wretched to be sinful. It is perhaps possible
to regard it as sin for a worm to nourish such thoughts, but not for a human
being, who is created in the image of God. Their desires are staid and dull,
their passions drowsy. They perform their duties, these mercenary souls, but
just like the Jews, they indulge in trimming the coins a little; they think that,
even though our Lord keeps ever so orderly an account book, they can still
manage to trick him a little. Fie on them! That is why my soul always turns
back to the Old Testament and to Shakespeare. There one still feels that
those who speak are human beings; there they hate, there they love, there
they murder the enemy, curse his descendants through all generations—
there they sin.

My life achievement amounts to nothing at all, a mood, a single color. My
achievement resembles the painting by that artist who was supposed to paint
the Israelites’ crossing of the Red Sea and to that end painted the entire wall
red and explained that the Israelites had walked across and that the Egyptians
were drowned.

Human dignity is still acknowledged even in nature, for when we want to
keep birds away from the trees we set up something that is supposed to re-
semble a human being, and even the remote resemblance a scarecrow has to
a human being is sufficient to inspire respect.

Most people rush after pleasure so fast that they rush right past it. They
are like that dwarf who guarded a kidnapped princess in his castle. One day
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he took a noon nap. When he woke up an hour later, she was gone. Hastily
he pulls on his seven-league boots; with one step he is far past her.

How empty and meaningless life is.—We bury a man; we accompany
him to the grave, throw three spadefuls of earth on him; we ride out in a
carriage, ride home in a carriage; we find consolation in the thought that
we have a long life ahead of us. But how long is seven times ten years? Why
not settle it all at once, why not stay out there and go along down into the
grave and draw lots to see to whom will befall the misfortune of being the
last of the living who throws the last three spadefuls of earth on the last of
the dead?

Those two familiar violin strains! Those two familiar violin strains here this
very moment out in the street. Have I lost my mind; out of love for Mozart’s
music, have my ears ceased to hear? Is this a reward of the gods, to give un-
happy me, who sits like a beggar at the door of the temple, ears that them-
selves perform what they hear? Only those two violin strains, for now I hear
nothing more. Just as in that immortal overture they burst forth out of the
deep chorale tones, so here they disentangle themselves from the noise and
tumult of the street with the total surprise of a revelation.—It must be close
by, for now I hear the light dance tunes.—So it is to you that I owe this joy,
you two unfortunate artists.—One of them was probably seventeen years
old, wearing a green Kalmuk coat with large bone buttons. The coat was
much too large for him. He held the violin tightly under his chin; his cap
was pulled down over his eyes. His hand was concealed in a fingerless glove;
his fingers were red and blue with cold. The other one was older and wore
a chenille coat. Both were blind. A little girl, who presumably guided them,
stood in front of them, thrust her hands under her scart. We gathered one by
one, a few admirers of those melodies—a postman with his mailbag, a little
boy, a maidservant, a couple of dock workers. The elegant carriages rolled
noisily by; the carts and wagons drowned out the melodies, which emerged
fragmentarily for a moment. You two unfortunate artists, do you know that
those strains hide in themselves the glories of the whole world?—Was it not
like a rendezvous?—

In a theater, it happened that a fire started offstage. The clown came out
to tell the audience. They thought it was a joke and applauded. He told them
again, and they become still more hilarious. This is the way, I suppose, that
the world will be destroyed—amid the universal hilarity of wits and wags
who think it is all a joke.

What, it anything, is the meaning of this life? If people are divided into
two great classes, it may be said that one class works for a living and the other
does not have that need. But to work for a living certainly cannot be the
meaning of life, since it is indeed a contradiction that the continual produc-
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tion of the conditions is supposed to be the answer to the question of the
meaning of that which is conditional upon their production. The lives of the
rest of them generally have no meaning except to consume the conditions.
To say that the meaning of life is to die seems to be a contradiction also.

Real enjoyment consists not in what one enjoys but in the idea. If I had
in my service a submissive jinni who, when I asked for a glass of water, would
bring me the world’s most expensive wines, deliciously blended, in a goblet,
I would dismiss him until he learned that the enjoyment consists not in what
I enjoy but in getting my own way.

