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PREFACE

On the basis of certain necessary criteria for the use of research resources, the need for large-
scale Kierkegaard-studies may perhaps seem to have outlived itself. The fact that there are
still many people continuing to draw upon the resources in this way, producing “scholastic”
or more “popular” essays on Kierkegaard and his thought, is scarcely sufficient justification
for another such project. It is too easy to account for this merely by saying that, with his
complexity and ambiguity, Kierkegaard represents a sort of inexhaustible “existential” or
historical “source”.

In any case, the present study of Kierkegaard is not undergirded by any such “justification
of last resort”. It goes without saying that the work at hand claims to be based on several new
perceptions: such a claim is a necessary precondition if the work is to be a meaningful
research project. This study does not, however, so much seek to clarify new and, more or
less, peripheral, “facets” of Kierkegaard, as to shed new light upon Kierkegaard’s thought as
a whole. This means that its “object” is not only Kierkegaard, but also existing interpretations
of Kierkegaard. At the same time, a comprehensive analysis and evaluation of the entire
corpus of Kierkegaard-research is out of the question. It would be impractical to carry out
such a project in tandem with an analysis of the original texts; and it is Kierkegaard’s texts
that deserve priority, for they are the necessary basis for joining the chorus of interpreters at
all.

The interpretations with which I am here primarily concerned are therefore the
comprehensive interpretations, that is, those attempting to delineate Kierkegaard’s contours
and his specific character as a thinker. It is my assumption that the last word has not been
spoken in this connection, even though much has been said which is both telling and
profound.

The more-or-less accidental paths, which have led me to this “discovery” — or even
towards my interest in Kierkegaard at all — are of no importance here. The only thing of
general significance to the matter is this; that interest in Kierkegaard’s thought as a whole is
not something “objective”, but something “subjective”. This means that Kierkegaard is to be
viewed as philosophical subject, his thought has relevance for the present-day discussion of
philosophical problems, and this relevance is not independent of Kierkegaard’s historical
context and situatedness, but is conditioned by it. Within the schematic framework of the
history of philosophy, Kierkegaard represents what can be called “the crisis of idealism”, and
to a great extent, this crisis is still an ongoing one.

It is this crisis — that is, the experience of the boundaries of thought itself — which is a sort
of lowest common denominator of what is called existential philosophy, of which
Kierkegaard, with good reason, has been seen as an important founder. Thus, the study of

Kierkegaard is a natural part of the study of this problem-complex, e.g., in the form of



VI

questions concerning the relationship between “theory” and “practice”, “knowledge” and
“faith”, etc.

The following interpretation takes as its starting point the fact that Kierkegaard represents
a unique and “original” form of this “crisis”. He stands in immediate connection with the
“classical” version of idealism, from which he simultaneously distances himself in a decisive
way. It is the thesis of this interpretation that not only the break with idealism, but also the
positive connections with it are part of the same whole, and that both must be accounted for
and clarified in order to come to a proper understanding of Kierkegaard’s thought as a whole.

More specifically, the thesis runs as follows: Kierkegaard’s break with the idealist ideal of
a unity between reality and rationality still involves a “formal” acceptance of that ideal as a
“mediating ideal”. Kierkegaard’s analysis of existence, as expressed in his presentation of the
“stages” of human life, can be seen as an attempt to think through the question of the unity of
reality in a situation in which the idealist idea of unity has been overtaken by “post-idealist”
skepticism.

In this sense, his philosophical goal is analogous to Kant’s: to work out a “sanitized
metaphysics” on the basis of a critique of rationality, that is, a demonstration of the
“boundaries” of competence for reason. This does not mean that Kierkegaard’s thinking
constitutes a philosophical system. It is too much an attack on “the System” for that to be the
case. At the same time, this delimitation is certainly quite systematic. To put it simply:
Kierkegaard’s thought places limits on “the System” by means of a “reduction” to the
person’s “self-experience”. This introduces a fundamental restriction on the territory of this
self-experience in comparison to Hegel’s systematic idea: the concept of the Absolute as a
“self” or subject.

It is this reduction of the absolute self to the human self, which is Kierkegaard’s “system-
idea”. Defining Kierkegaard’s thought as “anthropology” is one way of expressing this.

The main thesis of the following interpretation is thus that Kierkegaard’s analysis of
existence, or his “doctrine of stages”, constitutes an “idealistic” anthropology, that is, a
presentation of the conditions of human life, which accentuates “unity” and “totality”. A
chief aspect of this ideal integration is the constellation of biological autonomy and
intentional transcendence. This “ontological heterogeneity” is a fundamental precondition
defining “the self” or self-definition as a synthetic activity.

It is the difference present here, and the “problem of priorities” accompanying it, which
make a historical reality of human existence. The various “stages” or possibilities of self-
understanding are different modes of dealing with this heterogeneity. The consciously
aesthetic form of existence tries to find equilibrium between “experience” and “reflection”. In
view of the collapse of the aesthetic project of existence, ending in melancholia, the ethical

and the religious “stages” tend fundamentally toward a common goal. Here, unity must be
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created by a development of the intentional pole, making possible “control” of the biological
and the historically determinate components.

Kierkegaard’s prescription for overcoming the “crisis of idealism” clearly has an
“idealistic” foundation, reflecting the fact that the prescription is related to the crisis. After a
time, Kierkegaard finds his existential therapy perhaps rather “idealistic”, in the sense that it
overlooks the mechanisms of compensation and neutralization implicit in the crisis-condition;
this is part of the background possibly able to account for his later, more one-sided, focus on

“deepening” the crisis in his attack on the Danish Church.

Bergen, Spring 2005

Karstein Hopland



INTRODUCTION

1. Perspective and Main Thesis

Even today, much of contemporary Kierkegaard-research tends to describe the Danish
thinker as primarily an opponent to and, eventually, the defeater of the idealistic concept of
subjectivity, in favor of language and communication, thereby also contributing to modern
man’s liberation from the detached self-sufficiency (solipsism) of the scientific construction
of the world. Contrary to such a view, the present analysis endeavors to demonstrate the deep
embedment of his thinking, language and categories belonging to the world of idealism and
the Enlightenment. This cultural context is often too easily construed as merely the outward
vehicle of a new mode of existentialist thinking, one supposedly rejecting radical self-
reflection in favor of faith’s awareness of transcendent being.

Undoubtedly, Seren Kierkegaard [SK] categorically opposes Hegel’s view of Christianity,
insofar as Hegel defines Christ as the myth of God’s immanent history within human self-
understanding. Kierkegaard’s allegedly opposed understanding of the relationship between
God and the world, stressing orthodox divine transcendence, is, however, shaped by the very
same cultural-religious situation also shaping Hegel’s view. Both partake in the same
primordial discourse about modernity, self and religion, originally initiated by the
Enlightenment period’s basic criticism of supernatural religious traditions and attitudes.
Nevertheless, religion becomes the strategic /locus of such a reinterpretation, by its
transformation into a new category of metaphysical self-awareness, thus making the subject
and self-understanding the basis of any philosophically defensible talk of God in modernity.

This is also basically Kierkegaard’s position, although he pointedly defies Hegel’s
specific approach of identifying revelation of God with cultural progress. What Kant had
done was to locate religion within universal reason, thus defining historical religion as
merely contingent illustration or myth. Hegel opposes such Kantian formalism, himself
conceiving historical or biblical Christianity as an essential part of universal reason’s process
of becoming aware of itself — as determined by the absolute or God. Philosophy and theology
are thus converging here, something seen by Hegel as the summit of Enlightenment’s cultural
ambitions. It is, in our view, at this point that Kierkegaard enters idealist discourse about
modernity and its ontology of basic self-awareness, by redefining the scope of idealist self-
awareness, and thereby also that of religion.

As emphasized by communication-oriented research, the Kierkegaard’s stages are not
levels of consciousness of the absolute, supposedly mirroring God’s self-awareness. They
are, rather, shaped by finite human existence, one striving for identity through successive
interpretations of the self in terms of life-views or normative presuppositions. This is aimed
at by reflecting on the infinite opportunities of perceptual life (the aesthetical mode), by

creating one’s own ethical system (the ethical mode), and finally, by man striving to establish
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a self-grounding relationship to unconditioned reality, transcending the sphere of ethical self-
grounding, in view of the inevitable gap between the imperative and psychological process.

Nevertheless, the approach determining Kierkegaard’s philosophy of existence is itself
part of a method of idealist self-grounding, originally conceptualized in Fichte’s
interpretation of Kant’s transcendental ego, with his radical attributing to knowledge and
reflection the inexplicable power of world creation. The almost simultaneous crisis of
rational world construction, giving rise to the category of religion as expressing the ultimate
nothingness of purely human design, is not due to the impact of new ideas, but to the internal
amplification of idealist philosophy of the self. This is the same one anticipated by Kantian
limits of pure reason and established by Fichte’s and Schleiermacher’s idea of the
constructive self’s ultimate dependence on absolute non-mundane power.

Contrary then to the current view, it is maintained that Kierkegaard’s paradox, insisting on
the primacy of God’s creative act in any cultural ordering, is not purely a Christian
innovation. True, in terms of personal history, it is determined by the traditional Biblical faith
of his childhood Christianity. However, with regard to philosophy, his general
epistemological layout stems from the same idealist conceptual framework he simultaneously
opposes. The complexity of the legacy of idealism is conspicuously exemplified by
Kierkegaard’s trip to Berlin in 1841 in order to listen to the anti-Hegelian Schelling, the
pioneer of idealist ego-philosophy, now lecturing on the primacy of religious revelation.

In both respects, on a personal and on a philosophical level, a reevaluation of the
Enlightenment-axiom of the autonomous self is explored by Kierkegaard, without rejecting,
however, the basic idealist premise of any philosophy of existence; that truth is, indeed,

subjectivity.

What follows is an attempt to interpret SK’s thinking on the fundamental conditions of
human life and the various forms it takes. The interpretation will be presented in such a
manner that the thought of SK emerges as an anthropological whole. This systematization is
based on the view that SK’s existential philosophy develops by means of an inner
transformation of the intellectual concepts of philosophical idealism, and that it is therefore
best understood in light of idealistic patterns of thought and its peculiar systematics. If
Schelling is “the one who perfects German Idealism, in that he radicalizes its fundamental
problem, the mediation of the self, to the point of grasping the inconceivability of the pure
act of positing” then SK’s thinking is also “idealist”. “The transparent simplicity in which the
self, entering into a relationship to itself, establishes itself in the power that posited it” in
Kierkegaard, corresponds to reason’s “acceptance of its posited being” in Schelling.'

