
Lecture on Kierkegaard 

I. Introduction to Europe in the 19th Century 

• Europe in the 19th Century is a place of massive 

upheaval and social change.  

• This is really the time period where massive scientific 

discoveries start to really impact the daily lives of 

individuals.  

• This is when the industrial revolution really gets 

started and dramatically alters how people live their 

live.  

• One of the major shifts we see is that individuals 

move from living mostly agrarian lives to living 

predominantly urban lives.  

• With the rise of machines and machine technology 

farming becomes less labor intensive and more and 

more job opportunities are found in large urban 

factories. 

• For the first time it was the case that a child would 

lead a radically different life than their parents.  

• In addition, advances in technology led to a radical 

“levelling” of culture in the sense that goods and 

services that once were only accessible to the rich 

and powerful now become available to everyone. 

II. Introduction to Kierkegaard 

• Søren Aabye Kierkegaard (1813-1855), Danish. 



• His father, Michael was wealthy, deeply religious, and 

also very melancholy. Michael believed that he was 

cursed by God due to some indiscretion in his past. 

He believed that all his children were doomed to die 

before age 33 as punishment for this sin.  

• Søren seems to have internalized this belief and was 

himself fairly melancholy. 

• Søren did walk with a limp and had a hunchback.  

• Due to his father’s wealth Søren grew up quite 

comfortable and received a large inheritance from his 

father, meaning he was able to live a comfortable life 

in Copenhagen were he spends most of his life, only 

traveling a few times to Germany and Sweden to 

study at universities there.  

• He attended the University of Copenhagen where he 

studied philosophy and theology. He wrote a doctoral 

dissertation on Socratic Irony which he successfully 

defended in 1841.  

• Upon graduation he settled in Copenhagen and spent 

most of his life writing and taking long walks around 

the city.  

• In 1837 he meets and becomes infatuated with a 

young woman Regine Olsen. He proposes in 1840, but 

then breaks off the engagement a few months later.  

• In the wake of these he devotes himself to writing 

and produces a significant number of philosophical 

and religious works.  



• Though he publishes a great deal, most of his works 

are commercially unsuccessful. 

• All his works are written in Danish meaning that they 

are intended for a very small audience, basically the 

literary intelligentsia of contemporary Copenhagen. 

• His first batch if literary output (“The First Authorship) 

is from 1843-1846 and includes works like Either/Or 

(1843) and Fear and Trembling (1843). 

• Almost all of these works are written under a variety 

of pseudonyms.  

• In 1845-46 he picks a fight with a Danish literary 

journal The Corsair. He is brutally attacked and 

mocked. The journal was very popular so these 

attacks basically cemented the public’s opinions of 

Kierkegaard.  

• In 1847 he begins his second authorship. The most 

important work that comes from this period is The 

Sickness Unto Death (1849).  

• In the last few years of his life he begins to directly 

attack the Danish church, self-publishing his own 

journal.  

• In 1855 he collapses in the street, is admitted to a 

hospital, and dies about a month later.  

III. Pseudonyms and Indirect Communication 

• For Kierkegaard, “Truth is Subjectivity.”  



• This means that truth is not objective, it is not 

something that can be summarized as a series of 

propositions one assents to. 

• Truth for Kierkegaard is less a set of facts about the 

world; it is an attitude or way of living one’s life.  

• So, in order to communicate this “truth” one can’t 

just write down a series of factual assertions, instead 

we must employ “Indirect Communication.” 

• Through “Indirect Communication” the 

communicator puts the listener into a position where 

they can discover the truth for themselves. So, the 

purpose is to provoke the reader or listener to think 

differently about their lives.  

• This has important connections to Socrates and the 

Socratic method.  

• This is a main reason why Kierkegaard writes his 

works under a variety of pseudonyms. These 

pseudonyms leave the reader alone with the work so 

that they can focus on the ideas and don’t become 

obsessed with biographical details of the author.  

• The use of pseudonyms makes it difficult to attribute 

any particular view presented to Kierkegaard himself.  

• Two main targets of Kierkegaard authorship: 

i. Danish culture generally and the Danish 

Lutheran Church specifically.  



ii. Any sort of systematizing philosophy that seeks 

to explain all of existence, with Hegel being a 

particular target of scorn and attack.  