‘What philosophers say about actuality [ Virkelighed] is often just as disap-
pointing as it is when one reads on a sign in a secondhand shop: Pressing
Done Here. If a person were to bring his clothes to be pressed, he would be
duped, for the sign is merely for sale.

For me nothing is more dangerous than to recollect [erindre]. As soon as
I have recollected a life relationship, that relationship has ceased to exist. It
is said that absence makes the heart grow fonder. That is very true, but it
becomes fonder in a purely poetic way. To live in recollection is the most
perfect life imaginable; recollection is more richly satisfying than all actual-
ity, and it has a security that no actuality possesses. A recollected life rela-
tionship has already passed into eternity and has no temporal interest any-
more.

It takes a lot of naiveté to believe that it helps to shout and scream in the
world, as if one’s fate would thereby be altered. Take what comes and avoid
all complications. In my early years, when I went to a restaurant, I would
say to the waiter: A good cut, a very good cut, from the loin, and not too
fat. Perhaps the waiter would scarcely hear what I said. Perhaps it was even
less likely that he would heed it, and still less that my voice would pene-
trate into the kitchen, influence the chef—and even if all this happened,
there perhaps was not a good cut in the whole roast. Now I never shout
anymore.

The same thing happened to me that, according to legend, happened to
Parmeniscus, who in the Trophonean cave lost the ability to laugh but ac-
quired it again on the island of Delos upon seeing a shapeless block that was
said to be the image of the goddess Leto. When I was very young, I forgot
in the Trophonean cave how to laugh; when I became an adult, when I
opened my eyes and saw actuality, then I started to laugh and have never
stopped laughing since that time. I saw that the meaning of life was to make
a living, its goal to become a councilor, that the rich delight of love was to
acquire a well-to-do girl, that the blessedness of friendship was to help each
other in financial difficulties, that wisdom was whatever the majority as-
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sumed it to be, that enthusiasm was to give a speech, that courage was to risk
being fined ten dollars, that cordiality was to say “May it do you good” after
a meal, that piety was to go to communion once a year. This I saw, and 1
laughed.

What is it that binds me? From what was the chain formed that bound the
Fenris wolf?10 It was made of the noise of cats’ paws walking on the ground,
of the beards of women, of the roots of cliffs, of the grass of bears, of the
breath of fish, and of the spittle of birds. I, too, am bound in the same way
by a chain formed of gloomy fancies, of alarming dreams, of troubled
thoughts, of fearful presentiments, of inexplicable anxieties. This chain is
“very flexible, soft as silk, yields to the most powerful strain, and cannot be
torn apart.”

My life is utterly meaningless. When I consider its various epochs, my life
is like the word Schnur in the dictionary, which first of all means a string, and
second a daughter-in-law. All that is lacking is that in the third place the word
Schnur means a camel, in the fourth a whisk broom.

How dreadful boredom is—how dreadfully boring; I know no stronger
expression, no truer one, for like is recognized only by like. Would that there
were a loftier, stronger expression, for then there would still be one move-
ment. I lie prostrate, inert; the only thing I see is emptiness, the only thing I
live on is emptiness, the only thing I move in is emptiness. I do not even suf-
fer pain. The vulture pecked continually at Prometheus’s liver; the poison
dripped down continually on Loki; it was at least an interruption, even
though monotonous. Pain itself has lost its refreshment for me. If I were of-
fered all the glories of the world or all the torments of the world, one would
move me no more than the other; I would not turn over to the other side
either to attain or to avoid. I am dying death. And what could divert me?
Well, if I managed to see a faithfulness that withstood every ordeal [ Provelse],
an enthusiasm that endured everything, a faith that moved mountains; if 1
were to become aware of an idea that joined the finite and the infinite. But
my soul’s poisonous doubt consumes everything. My soul is like the Dead
Sea, over which no bird is able to fly; when it has come midway, it sinks
down, exhausted, to death and destruction.