The present analysis has a doubly negative tendency, one within Kierkegaard research
proper, the other beyond it, that is, within the current debate on existential philosophy in the
broader sense. In the first case it is a matter of coming to terms with what, in my view, is an
untenable interpretation of the totality of SK’s anthropology. This interpretation isolates and

makes absolute what might suggestively be called the diastatic aspect of his concept of
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subjectivity, the isolated and “self-sufficient” individual, displacing the equally original
synthetic underlying theme, the collective and biological character of the individual. * In the
second case, my criticism is rooted in an observation that the current debate often contains an
unjustified combination of SK with positions in modern existential philosophy and theology,
based on a general and unspecified notion of some intellectual-historical connection.

There seems to be a connection between these two tendencies. The latter of the two
above-mentioned “receptions” accorded to SK concerns itself only with the diastatic or
isolated subjectivity. This idea is then blithely advanced as the essence of the concept of
subjectivity in existential philosophy in general. There is possibly also a historical connection
here, inasmuch as the first-mentioned interpretation has contributed to a more general sort of

misunderstanding.

A. Existential Philosophy and Subjectivity

Examples of this misunderstanding of SK’s anthropology which stems from combining him
willy-nilly with more modern positions in existential philosophy and theology (in part due to
a corresponding combination within these positions themselves) is to be found in certain
forms of criticism of existential theology. The main objective of these positions is to express
a fundamental disagreement with the entire point of view of existential theology.
Representatives of this theologically-motivated general criticism include, for example,
Moltmann and Pannenberg, both of whom are generally negative towards the implications
for the understanding of reality drawn from an existential theology finding its “basis” in
Heidegger'’s existential analysis. Pannenberg speaks of an anthropological constriction of the
understanding of reality, which he claims stems from the fact that “historicity” gains primacy
over objective and contingent history. > Moltmann thus polemicises against what he calls
“The abstract subjectification of the human being™, or Bultmann’s transformation of
“transcendental subjectivity” into a “Weltanschauung” taking its basis in SK’s concept of
“glaubiger Innerlichkeit”.’

Without taking a stand on the philosophical and theological implications of this critique, it
can in a general sense be seen as accurate with respect to certain tendencies basic to the
existential philosophy on which Bultmann builds his existential theology, and thus also
indirectly appropriate as a criticism of Heidegger’s existential analysis. At the same time, it is
not the case that the criticism is necessarily valid for every “existential-philosophical”
concept of human subjectivity. Such a concept need not necessarily represent what one, using
Pannenberg’s principal category of criticism, could call an anthropological “constriction” of
reality. To explain the reasons for this, that which critics characterize as an “isolated”
subjectivity must be examined in more detail.

Clearest on this point is Moltmann, who, on the basis of his Marxist-inspired
understanding of reality and history, distances himself most sharply from the idea of a

primacy of subjectivity.’ In opposition to Bultmann’s concept of “self-understanding”, for
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example, Moltmann maintains that: “Only in expropriation into the world does the human
person experience himself. Without self-objectification, no self-experience is possible.
Human self-understanding is always mediated societally, materially and historically”.” This
statement points, without clarification, to an anthropologically relevant basic tendency in
existential analysis, namely what could called the identification of reality with
“understanding”.

Bultmann’s concept of existence gives an idea of what this line of thought implies. His
main anthropological point is that human reality transcends the subject-object dichotomy,
and that it is fundamentally a “non-objectification-able” or “pure” subjectivity. “If I relate
myself — looking backward or looking forward — to my own self, then I have, as it were, split
my ego; and the ego relating to its own self is my existential ego; the other ego, to which I
relate, and which I take as that which is given, is a phantom without any existential reality”.*
Furthermore, it is clear that “this is why the distinction between subject and object must be
wholly removed from the question of our existence”.” In place of an understanding within the
subject-object dichotomy, Bultmann proposes that type of “empathy” with reality itself
which he, following Heidegger, calls “openness to one’s existence”,'” openness to oneself as
something “factual-historical”.

The existential ego looms into sight as a form of identity-consciousness similar to Fichte’s
absolute or self-producing ego, but which, unlike Fichte’s ego, does not work itself out inside
the subject-object dichotomy and synthesis. It appears — in the form of an existential
imperative — as a negation of the entire idealist idea of self-grounding.

It might give a hint of the sense in which this concept is in contradiction with the proper
scope of anthropology when we bear in mind that Heidegger’s existential analysis is
determined by “the demarcation [...] against anthropology, psychology and biology”."" The
main reason for Heidegger’s defining and delimiting is the fact that his analysis is meant to
be a heuristic and methodical project only in relation to the question of the meaning of
“Being”; the goal is an “opening-up of the basic horizon for an interpretation of Being”."?
This explicitly defined perspective upon human reality (Dasein) means that the analysis
“does not aim at a thematically complete ontology of existence, and less still at a concrete
anthropology”."> When existential ontology is used as the “anthropological” basis for a
theory of authentic personality, as is the case in Bultmann’s concept of self-actualization
through concrete personal choice, this must further find expression in a corresponding
delimiting of the ontological perspective: “Existence is in each case an event in the decisions
of the moment. It is not something already in existence, but something that happens in each
specific case [...] the decision consists in grasping the situation, the moment, in which a
demand is made of me in my existence, as a person”."*

The basic tendency of this delimiting interpretation was expressed strikingly by Lagstrup,
by his characterization of existential analysis as “a regional ontology of historicity”. As
opposed to Heidegger, he claims: “Human existence is not only historical being; it is also the

use of the senses, and this sensation can only be defined in its difference from, and
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opposition to, historical being”."> In what sense and to what extent historicity and sensation
stand in a simple relation of opposition to one another is a problem in its own right, but in
any case, neglect of the corporeal-biological dimension is a chief feature of the program of
existential analysis. Heidegger himself says this when rejecting the phenomenon:
“corporeality [...] contains a problem-field of its own which will not be discussed here”.'®

What is decisive is the fact that the abstraction from corporeality here is not a pragmatic
delimitation, but the consequence of a systematic intention. Put simply, the idea is that
corporeality is to be defined as a “function” of human existence, as a “constitution of
understanding”. Corporeality is not viewed as an autonomous reality in relation to
“understanding”, as something the latter must relate itself to as an absolutely “foreign”
reality, not to be subsumed under understanding — that is, “the being-in-the-world in view of
the openness of its *standpoint’ as the standpoint of an ability to be”.!” This becomes clear in
the analysis of the “the phenomenon of reality”, for example. The senses’ “experience of
resistance” does not work as an explanation, because that experience is conditioned by “self-
understanding’s” openness to the world."® This anti-idealist program is expressed pithily in
the following formula: “However, it is not the ’substance’ of the human person that is the
spirit as a synthesis of body and soul, but his existence”."”

With this thesis Heidegger is clearly distancing himself from what he regards as the
“vulgar ontological” tradition, which makes the subject-object dichotomy the basis for
ontological analysis, instead of doing the reverse by first explaining this dichotomy. A
decisive expression of this order of priority can be seen in phenomenon of time being
understood within the framework of natural philosophy.® Heidegger reverses this
relationship, and interprets the phenomenon of time in its character of an “original totality of
Dasein’s constitution”,”’ as the fundamental basis for the subject-object relation. “The
problem of transcendence’ cannot be reduced to a question of how the subject comes out to
an object, where the totality of objects is identified with the world. One must instead ask:
what makes it ontologically possible to objectify something existent that is encountered in
the world? Derivation from the ecstatic-horizontally based transcendence of the world
supplies the answer. [...] The derivation of being-in-the-world from the ecstatic-horizontal
unity of temporality allows us to understand the existential-ontological possibility of this
fundamental constitution of existence”.**

As is well-known, the decisive significance of this penetration of the subject-object
dichotomy first finds clear expression in the ontological interpretation for which existential
analysis (fundamental ontology) only charts the horizon, and whose fundamental tendency
may, following Schulz, be expressed as follows: “that it is no longer possible to go beyond
principles, where the philosophy of subjectivity has brought itself to an end: The Being that
appears here and now is no principle. It cannot be invalidated either as it exists on its own
terms or in my subjectivity”.”

This attack upon the philosophy of subjectivity and the idealist epistemological and

grounding will** points out the tensions and disparities in Bultmann’s transferring of
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Heidegger’s thinking (in Sein und Zeit) onto the plane of existential philosophy. Bultmann
fall perhaps victim to the “subjective-anthropological” misunderstanding, which was to some
extent already in place in Sein und Zeit.”> Furthermore, to the extent that Bultmann bases
himself upon a Kantian schism between spirit and nature,*® his concept of existence has the
character of a purely ideological — i.e., philosophically unfounded — rewriting of the idealist
notion of the primacy of spirit.

On the other hand, it is possible to understand the internal consistency in Bultmann’s
thought in such a way that the Kantian element, namely the idea of grounding, and the
anthropological perspective i.e., are eliminated. This being the case when Christian faith is
understood primarily as transcendental self-insight, a certainty that the world is created in
“understanding” and that the world is thus something from which the Christian faith
“liberates” one, as “self-understanding”.*’

The main thesis of the present analysis of Kierkegaard’s anthropology is that it differs
markedly from the type of existential philosophy, which more or less serenely bases itself
upon the conquering of the traditional subject-object schema. The present study thus
maintains that SK’s anthropological thinking is determined by the principle of self-
objectification, and that this structure in turn is an expression of the significance of
corporeality as a constitutive factor. To the extent that SK understands existence or the self-
relationship in “understanding” as a synthesis of body and soul — ie., of natural
determination and intentionality respectively — SK’s thinking belongs to a horizon of
understanding, which from Heidegger’s fundamental-ontological standpoint appears “vulgar”
or opaque to itself. My general concern is to show how this synthesis, as a unity of fact and
imperative, unfolds through a process of successive forms of self-definition and
corresponding forms of personal reality. Characteristically, it is this fundamental
anthropological structure Litt finds neutralized in existential analysis: “the process whereby
the spirit raises itself up by stage”.*® This would also imply that SK’s thought coincides in

general with an idealist way of thinking.