IV. Spheres of Existence 

• These sphere of existence, or worldviews, or stages 

on life’s way are a set of norms and values that give’s 

an individual’s life structure and meaning.  

• The world shows up to the individual in terms of 

these existence spheres.  

• It is one’s interpretive framework through which they 

understand themselves, the world, and their relation 

to it.  

• This has a clear connection to Hegel’s 

phenomenology, but Kierkegaard really brings it 

down to the level of the individual.  

• Kierkegaard is an existentialist in virtue of his account 

of how individuals are responsible for choosing the 

norms and values that they use to structure their 

lives.  

• Further, different individuals who have chosen to live 

within a different sphere of existence can have 

radically different norms and values even if their lives 

share an outward similarity.  

• In choosing one of these existence spheres, there is 

no reason that an individual can give for choosing one 

sphere over another because the choice of sphere is 

itself the choice of what one will count as a reason for 



any choice they make. This is another core element of 

existentialism.  

• These spheres completely structure an individual’s 

life and determine the way in which that individual 

will experience and interact with the world.  

• There are roughly three of these existence spheres: 

i. Esthetic 

ii. Ethical 

iii. Religious 

• There does seem to be a hierarchical ranking of these 

three. The religious is clearly the highest. It also 

appears that most people begin at the stage of the 

esthetic.  

V. Esthetic 

• This stage is described primarily in Volume I of 

Either/Or.  

• The primary norm or value is the interesting. An 

esthete lives a life devoted to the pursuit of 

interesting experiences that produce some emotional 

response, and the avoidance of boredom.  

• The highest goal is to be interested or entertained or 

occupied, while the worst is to be bored or to be 

unoccupied.  

• This pursuit is connected with the idea of a sensible 

or physical nature. Kierkegaard is operating with the 

idea of a bifurcated self: a natural self and a rational 



self. Esthete is focused on the natural self and takes 

their guidance from it.  

• A person living this kind of life is devoted to finding 

things to do and trying to find ways to amuse or 

distract themselves.  

• This does seem to be the characteristic life view of 

most people.  

• Problem: an esthete has no control over their life, 

they are completely dependent on chance concerning 

whether something strikes them as interesting. The 

esthete lacks control over their life.  

• The esthete lacks continuity and is just bouncing 

around from one interesting thing to another.  

VI. The Ethical 

• This is the main topic of Volume II of Either/Or which 

is written by Judge William.  

• The ethical individual seeks to assert control over 

their life and to become a fully realized self in a way 

that the esthete does not.  

• The ethical individual seeks a life of continuity and 

order based on choice.  

• The notion of choosing or willing decisively is central 

to the ethical. In contrast to the esthete who 

pretends that one’s choices don’t matter one way or 

another.  

• This is displayed in the contrast between romantic 

love and marriage.  



• One has no choice over who one falls in love with, but 

one chooses whom to marry.  

• The value of marriage comes from the choice to 

marry in contrast with romantic love where one just 

pursues the person that happens to catch one’s eye.  

• In choosing marriage one is able to fulfill the promise 

of romantic love that romantic love can’t actually 

fulfill (eternity, faithfulness, etc.) 

• As the text puts it, the esthete is “trying to be” while 

the ethical “takes up the project of becoming a self.”  

VII. The Religious 

• With the esthetic and the ethical we have two poles 

with the self caught between them. These two poles 

are described variously as: 

i. Immediacy and reflection 

ii. Nature and freedom 

iii. Necessity and possibility 

iv. Temporal and eternal 

v. Finite and infinite 

• The first term is associated with the esthetic an the 

second with the ethical. 

• The problem is that allegiance to either pole involves 

a type of self-denial or self-negation; a rejection of 

some essential aspect of what it means to be human.  

• Neither the esthetic or the ethical can capture this, so 

we need some higher expression that unites and does 

justice to both.  



• For Kierkegaard, this can only be achieved by relating 

one’s self to God.  

• In Kierkegaard’s most famous work Fear and 

Trembling by Johannes de silentio Kierkegaard 

examines religious faith through the biblical figures of 

Abraham and Isaac, particularly Book 22 of Genesis.  