Either/Or
An Ecstatic Discourse

Marry, and you will regret it. Do not marry, and you will also regret it. Marry
or do not marry, you will regret it either way.!! Whether you marry or you
do not marry, you will regret it either way. Laugh at the stupidities of the
world, and you will regret it; weep over them, and you will also regret it.
Laugh at the stupidities of the world or weep over them, you will regret it
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either way. Whether you laugh at the stupidities of the world or you weep
over them, you will regret it either way. Trust a girl, and you will regret it.
Do not trust her, and you will also regret it. Trust a girl or do not trust her,
you will regret it either way. Whether you trust a girl or do not trust her, you
will regret it either way. Hang yourself, and you will regret it. Do not hang
yourself, and you will also regret it. Hang yourself or do not hang yourself,
you will regret it either way. Whether you hang yourself or do not hang your-
self, you will regret it either way. This, gentlemen, is the quintessence of all
the wisdom of life. It is not merely in isolated moments that I, as Spinoza
says, view everything aeterno modo [in the mode of eternity], but I am con-
tinually aeterno modo. Many believe they, too, are this when after doing one
thing or another they unite or mediate these opposites. But this is a misun-
derstanding, for the true eternity does not lie behind either/or but before it.
Their eternity will therefore also be a painful temporal sequence, since they
will have a double regret on which to live. My wisdom is easy to grasp, for
I have only one maxim, and even that is not a point of departure for me.
One must differentiate between the subsequent dialectic in either/or and the
eternal one suggested here. So when I say that my maxim is not a point of
departure for me, this does not have the opposite of being a point of depar-
ture but is merely the negative expression of my maxim, that by which it
comprehends itself in contrast to being a point of departure or not being a
point of departure. My maxim is not a point of departure for me, because if
I made it a point of departure, I would regret it, and if I did not make it a
point of departure, I would also regret it. If one or another of my esteemed
listeners thinks there is anything to what I have said, he merely demonstrates
that he has no head for philosophy. If he thinks there is any movement in
what has been said, this demonstrates the same thing. But for those listeners
who are able to follow me, although I do not move, I shall now elucidate the
eternal truth by which this philosophy is self-contained and does not con-
cede anything higher. That is, if I made my maxim a point of departure, then
I would be unable to stop, for if I did not stop, I would regret it, and if I did
stop, I would also regret it, etc. But if I never start, then I can always stop, for
my eternal starting is my eternal stopping. Experience shows that it is not at
all difficult for philosophy to begin. Far from it. It begins, in fact, with noth-
ing and therefore can always begin. But it is always difficult for philosophy
and philosophers to stop. This difficulty, too, I have avoided, for if anyone
thinks that I, in stopping now, actually stop, he demonstrates that he does not
have speculative comprehension. The point is that I do not stop now, but I
stopped when I began. My philosophy, therefore, has the advantageous char-
acteristic of being brief and of being irrefutable, for if anyone disputes me,
I daresay I have the right to declare him mad. The philosopher, then, is con-
tinually aeterno modo and does not have, as did the blessed Sintenis, only spe-
cific hours that are lived for eternity.
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Wine no longer cheers my heart; a little of it makes me sad—much, de-
pressed. My soul 1s dull and slack; in vain do I jab the spur of desire into its
side; it is exhausted, it can no longer raise itself up in its royal jump. I have
lost all my illusions. In vain do I seek to abandon myself in joy’s infinitude;
it cannot lift me, or, rather, I cannot lift myself. Previously, when it merely
beckoned, I mounted, light, hearty, and cheerful. When I rode slowly through
the forest, it seemed as if I were flying. Now, when the horse is covered with
lather and is almost ready to drop, it seems to me that I do not move from
the spot. I am alone, as I have always been—forsaken not by men, that would
not pain me, but by the happy jinn of joy, who trooped around me in great
numbers, who met acquaintances everywhere, showed me an opportunity
everywhere. Just as an intoxicated man collects a wanton throng of young
people around him, so they flocked about me, the elves of joy, and my smile
was meant for them. My soul has lost possibility. If I were to wish for some-
thing, I would wish not for wealth or power but for the passion of possibil-
ity, for the eye, eternally young, eternally ardent, that sees possibility every-
where. Pleasure disappoints; possibility does not. And what wine is so
sparkling, so fragrant, so intoxicating!