B. Eclectic Versions of Kierkegaard’s Anthropology: Isolated Subjectivity

In consequence of what has been said above, the present interpretation is critical towards any
understanding, which neglects or misunderstands the crucial principle of synthetic self-
constitution, such that self-realization is understood primarily as the dissolution of a given
corporeal-spiritual unity. Our point of departure may be taken from two influential
interpretations, each of which, in its own way, may be said to represent this distortion. In this
criticism, the present work also anticipates the general results of its principal analysis. Thus,
the arguments for the points of view discussed below will not at all be complete in this
section. One of the clearest expressions of the before mentioned position is Legstrup’s
“committed” interpretation of SK. A sample of his interpretation, which also unquestionably

expresses a founding premise for his large-scale “clash” with SK will be helpful. In his book
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on Heidegger and Kierkegaard, Logstrup presents SK’s most central anthropological text on
the structure of “the self” in the following way: “He differentiates the synthesis of finitude
and infinity on the one hand, and the mental-bodily synthesis on the other, separating being
oneself and consciousness. These are very different things: to be conscious of something is,
in relation to consciousness, to relate to the relationship, whereas being oneself means that
the relationship relates to its own self. In the latter case, the relationship is the positive third
term — it bears its own self”.”

This distinction between relating oneself to a relation (supposedly the structure of
consciousness) and a relation, which relates itself to itself (supposedly the logic of the ethical
position) gives a completely slanted presentation of the thought of SK and Anti-Climacus. It
is an arbitrary use of the concept of consciousness, separating that which must be held

"3 is an idea foreign

together. Subsuming consciousness under a “concept of mere cognition
to SK. On the contrary, consciousness is for SK potential-actual self-consciousness, and is
thus also the constitutional basis for the ethical self-relationship (cf. IV B 1, p. 148). This is
set forth with great clarity in The Sickness Unto Death when it is said that: “In general,
consciousness — i.e., self-consciousness — is what is decisive in relation to the self. The more
consciousness, the more will; the more will [present], the more self” (15:87).

Thus, in accordance with its own structure, consciousness is “a relation which relates itself
to itself” (15:73). It grasps the mental-corporeal synthesis, which, in its capacity as a
“relation of interaction”, is constitutive for its object. And in this sense it is a relation to a
relation. However, this is only one aspect of it, for this comprehensive or objectifying
relation is not a creatio ex nihilo, but it grows forth from an objective correlative. The
mental-corporeal interaction is simultaneously both the object of consciousness and its
ground. Consciousness is constituted in the splitting up of the original synthesis, i.e., as a
qualitative development of mental control. Consciousness is the self-transcendence of the
genetically primary relation, and is thus consciousness' relation to itself.

Against this background, Legstrup’s claim that the unity of finitude and infinitude —
temporality and eternity, respectively — is a “new synthesis™' with respect to the basic fact of
consciousness is clearly a misunderstanding. The situation is rather reverse, for this unity,
seen from one side, is identical with the basic mental-corporeal cooperation. This is the self-
relation of consciousness in view of its own possibility. Anti-Climacus expresses this clearly
in the following passage: “Man is a synthesis of infinitude and finitude, of the temporal and
the eternal, of freedom and necessity, in short, a synthesis. A synthesis is a relation between
two. Viewed thus, a person is still not yet a self” (15:73). This relation only becomes a “new”
or “self’-constituting synthesis when its asymmetrical structure is realized. And only in this
sense may the formula also designate the self-relation as Legstrup has it, but only in a one-
sided and misunderstood fashion. This ambiguity rests on the fact that this formula — unlike
the formula for the self-relation using the terms mind and body — has two links, so that “the
positive third” (15:73) only occurs as an implication in one of the links, the one that is

29 €.

designated as “infinitude”, “the eternal”, and “freedom”. This is indicated, for example, in
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Haufniensis’ formula for the identity of self-determination and historicity: “The synthesis of
the temporal and the eternal is not a second synthesis, but the expression of that first
synthesis, as a consequence of which man is a synthesis of mind and body, borne by spirit”
(6:176).

What tricks Legstrup into this misunderstanding, and what at the same time is a correct
point in his presentation, is that the structural identity of consciousness and the ethical self-
relation is not the same as an ontic identity. Indeed, this is the same disproportion between
possibility and actuality, which dealt with in The Sickness Unto Death, namely, the
disproportion that constitutes “despair”. Legstrup may therefore be correct in saying that
“this doubling of the ethical relationship is thus quite different from the reflective state of
consciousness”.”> The latter statement may indeed serve in the aesthetic existence as a
formula for despair. But the difference should not be taken to mean that this form of
existence is a relation to itself “as to something given”, while the ethical existence means that
“I (relate) to myself in my possibility”.>> On the contrary, what is essential in the ethical self-
relationship is the fact that possibility and facticity are congruent. It is not only the Judge
who makes this clear (cf. e.g. 3:236), but Anti-Climacus’ theory of “the self” also does this,
and with even greater precision.

Logstrup’s failure to grasp this causes him to see infinitude (and eternity) as an existential
requirement in order to detach oneself from finitude. It is true enough that such negativity
vis-a-vis facticity is part of the meaning of infinitude, because the synthesis of self-
determination presupposes the development of the inherent existential dualism — which Anti-
Climacus categorically defines as a “break with the whole of immediacy” (15:111).
However, this is a preliminary form of infinitude and does not exhaust its possibilities. If
infinitude fixates itself at this preliminary and negative stage, it indeed becomes a form of
despair, namely “a fantasized existence in abstract infinitization or in abstract isolation”
(15:90).

A principal consequence of Lagstrup’s untenable schism between consciousness and the
ethical self-relation is thus his isolation of a negative and diastatic significance of the concept
of infinitude; his analysis finishes with the erroneous assertion that — and this is, in sum, the
content of his “clash” with SK — “the infinite demand in Kierkegaard does not have a specific
content in relation to that which the human person fails, and before which he recognizes that
he is nothing; it means, on the contrary, that the human person in a purely abstract way,
should recognize himself to be nothing”.** Not only is SK’s anthropology misunderstood in
this interpretation, but there is also a confusion of anthropological structure and ontic content
(in this case the concept of religion) which undoubtedly also distorts this latter central aspect
of his thought.

Anz’ version of SK’s concept of subjectivity is also built upon a definite interpretation of
the category of infinitude. His presentation of ethical-religious subjectivity is similar to
Logstrup’s in that it also isolates self-determination from the mental-corporeal whole. The

difference is that, formally, Anz correctly understands the dimension of infinitude as
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constitutive element in consciousness, insofar as SK’s concept of self-actualization is
presented as a critical re-working of the Cartesian tradition of philosophical-reflexive self-
grounding. SK endues “earnestness” to “the Cartesian retreat into absolute self-

consciousness”.” According to Anz, the main ontological consequence of this starting-point

36 is that: “Truth exists only in and through

human self-consciousness; being is mediated only through consciousness”.”’

in the reflective “constitution of one’s own self’

The weakness of Anz’ interpretation is not result of his assigning of SK’s thinking to the
rationalist notion of justification or grounding (i.e., the primacy of subjectivity in
approaching reality), but is due, rather, to a particular exposition of this notion. Fahrenbach
unquestionably touches upon this point when asserting that his own interpretation is
determined by “Heidegger’s interpretation and calling into question of Western metaphysics
(especially that of the modern period) as a metaphysics of subjectivity”.*® Against this
background, SK’s position seems to be a radicalization of the idea of subjectivity. The self-
grounding of the subject becomes its self-negation, in the sense that in the face of resistance
from the objective correlative of this grounding — i.e., the world or cultural context — the
subject gives up and is cast back upon itself as “pure” subjectivity. “He has no possibility of
identifying himself with the experienced unity of nature, with the infinite riches of the soul,
with the fullness of the heart, with the powers of the objective spirit”.** The omnipotence of
subjectivity narrows itself into an introverted power over the self, because the object of its
grounding is absorbed into the subject of grounding. The reality of subjectivity, and thereby
reality in general, is concentrated in a kind of emotional-eschatological individuality. The
fact that Anz here lumps SK together with Bultmann is symptomatic of his view, defining the
position as “removal from the world [Entweltlichung]”. “When the absolute subjectivity is
removed from the world, this not only detaches it from ’contingent finitude’, but at the same
time also prevents it from seeing the truth that establishes and orders the world”."

This understanding of SK is wrong because, like Lagstrup, it attributes to SK a schism
between consciousness and self-consciousness, which actually abolishes the anthropological
logic of his thought. The unity of life is not lost in self-reflection in such a way that it must
be “compensated for” in existential inwardness. The unity of life is the purpose which above
all gives this subjectivity its meaning, precisely against the background of lost immediacy. If
the dominance of subjectivity leads to the “annihilation of the contrary element™', implying
that “every mode of humanity in keeping with nature [...] loses its meaning”*, “that the
human nature departs from this nature (corporeality, including the psychological states, to the

4
»$ we cannot speak of a “breakdown”, but of an

extent that these have a bodily basis)
anthropological contradiction in terms.
The case this work makes against Anz' interpretation was adumbrated in the criticism of
Legstrup, but may best be found in the following exposition of SK’s anthropology, where, as
mentioned, an attempt will be made to disprove the notion that SK agitates for a diastatic or
“objectless” subjectivity in a manner similar to Bultmann’s concept of “existence” as

“monistic self-understanding”. Both in his anthropology and his interpretation of
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Christianity, emphasizing “the individual”, the paradox, and suffering, SK’s fundamental
premises are essentially different from Bultmann’s. What is denied is not the idea of social
integration as such, but the notion that the unity of life can be attained through cultural
synthesis. Furthermore, in this constellation of anthropology and interpretation of
Christianity, one must allow the “context” and the “principle” to illuminate one another
mutually. This form of “critical” understanding must precede any critique expressed in the
“clash”, which will otherwise easily degenerate into an eclectic and arbitrary “self-
interpretation”.