Where the rays of the sun do not reach, the tones still manage to come.
My apartment is dark and gloomy; a high wall practically keeps out the light
of day. It must be in the next courtyard, very likely a wandering musician.
‘What instrument is it? A reed pipe? . . . .. ‘What do I hear—the minuet from
Don Giovanni. Carry me away, then, you rich, strong tones, to the ring of
girls, to the delight of the dance.—The pharmacist pounds his mortar,
the maid scrubs her kettle, the groom curries his horse and knocks the
currycomb on the cobblestones. These tones are only for me; only to me do
they beckon. Oh, thank you, whoever you are! Thank you! My soul is so
rich, so hearty, so intoxicated with joy!

The sun is shining brilliantly and beautifully into my room; the window
in the next room is open. Everything is quiet out on the street. It is Sunday
afternoon. I distinctly hear a lark warbling outside a window in one of the
neighboring courtyards, outside the window where the pretty girl lives. Far
away in a distant street, I hear a man crying “Shrimp for sale.” The air is so
warm, and yet the whole city is as if deserted.—Then I call to mind my
youth and my first love—when I was filled with longing; now I long only
for my first longing. What is youth? A dream. What is love? The content of
the dream.

Something marvelous has happened to me. I was transported to the sev-
enth heaven. There sat all the gods assembled. As a special dispensation, I was
granted the favor of making a wish. “What do you want,” asked Mercury.
“Do you want youth, or beauty, or power, or a long life, or the most beau-
tiful girl, or any one of the other glorious things we have in the treasure
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chest? Choose—but only one thing.” For a moment I was bewildered; then
I addressed the gods, saying: My esteemed contemporaries, I choose one
thing—that I may always have the laughter on my side. Not one of the gods
said a word; instead, all of them began to laugh. From that I concluded that
my wish was granted and decided that the gods knew how to express them-
selves with good taste, for it would indeed have been inappropriate to reply
solemnly: It is granted to you.

THE IMMEDIATE EROTIC STAGES
OR
THE MUSICAL-EROTIC

If I imagined two kingdoms bordering each other, one of which I knew
rather well and the other not at all, and if however much I desired it I was
not allowed to enter the unknown kingdom, I would still be able to form
some idea of it. I would go to the border of the kingdom known to me and
follow it all the way, and in doing so I would by my movements describe the
outline of that unknown land and thus have a general idea of it, although 1
had never set foot in it. And if this was a labor that occupied me very much,
if I was unflaggingly scrupulous, it presumably would sometimes happen that
as I stood with sadness at the border of my kingdom and gazed longingly
into that unknown country that was so near and yet so far, I would be granted
an occasional little disclosure. And even though I feel that music is an art that
requires considerable experience if one is really to have an opinion on it, I
comfort myself again as so often before with the paradox that also in pre-
sentiment and ignorance one can have a kind of experience. It is a comfort
to me that Diana, who had not given birth herself, came to the aid of women
in labor—indeed, that she had this ability from infancy as an inborn gift, so
that when she was born she herself helped Latona in her labor pains.!?
The kingdom that I know, to whose outermost boundary I shall go to dis-
cover music, is language. If the various media are ordered according to a spe-
cific process of development, language and music must be placed closest to
each other, and that is also why it has been said that music is a language,
which is more than a clever observation. If one is inclined to indulge in clev-
erness, one could say that sculpture and painting, too, are each a kind of lan-
guage, inasmuch as every expression of an idea is always a language, since the
essence of the idea is language. Clever folk therefore speak of the language
of nature, and soft-headed clergy occasionally open the book of nature for
us and read something that neither they nor their listeners understand. If the
observation that music is a language did not amount to anything more than
that, I would not bother with it but would let it go unchallenged and pass
for what it is. But that is not the case. Not until spirit is posited is language
installed in its rights, but when spirit is posited, everything that is not spirit
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is excluded. Yet this exclusion is a qualification of spirit, and consequently,
insofar as that which is excluded is to affirm itself, it requires a medium that
is qualified in relation to spirit, and this medium is music. But a medium that
is qualified in relation to spirit is essentially language; now, since music is
qualified in relation to spirit, it is legitimately called a language.