One example of this somewhat context-blind approach is Anz’ presentation of
Haufniensis’ therapeutic formula for the “demonic” or split personality (“But precisely for
that reason, truth is a work of freedom, so that it constantly brings forth the truth” [6:220]) as
a denial of inter-subjectivity. “What Hegel calls objective spirit, is for Kierkegaard only
circumstances of a natural, sociological, intellectual kind”**. However, the matter at hand has
nothing to do with a subjectively stipulated validity, but is in fact an expression of the
reverse, an abolition of arbitrariness, when the individual accepts all facets of his facticity,
i.e., “accepts all of the consequences” [6:220]. It becomes almost comical when his tendency
of skipping over the necessary, literal meaning leads him to interpret Anti-Climacus’ concept

d”®, while

of “a freely-acting cause” [6:69] as an expression for human freedom “without Go
it obviously has to do precisely with divine creation. Such minor misinterpretations are not
sufficient to compel the total interpretation of which they are a part, but they are indicative of
the methodical consequences of a rash, “critical” engagement, and are a sign that the textual
study was undertaken to obtain a verification of an “a priori” with regard to “history of
spirit”. Later, in his SK-works of the ’50’s and *60’s, Anz made significant changes to his
fundamental point of view: “But I have since come to take the view that the determinative
function of anxiety, which is always one factor when he speaks of the 'moment’, by its very
meaning excludes absolute subjectivity. One must hold fast to this, against all the

misdirection due to the Idealist terminology which Kierkegaard uses”. *
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2. Interpretive Approach Anthropology as Basic Element in

Kierkegaard’s Thought

A. Anthropology and the Interpretation of Christianity

First of all, the problem that has to be discussed pertains to the relation between the general
problem pursued — i.e., the question concerning Kierkegaard’s anthropology — and the types
of sources available, SK’s authorship and remaining papers. To put the question radically: is
it possible to construct a systematic anthropology on the basis of these sources at all? Isn’t
SK’s primary interest an understanding of Christianity, and isn’t his “anthropology” thus an
integral part of his “theology”?

One may get the impression that this is the case if one examines isolated statements by
SK, for example, when the main task of his authorship is understood as “to lift Christianity
completely and wholly into reflection” (IX A 226; Cf. X2 A 106 and 18:106), or when it is
said that “Christianity is indeed the only explanation of existence which holds water” (IX A
358). However, for SK, to “reflect” upon Christianity does not mean to present it in a
systematic-dogmatic form or to characterize it as a “philosophy of life”, but more or less the
opposite. He wants to liberate Christian faith from the particular “systematic” form it has
been given in his time, both when it comes to doctrine (speculative theology) and to life
(Christian culture). He wishes to abolish what he calls “Christendom”. This is demonstrated
both in “practice” (the subject matter of his authorship) and in “theory” (i.e., the appended
“rationalization” of the authorship).

SK’s general anthropological intention receives expression, for example, in Climacus’
retrospective examination of the authorship from Either/Or onward. It can be clearly seen
here that the red thread is the “stages” — or the fundamental possibilities of self-
understanding — of human life: the aesthetic, the ethical, and the religious forms of existence.
The temporary terminating point in Stages on Life’s Way, Quidam’s religious “boundary-
existence”, emerges as a sort of synthesis of the aesthetic and ethical stages. The precondition
for “really being offended” by religion is that one be “aesthetically developed in fantasy” and
at the same time capable of “grasping the ethical with primitive passion” (8:227; Cf. 8:237).
But as a “determination of existence” this exposition of the fundamental possibilities of
existence must differ radically from that view of human life gained via a speculative concept
of unity — i.e., “the immediate mediation” which means that unity is guaranteed against “the
immanent transition” and thus never comes into contact with the “ethical” requirement
(9:2471t.).

It is clear that this analysis of existence, precisely because it is an alternative to
speculative idealism, exists within the framework of general philosophical reflection, and
that, viewed in this way, it stands outside of the “paradox” of Christian revelation. To be
sure, the specific Christian concepts of sin and redemption are presented as a “hermeneutic-

heuristic” framework, since the supreme methodological plan — at any rate, as SK later sees it
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— is “the description of one path one may follow in order to become a Christian” (18:106).
This does not abolish his philosophical intention, however, but rather confirms it. For it is
only against this general human background that it is possible to reach SK’s principal
“theological” intention: to present Christianity as “existential communication” (10:76, 228,
232, 239).

It is on this basis that dogmatic Christian points of view are present within the general
anthropological framework — e.g., in The Concept of Anxiety, which has a clear “dogmatic”
frame of reference — in that the aim of the work is defined as “a simple psychological-
indicative consideration of the dogmatic problem of original sin”. Christianity emerges with
even greater clarity as a presupposition in Philosophical Fragments, where with simple
radicalness it sketches the fundamental difference in principle between Christianity and
humanism. Here, indeed, we see the introduction of “Christian-religiosity” (9:226), but still
in relation to “existence”, to human self-activity, which is the sphere constituting meaning
for the Christian faith.

The Postscript pursues this tendency further. This is not done by presenting Christianity
with systematic, dogmatic precision and completeness, but by repeating from a new point of
view the “detour” concerning the interpretation of existence, the display of the fundamental
possibilities of human life, which had led up to Philosophical Fragments. This is done in
form of a philosophical discourse on the concept of “existence” itself, that is, on humanity’s
fundamental ontological situation. Accordingly, the philosophical adversary is identified,
though only between the lines, by means of sporadic attacks and allusions, and (in the
concrete, epic interpretations of existence) by criticism of “the System”. Here, too, the
presentation of Christianity remains within the boundaries of Philosophical Fragments, since
it essentially limits itself to its “categorical” content (cf. 10:211), presenting what is the
opposite pole from the immanent human understanding of self and of reality. What is in
principle new about “religiosity B” is that is “posits the opposition between existence and the
Eternal absolutely” (10:238). Its content is “the consciousness of sin”, which is “the
expression of a paradoxical transformation of existence”, that is, the subjective expression of
the fact that “the salvation of the individual will indeed depend upon his being brought into a
relation to that historical fact” (10:238; Cf. 10:249).

So much for the pseudonymous authorship up to the Postscript, which SK viewed, both at
the time of writing (cf. 10:285) and later (cf. 18:87, 106), as a turning point in the work of
liberating Christianity from an “illegitimate” synthesis with the generally human and with
aesthetic-speculative understandings of life. Christianity must now be presented differently
from what it was earlier; it must be focused more directly. This does not, however, mean that
SK now at long last appears with a systematic dogmatic pretension, because the framework
for the interpretation is provided by the principle of “existential communication” in the
Postscript. The transformation — both as it was planned and as it was carried out with
modifications — takes place within this didactic framework. The methodological principle is

to go “decisively into that which is Christian” (IX A 175), to “present Christianity in all its
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recklessness” (IX A 226), i.e., as an open judgment against the “cultural Christianity” of the
period. This is the principal intention forming the background for the major later writings,
The Sickness Unto Death and Training in Christianity, which concern themselves with “the
situation of contemporaneity”, i.e., “that Christ’s life is infinitely more important than its
consequences” (IX A 227). The hermeneutic and methodological unity with the earlier parts
of his authorship is found in the retention of indirect communication as a form of
presentation (cf. IX A 213). As a function of this — despite the self-revelation in the
Postscript — a new major pseudonym is introduced, “Anti-Climacus” (cf. 18:64), who makes
concrete the line of demarcation, asserted in principle by Climacus, between Christianity and
autonomous self-development.

What is decisive from our point of view is that, in his didactic and polemical presentation
of Christianity, the direct and indirect connections with general human actuality — i.e., with
the subject matter of anthropology — are retained. Climacus sums up this unity of existential
analysis and interpretation of Christianity in one formula when he says that “religiosity A
must be present in an individual before there can be any question of taking notice of the
dialectical [religiosity] B” (10:226), i.e., Christianity. For only in this way can Christianity be
presented as something radically different from the forms of self-understanding, which grow
exclusively out of general human self-activity, and thus be saved from being swallowed up
by “immanence”.

It is in accordance with this view of the problem that Anti-Climacus — despite the fact that
he in principle gives priority to what is “purely” Christian (cf. e.g., X A 510 and X 2 A 192)
— again tackles anthropological analysis. Humanity’s fundamental possibilities for self-
understanding (and the constitutional foundation of these possibilities) are given their most
striking and detailed presentation in The Sickness Unto Death. Along with The Concept of
Anxiety, this work is SK’s most important contribution to philosophical anthropology. Its
abstract, conceptual-analytical form gives it an almost “Hegelian” flavor. The method behind
the plan is that “the forms of despair permit themselves to be discovered abstractly by
reflecting upon the elements of which the self, as synthesis, consists” (15:87).

In accordance with this, just as the Postscript, The Sickness Unto Death provides only a
minimal presentation of Christianity as a dogmatic system or theology in a traditional sense,
even though certain fundamental dogmatic concepts may be said to somehow make up
important presuppositions for the field of problem anthropology takes as its starting-point. In
this sense, the type, the extent, and the direction of the problems, which are posed are all
regulated by Christian dogmatics. In the same manner as in The Concept of Anxiety, it is the
concept of sin which exercises the regulative function. Interest in the conditions and forms of
expression which the reality of sin takes on in human life motivates the presentation of the
general forms of existence and of consciousness — from the sensory-receptive naiveté
(“innocence” and “despairingly not to be conscious of having a self”), to the self-conscious
and reflective, but fundamentally un-free, resistance to reconciliation with the divine ground

of existence (“anxiety about the Good” and “despairingly willing to be oneself, defiance”).
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What is defined as “anxiety” in the former case, with an accent upon the “psychological”
aspect — i.e., the individual’s experience of him self — is broadened and deepened in the latter
case into an “existential ontological” category of “despair”, where the structural dimension of
self-understanding is the primary focus. Only the second part of The Sickness Unto Death
can reasonably be characterized as directly dogmatic and theological, since it develops the
thesis that “despair is sin”. But still, the principal goal is essentially the same as in
Philosophical Fragments and the Postscript: to accentuate Christianity’s break with an
immanent or “self-referential” understanding of the self in a clear and principled manner:
“sin is not a negation, but a position” (15:148).

To the extent that SK’s interpretation goes further than the setting-up of this
“incompatibility-formula”, it moves on the level of edification or preaching, where
Christianity is placed in relation to “that single individual” in a decisive manner. Here, as
opposed to the pseudonyms (we could also say, the philosophical and discursive works), SK
makes no concessions (at least according to the plan) to the “differences between one person
and another with respect to intellect, culture, etc.”, for the point is that all are placed on the
same plane “in the universally human”, and confronted with the task which is equally
difficult for all: “to be an individual person” (18:160f.); and this task in every case exceeds
“a person’s strength” (18:162).

If one accepts SK’s explanation that his principal intention is to show the individual the
way to Christianity and to confront him with Christianity’s demand and Christianity’s offer
in a situation in which he must choose, one could reasonably ask why SK was not himself
satisfied with an “edifying” interpretation Christianity. The answer (though not, of course,
the only answer) lies in the historical situation and the occasion to his authorship. “That
single individual” to whom SK addresses his edifying discourses is not someone who is easy
to reach, but is someone who has been beaten down by anonymous cultural forces, including
the “authorized” understanding of life and of Christianity. This makes necessary the above-
mentioned “detour” through the various fundamental human possibilities, in order to help
dissolve what he sees as spurious forms of mediating the generally human by means of
Christian faith. It is this intention, which by means of slight idealization, is defined by the
present work as a theological hermeneutics, and which conceptually receives its definition in
SK's writings on the authorship. It is here that Climacus’ thesis about religiosity A as
precondition for religiosity B is developed into a hermeneutic and didactic theory for the
entire authorship. The fact that, viewed psychologically, this smacks of an ex poste
rationalization makes no difference. It in no way prevents one from recognizing that this is a
tenable interpretation of the topical and logical coherence of the authorship, in this case as an
argument for the necessary “primacy” of anthropology in the interpretation of Christianity.

The most general argument in favor of this relation may be identified in the simple
hermeneutical reasoning SK gives in The Point of View for My Activity as an Author: “that if
one truly is to succeed in leading someone to a definite place, one must first and foremost

take care to find that person where he is, and start there” (18:96). In relation to an
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interpretation of Christianity, the “place” is “Christendom”, the situation in which
Christianity has been “naturalized” (cf. 10:251) into a social-cultural entity. And to “begin”
in “Christendom” means to enter into and to clarify the premises upon which it is constituted,
that is, the “aesthetic-ethical [...] categories” (18:95). “For in order to be truly able to help
another, I must know more than he — but yet, first and foremost, I must understand what he
understands” (18:97).

SK develops his anthropological themes within the framework of this dialectics between
“understanding together with” and “understanding better than”. “Understanding better than”
implies an insight into what constitutes the forms of self-understanding experienced by
contemporaries as normative for the given cultural actuality; these forms themselves, in their
collective anonymity and superiority, bind and confirm the individual’s self-understanding.
Gaining insight into the fundamental possibilities of human life is a pre-condition for
exerting influence, the existential maieutics, able to compel the individual to take notice (cf.
18:101) of the fundamental character of his own existence and to take note of the fact that
freedom is not without conditions, and that un-freedom is precisely the illusion that freedom
1s.

In the retrospective look on the authorship found in The Point of View for My Activity as
an Author, this anthropological theme is only hinted at in a general way, namely in the
definition of “aesthetic productivity” as a form of indirect communication, that is, as “a quite
new military science [...] which is totally saturated by reflection” (18:103). Thus, our
understanding of the character and extent of anthropology must be based on a study of the
authorship discussing both its “epic” presentation of the forms of self-understanding and the
more directly anthropological theses and discussions. In relation to this wide-ranging
intellectual undertaking, a description of the maieutic process such as the following must
appear an enormous simplification: “If, then, a person lives in this fantasy — that is, lives in
quite other, in purely aesthetic, categories — if by means of an aesthetic presentation someone
is able to win him over entirely and captivate him, and then, by bringing forth religion
quickly enough, that with the speed of abandon he runs right into the most decisive
categories of religion (...)” (18:103). This argument — which, it should be noted, is in
hypothetical form — is not meant to apply to the factual content of “aesthetic productivity”,
but can perhaps be taken as an ideal picture of the hermeneutic logic undergirding it. In
summary, this could be expressed as follows: the hermeneutic character of the authorship is
based on the hermeneutic structure of existence or self-understanding, i.e., that self-
understanding (and change in self-understanding) is conditional upon self-activity in the
strict sense. To understand one self means to relate oneself to fundamental human
possibilities — ways of existing — which one acknowledge as one’s own.

This gives meaning to the plan of setting Christianity “into reflection”, because self-
reflection (or consciousness of one’s own possibilities) is a pre-condition for Christianity’s
ability to be “existential communication”. This does not mean, however, that the content of

Christianity should be developed through self-reflection. That, of course, was the program
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which idealist philosophy and Hegel in particular, tackled in earnest, but which SK rejects.
On the contrary, to put it simply, the significance of self-activity and self-reflection in
relation to Christianity is that they exhaust what is humanly possible without having
exhausted Christianity. Against this background, in this existential vacuum, appears
Christianity’s meaning or its existential significance — i.e., “the decisive categories of
Christianity” (18:65). That which is seen by a person as a form of progress, as an
actualization of immanent possibilities of self-understanding, finally ends in negation in the
encounter with Christianity, since it “is taken wholly and entirely out of reflection and back
into simplicity” (18:64). For SK, in his specific historical situation, Christianity yields its
meaning by way of a process of subtraction. He wants to separate from Christianity
everything which does not “essentially” belong to it, but which is there only as its
preconditions in the universally human sphere — the aesthetic, ethical, and generic-universal
religious reality. The concrete working-through of this subtraction is what constitutes SK’s
treatment of his anthropological subject matter.

With regard to the relation of anthropology to the philosophical analysis of existence and
to the interpretation of Christianity, it can be said, in general, that the interpretation of
Christianity has a fundamentally negative and antithetical character, because the
interpretation of existence is essentially set forth in order to expose the antithesis between
that which is human (as autonomous self-development) and Christianity (as the paradoxical
grounding of the self in God’s unique and sovereign action). However, this antithesis has to
do with the ontic, with the concrete contents of the self-understanding, and does not abolish,

but rather undergirds Christianity’s character as an existential mode.

B. Anthropology and the Interpretation of Existence

The present work has attempted to clarify the meaning of the subject matter of anthropology
by giving a general description of the concrete hermeneutical structure of SK’s authorship.
Anthropology has thus emerged as a necessary element in his program of interpreting
Christianity as a mode of existence. The interpretation of existence — that is, the presentation
of the fundamental possibilities of human life — is the proper locus for the subject matter of
anthropology. In expressing it thus, due notice is taken of the fact that the interpretation of
existence generally assumes the form of an epic and ontic presentation of forms of self-
understanding, a presentation which is not, in any immediate sense, on the level of
anthropological argument.

However, such works as The Concept of Anxiety, the Postscript, and The Sickness Unto
Death may be said to lie on this level. The first of these works qualifies as its task, is that of
presenting what are called the “psychological” preconditions for the reality of sin, or “sin’s
real possibility” (6:121). This is the question about which constitutional relationships within
human existence make sin (the fundamental definition of man from point of view of

Christian dogmatics) possible — because “human nature must be such that it makes sin
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possible” (6:120). In this sense, The Sickness Unto Death is on the same plane as The
Concept of Anxiety, in that, as mentioned, Sickness relates to the concept of sin as its
fundamental horizon, just as Haufniensis talks of keeping “the dogma of original sin in mind
and in sight” (6:113). However, in The Sickness Unto Death the perspective is broader and
more clearly has the character of existential analysis than is the case in The Concept of
Anxiety, which was marked by a “psychological” concentration upon anxiety as a function of
self-determination. Thus, the two books can be seen to complete one another, because The
Sickness Unto Death presents the anthropological structure constituting the conditional
context for the experience of anxiety. The character of the philosophical argument of the
Postscript is determined by the fact that it clarifies and tightens up the “settling of accounts”
with idealist philosophy, and particularly with the systematic principles of Hegel. Up to this
point this “settling of accounts” had been an underlying theme, presented only fragmentarily
in form of chance digressions included in the epic interpretations of existence, in footnotes,
and in introductory remarks. In addition to the above, important sources for SK’s argument
that have to be included are his doctoral dissertation, The Concept of Irony, and a series of
philosophical fragments in the Journals and Papers, of which the most important is the never
completed De omnibus dubitandum est (IV B 1-17). So, in spite of the fact that their point of
departure lie in such central theological concepts as sin and incarnation (e.g., the Postscript),
the above-mentioned writings can in my view be interpreted more or less directly as
contributions to a philosophical anthropology.

Another matter is what has been termed the “epic” works, where the presentation of the
anthropological problem is built into biographical presentations of self-understanding. Here,
the relation between anthropology and forms of self-understanding is that the former
constitutes a precondition and a framework of orientation in regard to the presentation of the
latter. The presentation of concrete interpretations of existence (self-understandings)
presupposes an insight into the essential possibilities of human life, into what makes a
definite self-understanding possible at all. Despite the historical origin of its concrete
contents, every self-understanding has its “category”. It is constituted in relation to a
fundamental human possibility, whether it is well consolidated in that possibility or remains
at the far boundary of it, in a transitional phase. In a retrospective note from 1846, SK writes
of this orientation in relation to the totality of fundamental possibilities: “My literary merit
consists in having always presented the whole range of decisive determinations of existence
with a dialectical exactitude and an originality which I, at any rate, do not think is equaled in
any literature” (VII 1 A 127).

This distinction between anthropology (i.e., the analysis of the fundamental conditions
and structures of human life) and an interpretation of existence is concealed in Fahrenbach’s
statement that “human existence cannot ever be grasped in its structure independently of the
possibilities of its self-understanding, but only along the path of a formalized interpretation
of the concrete experience of existence. [...] Thus the formal structural contexts of the

dialectic of existence are not to be understood as an ontologically fixed understanding of
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being which precedes the human person’s self-understanding”.*’ In one sense, Fahrenbach is
trying to make a valid point here, namely that anthropological insight has an immediate
hermeneutic character, because it has relevance for the self-understanding of the
philosophical subject; similarly, knowledge of the structure of existence cannot be gained
independently of self-understanding — that is, it must take its point of departure in the
subject's own existence, in its self-reflective character.” However, if he means to say this, he
still contradicts himself when maintaining that “the substantial demonstration of what it
means to exist [...] would on the contrary precisely lead away from the concrete movement of
coming to oneself into a universal knowledge”.* This would only happen if the presentation
of the structure of existence were inadequate, so that its hermeneutic character, its status as
self-insight, became obscured.

It is the argument of the present work that, in order to come to an understanding of SK’s
dialectic of existence, it is necessary to discriminate between anthropology and self-
understanding or an interpretation of existence, and thus to operate with a concept of “an
ontologically fixed understanding of Being which precedes the human person’s self-
understanding”. To the extent that it is a meaningful cognitive concept at all, to speak of the
presentation of structures of existence as the result of a “formalized” self-understanding is to
fail to appreciate the significance of conceptual discourse in SK’s thought, and is in fact also
irreconcilable with the interpretation Fahrenbach gives of these concepts elsewhere.