Language, regarded as medium, is the medium absolutely qualified by
spirit, and it is therefore the authentic medium of the idea. To elaborate this
more thoroughly is neither within my competence nor in the interest of this
little inquiry. Just one specific comment, which again leads me into music,
should find a place here. In language, the sensuous as medium is reduced to
a mere instrument and is continually negated. That is not the case with the
other media. Neither in sculpture nor in painting is the sensuous a mere in-
strument; it is rather a component. It is not to be negated continually, either,
for it is continually to be seen conjointly. It would be a strangely backward
consideration of a piece of sculpture or of a painting if I were to behold it
in such a way that I took pains to see it independently of the sensuous,
whereby I would completely cancel its beauty. In sculpture, architecture, and
painting, the idea is integral to the medium, but the fact that the idea does
not reduce the medium to a mere instrument, does not continually negate
it, expresses, as it were, that this medium cannot speak. It is the same with
nature. Therefore, it is properly said that nature is dumb, and architecture and
sculpture and painting; it is properly said despite all the fine, sensitive ears
that can hear them speak. Therefore, it is foolish to say that nature is a lan-
guage, certainly as foolish as to say that the mute speaks, since it is not even
a language in the way sign language is. But that is not the case with language.
The sensuous is reduced to a mere instrument and is thus annulled. If a per-
son spoke in such a way that we heard the flapping of his tongue etc., he
would be speaking poorly; if he heard in such a way that he heard the vi-
brations of the air instead of words, he would be hearing poorly; if he read
a book in such a way that he continually saw each individual letter, he would
be reading poorly. Language is the perfect medium precisely when every-
thing sensuous in it is negated. That is also the case with music; that which
is really supposed to be heard is continually disengaging itself from the sen-
suous. It has already been pointed out that music as a medium does not rank
as high as language, and that is why I said that music, understood in a certain
way, is a language.

Language addresses itself to the ear. No other medium does this. The ear,
in turn, is the most spiritually qualified sense. Most people, I believe, will
agree with me on this point. If anyone wishes more information about this,
I refer him to the preface to Steffens’s Karrikaturen des Heiligsten.'> Apart from
language, music is the only medium that is addressed to the ear. Here again
is an analogy and a testimony to the sense in which music is a language. There
is much in nature that is addressed to the ear, but what affects the ear is the
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purely sensate; therefore nature is mute, and it is a ludicrous fancy that one
hears something because one hears a cow bellow or, what is perhaps more
pretentious, a nightingale warble; it is a fancy that one hears something, a
fancy that the one is worth more than the other, since it is all six of one and
a half dozen of the other.

Language has its element in time; all other media have space as their ele-
ment. Only music also occurs in time. But its occurrence in time is in turn
a negation of the feelings dependent upon the senses [det Sandselige]. That
which the other arts produce suggests their sensuousness precisely by having
its continuance in space. There is, of course, much in nature that occurs in
time. For example, when a brook ripples and keeps on rippling, there seems
to be a qualification of time involved therein. But this is not so, and if any-
one absolutely insists that the qualification of time must be present here, then
one must say that it certainly is so but that it is spatially qualified. Music does
not exist except in the moment it is performed, for even if a person can read
notes ever so well and has an ever so vivid imagination, he still cannot deny
that only in a figurative sense does music exist when it is being read. It ac-
tually exists only when it is being performed. That might seem an imper-
fection in this art in comparison with the other arts whose works continu-
ally exist because they have their continuance in the sensuous. But this is not
so. It is indeed a demonstration that it is a higher, a more spiritual art.

Now, if I start with language in order, by a movement through it to sound
out music, as it were, the matter looks something like this. If I assume that
prose is the language form that is most remote from music, I already detect
in the oration, in the sonorous construction of its periods, an echo of the
musical, which emerges ever more strongly at various stages in the poetic
declamation, in the metrical construction, in the rhyme, until finally the mu-
sical element has developed so strongly that language leaves off and every-
thing becomes music. Indeed, this is a pet phrase poets use to indicate that
they, as it were, abandon the idea; it disappears for them, and everything ends
in music. This might seem to imply that music is even closer to perfection as
a medium than language. But this is one of those sentimental misconcep-
tions that sprout only in empty heads. That it is a misconception will be
pointed out later. Here I wish only to draw attention to the remarkable cir-
cumstance that by a movement in the opposite direction I once again en-
counter music, namely, when I descend from prose permeated by the con-
cept until I end up with interjections, which in turn are musical, just as a
child’s first babbling is musical. Here the point certainly cannot be that music
is closer to perfection as a medium than language, or that music is a richer
medium than language, unless it is assumed that saying 