A similar “existentialist” interpretation of SK’s thought — that is, an attempt to lock him
up in a sphere of private self-understanding — is made by Blass in connection with an
interpretation of the concept of “infinite interest” from the Postscript. Blass claims to discern
that SK does not clarify “the conditions of its possibility, ie., its ontological
presuppositions”,” and on this slender and accidental basis he finds occasion to construct a
theory of SK’s “denkerische Grundhaltung”, which has the negative property of lacking a
place for, and an interest in, “phenomenological”, “ontological”’, and indeed, even
“theoretical and investigative” questions. To the extent that this thesis is not falsified by
Blass himself in his interpretation of SK’s thought as a theory about “the constitution of the
existing subjectivity”, the rebuttal of such assertions is left to the following analysis of SK’s
anthropology in the present work. It is here only necessary to note that the assertion that SK
does not deal with the question concerning “the conditions of possibility” for “the infinite
interest” is simply a wrong one, for the entirety of SK’s analysis of the categories of
“existence” may well be defined as a clarification of this very question. The fact that such an
analysis of conditions does not in principle go beyond the level of that which, ontologically
speaking, can be included under the category of “facticity” is another matter. That the
structure of existence reveals itself as a relationship of facticity is the general result of
existential analysis, precisely because it becomes clear that it is impossible to go back to
“transcendental subjectivity” as the productive ground for consciousness or self-

understanding.”!
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The clearest expression of such a comprehensive essential concept of man may be found,
first and foremost, in the above-mentioned systematic and discursive writings. It may here be
seen, from varying perspectives and with approaches of varying breadth, how the
fundamental existential conditions manifest themselves in differing, conceptually definable,
modes of existence, e.g., in the forms or stages of “anxiety” or “despair”. A human being is
not a tabula rasa that in some absolute sense “shapes” its own self-understanding, limited
only by certain logical criteria of meaning in verbal communication or by a historical and
cultural situation. A human being is incorporated in a general, ontologically explicable
existential situation or structure.

I will not at this point go into the central aspects of this idea of human essence, but only
present some statements, which may illustrate this fundamental anthropological perspective.
For example, Climacus says: “Every person must essentially be assumed to be in possession
of that which is essential to being human” (10:56). Haufniensis expresses the same thing in
the following: “If every person does not participate essentially in the absolute, then
everything is over” (6:199). This indicative is an immediately “edifying” imperative: “Things
are not such that one person does not have the same essential task as another person” (6:271).
SK expresses the existential paradigm following this insight into the classic formula “unum
noris omnes”, that is, “if, by unum, one understands the observer himself, and does not go
looking curiously for the omnes, but seriously clings to the one who really is all” (6:168; Cf.
10:54 and 238) — that is, if one does not dissolve the idea speculatively in a concept of “pure
subjectivity” or “pure humanity” (6:168).

The essential similarity between “existential” and “speculative” anthropology or
understanding of existence is that in both cases there is a basic assumption of the reality of a
general structure of human existence. The difference between them, however, is that, in SK’s
view, the dialectic of existence does not limit the realization of these fundamental
possibilities to the level of cognition, with its essential aim of creating an insight into what is
universally valid.”® The fundamental error attached to the latter view is that it abstracts from
the fact that this structure actually “exists” — that it is present in “the existing subject”
(16:238), in “the individual” — and, furthermore, that “the point of the individual is precisely
its negative self-relation to the universal” (6:168). This duplicity or dialectic — that human
essence is simultaneously a task for the individual’s self-actualization and a condition of
possibility for this actualization — is the “Socratic” principle (cf. 9:170f, 10:180). This is also
the anthropological basis for the principle of indirect communication, “the dialectic of
communication”: “The ethical assumes that every person knows what the ethical is, and
why? Because the ethical, indeed, requires every person to, at every moment, bring it to
realization, and thus he must of course know it. The ethical does not begin in an ignorance
which must be transformed into knowledge, but begins with knowledge, and requires that it
be transformed into reality” (VIII 2 B 81:10). “The ethical” — cf. the Postscript which
introduces this concept systematically as a synonym for “existence” or “existence” as task,
e.g., 9:116ff, 10:24ff. — is basically the demand that an individual should be identical with
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himself. It is simultaneously an individual paradigm and a universal paradigm for historical
existence, as the universal is present in and with the individual. “Only when the individual
himself is universal, only then the ethical can become realized [...] it is simultaneously both
individual life and universal” (3:326).

(3:326)

The “ethical” task is essentially the same for every individual, as its actualization of the
fundamental human possibilities, but the task can only be fulfilled by the individual in its
historical particularity. This is so not only because realization presupposes subjectivity, but
also because on a deeper level one of the elements of essential human possibility — which is
the task of being human — is that the individual relate himself to and identify himself with his
contingent reality. This task is not “unknown” to the individual; it becomes manifest upon
self-reflection, even if the individual in his particularity may be conquered by an “error
which has fastened onto generation after generation, which we are brought up with, quite
grown together with, by virtue of which our verbal expressions are formed” (VIII 2 B 82:14).
Human essence is a possibility which can only be actualized through self-understanding, and
thus through language, which, to the degree it obscures this possibility and forms “false
consciousness”, must be broken through by a new “authentic” language, corresponding to the
character of existence as an “oughtness-capability” [“Skullen-Kunnen”, literally “should-
could”] (VIII 2 B 89, p. 189). The opaque and anonymous self-understanding is what the
“dialectic of communication” seeks to abolish in a given historical situation.

The epic-ontic interpretations of existence must against this background be understood as
attempts to tear the individual loose from the anonymity of his or her historical and cultural
situation and confront the individual with “the ethical”, the fundamental possibilities of
human life. In “A First and Last Declaration” in the Postscript, it is said about Frater
Taciturnus, being a “middle link” between SK and the existential figure of Quidam, that he is
“a poetic-real subjective thinker, and what is experimented with is his production in
psychological consistency” (10:286; Cf. 8:14). It is further remarked, with regard to each
pseudonymous author, that “he [has] his definite view of life” (10:287). Together, these two
concepts give an indication of the anthropological logic underlying the presentation of
existential types. The fact that a view of life, or a self-understanding, is developed through
“psychological consistency” gives an indication of the methodological schema already
mentioned: that anthropology, an insight into the essential possibilities of a person, regulates
the concrete interpretations of existence.

However, this is only a general formula for the arrangement. In accordance with its
essence, a self-understanding is not only an epiphenomenon in relation to an unconscious
substructure, but is also fundamentally constituted by means of self-reflection, in the
broadest sense of the term. Thus, Anti-Climacus says that, insofar as “imagination” or
“reflection” — that is, the capacity for language at all — is what makes possible self-
understanding and a detachment from substantial, instinctual life, even “pure immediacy” has

“a quantitative reflection within itself” (15:106). In this sense, the subject matter of
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anthropology — namely, reflection upon the logical coherence of self-understanding — is
fundamentally an elaboration of that self-understanding. It has the same logical structure as
its object. And it is this dialectic which to a considerable degree characterizes the existential
figures appearing in the epic works. The main characters are not what could be called
ordinary novelistic figures, but are rather “philosophical heroes”, figures who not only
understand themselves in a definite way, but who also reflect — both indirectly (e.g., “A”) and
directly (e.g., the Judge) — upon the fundamental constitutional character of their self-
understanding. Thus, anthropology is situated on a continuum between the totalizing grasp of
the possibilities of human essence — a position belonging to SK by virtue of his role as “the
author of authors” (10:287) — and the different levels occupied by the self-reflections of the
various epic-philosophical figures.

These self-reflections receive literary expression in different ways with the various
pseudonyms: most simply and directly with the Judge, in a rather more complicated way with
“A”. In the Judge’s case, anthropological reflection finds direct expression in form of a
discursive philosophical argument within the framework of a self-presentation, and with
polemical barbs directed at the fragmentary and eclectic self-interpretation of “A”. The Judge
also remains on this level in Stages on Life’s Way, even though the breadth of the subject
matter has been narrowed to correspond to the superficial aestheticism — obscuring the depth
of “A’s” anthropological perspective — in the negative counterpart “In vino veritas”.

Repetition and “Guilty? — Not Guilty?” share essentially the same literary structure and
thus the same form of implication in regard to the subject matter of anthropology. In both
cases there are two principal figures at differing levels of consciousness, who still share a
common existential problem, as the one on the lower level of reflection is a poetic emanation
of the more reflected consciousness. He thus exists as an epic illustration of the problem-
complex pertaining to the reflected existence. Climacus summarizes the relationship in the
following way: “Constantine Constantius [...] despairs about repetition, and the young man
makes it clear that, if it is to happen, it must be a new immediacy” (9:220; Cf. 5:191). In
similar fashion Frater Taciturnus recognizes Quidam as his “thought experiment” (8:203).
These figures differ in character and in concrete self-understanding, because “reasonableness
and the higher immediacy of youth [which] were kept separate from one another in
Repetition — with Constantine as the reasonable one and the young man as the one in love —
these two factors [are] united in one person” in Quidam (9:243; Cf. VI B 41:10 and VII 1 B
83, p. 277). Thus, even the “experimenters” represent various forms of consciousness or
stages of existence, namely, existential “irony” (cf. IV A 169) and “humor” (cf. VI A 41)
respectively. However, this circumstance does not alter the fundamental hermeneutic
character, namely, that self-understanding is represented by a unity of the immediacy of self-
experience and self-reflection, as revealing the constitutional logic of a particular form of
existence. The only important difference at this level must be that, by virtue of Quidam’s

composite character and self-reflection, Frater Taciturnus has less an air of reality about him
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and shows himself as a more purely “philosophical”, marginal character than does
Constantine (cf. 9:243). He is, as he himself puts it, “a watchman” (8:249, 261).

In Fear and Trembling Johannes de Silentio and his self-reflection is present from
beginning to end, and his analysis of the Abraham-figure also reflects his own existential
situation, as a means of placing it in relief. Abraham, as a representative of “faith”, of the
religious reconciliation with factual actuality, is the ideal counterpart to his own religiously-
tinged, aesthetic-reflective self-sufficiency, which can bring to realize only “the movement of
infinity”, but not “the double movement”: “For my part, I can indeed describe the movements
of faith, but I cannot make them” (5:36).

Either/Or, volume 1, is, as already mentioned, the work which demonstrates the most
complicated literary and hermeneutic structure, and thus also has the most complex way of
representing anthropology as a subject matter. Victor Eremita, the editor, interprets the
literary multiplicity of his work as a suitable expression for the aesthetic self-understanding,
because a “trial run for an aesthetic view of life” corresponds to the fact that “a coherent
aesthetic view of life [...] [can] scarcely [be] carried through” (2:19). From SK’s standpoint —
that is, from a biographical point of view — this must be seen as a rationalization of fact that,
to a considerable extent, this work builds upon and recapitulates “materials” and thinking
which SK had developed in his capacity as an aesthetic critic and aesthetic philosopher.> He
finds himself here able to “exploit” that existing fund of material in presenting, in
philosophical terms, a dialectic of existence, or an anthropologically grounded presentation
of a form of existence, in autobiographical style.

As an example of this we may note that the essay on “First Love” obviously builds on an
older manuscript, as a fragment preserved in III B 40 tells us that the “Diapsalmata” to a
certain extent do reflect earlier journal entries.”® This is true despite SK’s assertion that he
“had decided to use nothing old” (IV A 221), a statement he himself contradicts (if somewhat
weakly) in The Point of View for My Activity as an Author. Here it is stated that before the
writing of Either/Or “there existed about one page, namely a couple of diapsalmata™ (18:89).
(Cf. IV A 59, p. 212, where it is pseudonymously stated that “for five years I concealed a
manuscript which I permitted myself to place before the reading public in Either/Or”.)
However, the differing points of view may be reconciled if Eremita’s pronouncement is
viewed as a “tactical exaggeration” and if, further, stress is placed on the relation between the
length of the written (!) preliminary drafts and that of the completed work. From this point of
view, the assertion, saying that the whole FEither/Or “was written, every jot and title, in
eleven months”, may be taken to be correct (VII 1 A 92).

The point, however, is not to clarify these technical questions, but only to point out that
the intellectual contents of the work are intimately connected to SK’s ambitions in the areas
of poetry and aesthetics.” In one other way they are connected to SK’s “life development”
(Geismar), in that they have significance as communication with Regine (cf. VIII 1 A 422; X

1 A 266; X 5 A 146ft.). But this relationship is only a variant of the intimate connection
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between SK’s personal life and the anthropological and theological thought running through
his entire authorship.

Thus, what constitutes the specific character of Either/Or, volume I, is the fact that this
side of SK’s sphere of interest and knowledge finds utilization in an anthropology of the
aesthetic form of life, that is, an anthropology of the sort of self-understanding which — upon
a basis of the natural interplay between corporeal and mental factors — balances the
development of a life of the senses with reflective transparency. This utilization takes place
on two levels, in the form of different self-understandings in self-reflection, and as literary
analyses and conceptual definitions or aesthetics. However, both directly and indirectly, these
levels shade into one another. They do so indirectly, to the extent that aesthetics takes up the
elements in the constitution of a life form (e.g., pure sensuality) and analyses them. They do
so directly to the extent that aesthetic self-reflection contains views on the sphere of
aesthetics itself. Aesthetics is the concern of the piece on Mozart’s opera music (“The
Immediate Stages of the Erotic, or the Musical-Erotic™), the piece on the three female literary
figures (“Shadowgraphs”), the reflections on a piece for the theatre (“First Love”), and the
piece on the category of “the modern tragic”. From an anthropological perspective, the theme
running through these analyses may be defined as the breakthrough of an immediate or naive
consciousness into self-consciousness or reflective freedom. In other words, they deal with
the psychological genetic basis for the conscious aesthetic posture of life.

The aesthete, “A”, treated as the author of these pieces, is thus the most sublime or
extreme representative of this kind of self-understanding. His self-presentation in the
“Diapsalmata” is an existential expression of this fact; his presentation is held forth as a
“boundary experience” or as self-understanding’s reflection upon its own essential
“boundary”, namely the fact that it lacks actuality. However, due to their unsystematic and
fragmentary nature — in the form of “aphorisms, lyrical outbursts, reflections” (2:13) — the
“Diapsalmata” are an immediate mirror-image of the essence of this form of existence, and
are not representative of “A’s” insight and his conceptual understanding of his existential
situation. This we will find expressed more clearly — if more indirectly — in the thematic
pieces mentioned.

In addition to this are the more clarified and systematic expressions of the aesthetic sphere
of life. These are the poetic projections of “A’s” self-understanding in the essays entitled
“The Unhappiest Man” and “The Rotation Method”, which are, respectively, cast in the form
of a talk (in analogy with the aestheticizing torrent of speech in “In vino veritas”) and in
form of a program for a possible way of enjoying life, namely, as an “endurance of life” on
the conditions of total pessimism, which is also the essence of the “Diapsalmata”.

In “The Diary of the Seducer” this program is made plain, placed in a concrete historical
sequence. The fact that “A” does not want to be identified with this work (I xii) is simply an
expression of the fact that he stands in the same relation to it as Constantine does to the story
of the young person, and as Frater Taciturnus does to Quidam. The anthropological logic of it

is thus that it makes visible the possibilities, which exist within the total aesthetic universe of
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possibilities. “The Diary of the Seducer” is in this sense a sort of synthesis of the two
preceding essays, and in a three-fold manner; that is: in each of the two characters and in the
interaction between them, the Diary presents a dialectics between naivety and self-reflection.
As far as Johannes is concerned, this takes place by means of a movement from reflection to
the immediate display of life in an encompassing experience of the erotic. As far as Cordelia
is concerned, this takes place by means of her tacit advancing from a symbiotic identity with
her cultural surroundings, towards the level of reflective self-consciousness.

To the extent that, in his reflective self-experience, Johannes is presented as a theoretician
of “the interesting” — itself being the category expressing the breakthrough of reflexive
freedom from within the unity of substantiality or naiveté — “The Diary of the Seducer” is
also a formal and literary reproduction of the essays preceding it (cf. 2:314, 319, 325f., 341,
344, 403). Put shortly, this means that the aesthete “A” projects, in a one-sided and
compromised form, into a fragment of a life story his own life-form — namely, the unity of
reflection and the development of the life of the senses, plus an interest in the aesthetic (to
the extent that the work of art is an adequate form of reproduction for the psychosomatic
interaction).

It is especially “The Diary of the Seducer” which concentrates on the question of the
relation between the various interpretations of existence and the story of SK’s personal life,
as SK himself tells us that it is this work, which in particular is related to the story of his own
marital engagement. This being so not only in the sense that the engagement may have
supplied him with experiential material suitable for poetical presentation, but also because, as
has been suggested, it was a means to solve a personal problem, the “liberation” of Regine;
“for The Diary of the Seducer’ was indeed something to repel with” (X 5 A 146), “in order
to get her clear of the relationship” (X 1 A 266). The question in terms of method is whether
this personal background — which here takes on a strongly private character, but which also,
to a greater or lesser degree, continues to play a role through the rest of the authorship (a fact
which in principle makes possible Geismar’s psychological-reductionist method of
interpretation) — has a significant impact on the general or philosophical significance of his
anthropological concepts.

The response to this must be that it is unreasonable that a background of personal
experience and, in general, any private subsidiary motive, should be played off against views
that, implicitly or explicitly, have an objective form. However, with respect to an
understanding of SK’s anthropology it may be said that it is fruitful to keep this personal
background in mind, to the extent that it has been determinative for the type and the extent of
the anthropological and philosophical questions which are dealt with, and also for the sake of
the manner in which they are developed within the framework of what have been called
interpretations of existence — i.e., as indirect communication.

It is, however, precisely this last point, which can exemplify just how difficult an
interpretation of this connection can be. Geismar’s assertion that “it was essentially the

relationship to Regine which first taught him [SK] to use indirect communication”® may
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certainly have something going for it, but it still expresses only a small part of a larger
context. There is also another group of factors involved here, such as the use of pseudonyms
as literary convention, which at the very least serves as a ready form of technical assistance.
Without doubt, SK’s philosophical congeniality with Socrates, a sympathy that was also
supported and encouraged by the prevailing intellectual climate of the times, was an even
more important objective factor.”’

Quite apart from the multiplicity of psychological and intellectual background factors, the
idea of indirect communication has a satisfactory objective basis in the concept of human
existence as self-activity. As a philosophical concept it may furthermore be evaluated — and
perhaps opposed — by means of philosophical arguments, but not by referring to its historical
and psychological origins. The same must hold for all intellectual content in the authorship
admitted to general application, regardless of its close connection with the story of SK’s
personal life. However, from a philosophical point of view, because it helps to clarify the
meaning of the philosophical concepts, the biographical dimension is clearly fruitful as an
interpretive frame of reference. Once the philosophical intention has been taken seriously, the
biographical approach can be of great assistance in supplying a historical and psychological

context for a philosophical evaluation.®

C. Anthropology, Psychology and Dialectic of Existence

The aim of the preceding pages has been to demonstrate that both SK’s “systematic” and his
“epic” works build — in the first case, more or less directly, in the second case, indirectly —
upon a conceptually explicable understanding of human existence. As mentioned, this does
not mean that there is “material” completeness in the presentation. From such a point of
view, SK’s anthropology may be characterized as fragmentary, as it in many ways is limited
by its “functional” status. This is first of all so, in that anthropology serves as a negative-
maieutic or hermeneutic basis for interpreting Christianity. This is secondly so, due to the
status of anthropology as a framework for the dialectic of existence, that is, as the essential
premise for the concrete interpretation of existence. In this latter case, anthropology finds
expression on the level of philosophical concepts, emerging within the various self-
reflections of the existential figures. In addition, SK’s anthropology is determined, and thus
limited, by its psychological relation to his own existential crisis. However, such material
incompleteness does not stand in the way of structural wholeness. The holistic perspective is
present in SK’s definitive goal of providing a clear exposition of the fundamental existential
possibilities, a project which SK believed would provide the only possible background
against which the decisive significance of Christianity could be expressed.

It is my belief that the term “anthropology” can serve as a topically-appropriate and
fruitful description of SK’s project, because the tendency of the material and his method is
that the fundamental possibilities are not merely postulated in a “dialectical” experiment, but

are exhibited in their connectedness to human constitution. Terms such as “psychology” and
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“dialectic of existence”, which both are often employed in the interpretation of SK — and
which find support in SK’s own terminology — do not immediately demonstrate this depth of
intention.

With Malantschuk, for example, these concepts more or less overlap, and consequently
take on rather unclear meanings. The principal point of his work, Soren Kierkegaard’s
Dialectic of Existence, is said to be the clarification of SK’s “dialectical method”, a concept
which itself seems to coincide in an unclear way with “the structure of the authorship”,” i.e.,
more or less with what has here been termed its fundamental “hermeneutic” character. But
otherwise Malantschuk swears by the term “psychology” as an overriding category for SK’s
interpretations of existence,” despite the fact that he introduces SK’s thought with the
heading “anthropological contemplation”, an expression he borrows from SK himself (cf. III
A 3). One reason for this preference may well be that Malantschuk, like Geismar, is
interested in examining the interplay between SK’s philosophical and theological thought
and his personal life.®’ Therefore, Malantschuk assigns psychology, in the form of
introspection and sympathetic insight — “scrutinizing the hidden mechanisms of the soul”®* —
a major cognitive function in SK’s “dialectical” presentation of the conditions of human
subjectivity and forms of existence.

There can be no doubt that such a reflected or “psychologically consistent” (cf. 5:128)
experience of the self or “sympathetic” insight into the psychic life of others (cf. SK’s
reflections on the concept of “presentiment” in IT A 18, 32, 584) is a fundamental trait in
SK’s philosophical method. But neither this fact nor the fact that SK himself on occasion
talks of his analyses of the conditions of existence — e.g., the analysis of the concept of
anxiety — as “psychology” (cf. 6:114; IV B 97:1; 117, p. 286; 120, p. 309) is sufficient
justification for the use of this concept as category for the analysis of existence. This is
certainly impermissible in Malantschuk’s case, where there is discussion — unreflectively and
as if it were quite obvious — of “human and Christian types of psychology” and of “three
forms of the psychological”.® Thus, the moral and the religious dimensions are here placed
within a psychological frame of reference. The question remains whether this can do justice
to SK’s fundamental notion of the “psychological discontinuity” of self-understanding.

The characterization SK’s work as “psychology” also comes into conflict with SK’s own
linguistic usage or his “scientific taxonomy” (with which Malantschuk clearly wishes to be in
agreement). For SK, it is clearly an important point, on holding true for every interpretation
of his thought, that “psychology” — as stated in The Concept of Anxiety — can only have to do
with “the resting” or “the becoming”. This is metaphorical expression for the fact that
psychology, fundamentally and as a sui generis sphere of cognition, is indifferent with regard
to the “ethical” and the “dogmatic” levels of understanding (cf. 6:119f.). Psychology is
composed of a descriptive analysis of the regular coherence in the psychic development or
sphere of consciousness, regardless of the ontic content and of the question of value that
characterizes every self-understanding. In this sense, psychology is relevant to the ethical

and the religious area, in that they, too, are phenomena of consciousness. However,
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according to SK, it is not up to psychology to decide, for example, what constitutes the
ethical form of existence as such. What are explained in The Concept of Anxiety, and what
are capable of being “explained” at all, are the “psychological” bases for the constitution of
moral consciousness in the ambivalence of anxiety, as that which is “resting” in the situation.
That this consciousness, “following from” the annulment of ambivalent anxiety by means of
concrete action (cf. 6:153), is moral is not explained by a “psychological” science (cf. 6:143),
but is identical with the individual’s self-evaluation. “How sin entered into the world is
something which every person understands only by himself” (6:144; Cf. 6:201, IV C 104, p.
414).

Emphasis should here be placed on a point which Malantschuk does not seem to think
necessary to mention when drawing attention to the fact that “in his psychological research
[SK] has made use of” Rosenkranz’ work on psychology,®* namely, that by limiting the area
of competence of “psychology”, SK is expressing his break with idealist, “logical” ontology.
In Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit, “psychology” is a description of the “subjective”
actualization of “the spirit” or of self-determination, that is, of spirit in its general form as
self-reflection and action. Furthermore, according to Hegel’s system, moral consciousness,
“die Moralitdt”, is an immanent, definite differentiation of this spiritual reality as “logical
idea”.® This means in principle that the “psychological” analysis appears as an explanation
to the whole of human reality. Rosenkranz’ Psychologie — to which SK generally adheres to
the extent that he deals with “psychological” problems — is located entirely within Hegel’s
ontological sphere. As Rosenkranz himself states, the purpose of his psychology is to be
“only a commentary to the sketch Hegel has given in the Encyclopedia”.®® It is precisely this
absolutizing of “psychology”, or the conceptual-analytical method, which SK opposes with
his concept of “the leap”. As we shall see later in the present work, the leap is the ontological
category for the significance of the free and voluntary self-interpretation in the constitution
of the modes of existence or the forms of consciousness.

However, “conceptual analysis”, i.e., the clarification of necessary relations, also has its
validity for SK within the framework of “psychology” as a description of the regular aspects
of consciousness. Thus for example the successive dissolution of the state of innocence,
tending in the direction of “the leap” — i.e., the act of consciousness constituting moral
consciousness — appears as the result of an inner necessity of anxiety. Human freedom is
located and develops within the framework of psychological “consistency” (cf. 6:167, 187,
198ft.), a necessity which does not create, but which permits and renders possible the “leap”
of freedom. Anxiety is precisely an expression for “the intervening condition” between
psychological necessity and freedom, namely the free self-evaluation. “Anxiety is not a
determination of necessity, but neither is it a determination of freedom; it is a snared
freedom, in which freedom is not free in itself, but is snared, not in necessity, but in itself”
[6:143].

This same dialectic of necessity is presented with even greater clarity in the forms of

consciousness described in The Sickness Unto Death. Here the methodical system itself is
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conceptual or analytical because the aim is that “the forms of despair may be discovered
abstractly by reflecting upon the elements of which the self, as a synthesis, consists” (15:87;
Cf. VIII 2 B 151). The whole of human existential reality can from this perspective be seen
as a “determined continuity” — not, of course, as the product of a linear, causal process, but as
a development and a developmental possibility within definite, logically ascertainable limits
and relationships. This determination is what makes “despair” an aspect of the human
essence itself.

Corresponding to this we find the “dogmatic” definition of sin as “a position, which
develops out of itself a more and more weighty continuity”, or the view that “sin has within
itself a consistency, and in this consistency of evil lies also a certain power” (15:157).
However, this concept of sin as “condition” (15:157) is not the genuine dogmatic definition
of it, but is an understanding, which has submitted to a “psychological” or “scientific” point
of view. The Sickness Unto Death as a whole is indeed constructed as a “Christian
psychological development” (15:65), in which the concept of human freedom, of man as a
“synthesis of [...] freedom and necessity” (15:87), is the overriding anthropological
presupposition, which is only postulated, and not demonstrated constitutionally. The aim is to
show how the possibility of freedom expresses itself in the tapestry of freedom, so to speak —
that is, to illustrate freedom’s misuse of itself in its worry about self-mastery.

On the other hand, the concept of freedom is presented in The Concept of Anxiety by
means of an analysis of moral consciousness and its “psychological” bases. Consequently,
sin is here defined in an opposite manner, that is, as an act of freedom: “The concept of sin
and guilt posits the individual qua individual. No account is taken of any relation to anything
in the world, to anything which has happened” (6:185). Furthermore: “Ethically speaking sin
is not a condition. A condition is always the final psychological approximation to the next
condition” (6:199).

The analysis of existence in The Sickness Unto Death is carried out within the framework
of this “psychological approximation” with respect to self-evaluation, that is, with respect to
self-understanding or moral consciousness. Sin, or “despair”, is described as a
“psychological” reality in relation to “the moments of synthesis” and to “consciousness”,
meaning that it exists under the rubric of conceptual necessity.

SK’s “psychology” is thus the aspect of his analysis of existence which has the strongest
affinity to the “rationalistic” tradition in philosophy, in this case, German idealism and the
conceptual-analytical “deduction” of human actuality from “the Idea”; to use Hegel’s
expression, this is the notion that “also the finite or subjective spirit — not only the absolute —
has to be conceived as a realization of the Idea”.’” SK’s clash with this ontology does not
take form of an internal revision of the concept of science — specifically, the concept of
“psychology” — but could be defined as a delimiting of the “scientific-psychological” area of
competence. On the basis of this, it must be said to be misleading to use the term

“psychology” as a comprehensive category for SK’s presentation of the fundamental
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possibilities of human life, particularly for someone like Malantschuk, claiming to have
adopted SK’s terminology.

But even a basically independent or “modern” use of the category “psychology” will be
problematic in interpreting SK, particularly when the interpretation aims at presenting view
of his thought as a whole, and when, in addition, the author does not clarify the relation
between his own use of the term “psychology” — the characteristics of the subject area it is
supposed to cover — and SK’s use of the term and the objective points of view which SK
builds into it.

Nordentoft’s book, Kierkegaard’s Psychology, is marked by this obscurity, in spite of its
attempt to legitimize this conceptual usage. Nordentoft’s distinction between “the doctrine

6% is correct and is based on SK’s own premises. Taken by

of the stages and psychology
itself, it is also the best point of departure for a presentation of SK’s “psychology”. This is
because, as mentioned, SK’s “psychology” is limited to the study of the regular or recurrent
processes of consciousness, and is thus in principle indifferent to the concentration of
consciousness in relation to a fundamental axiological possibility, which is the particular area
of concern for the doctrine of stages. On the other hand, psychology also includes every
“consciousness concerning value”, in that it clarifies both the universal and the specific facets
of psychic reality, and thus also clarifies self-understanding itself.

To maintain, as a fundamental principle, that “Kierkegaard’s psychology is a broadening
and a deepening of that which is called the aesthetic in Either/Or, volumes I and I1”,% is at
the least, an inexact description. It may give the impression that the “aesthetic” stage by SK
is put forth as the only stage suitable for psychological study. Nordentoft’s claim does,
however, have certain accuracy as a description of the historical course of SK’s
psychological studies.

Although, from a systematic perspective, a kernel of truth may be seen in Nordentoft’s
argument, the fact that it is combined with a historical point of view prevents a clear
expression of this. The clarification of the psychology of the “aesthetic” stage may be
defined as either the foundation for anthropology or a general psychology. The reason for
this being that it is the structural (axiological) peculiarity of the aesthetic form of existence to
invest the universal mental functions (by means of the modifications to which they are
subjected in a specific historical individuality) into a life-project; that is, it converts them
consciously/unconsciously into a consciousness of values or a “view of life”. As SK writes,
“the aesthetic in a person is that by means of which he immediately is what he is” [3:167].
The prototype of this form of existence is thus the genius, the individual who forms his
outlook on life and his concrete actions by developing that which is genetically given, i.e.,
his mental facticity. Furthermore, the separation of the genius from the socially and
historically universal is only a matter of degree. “The genius is, as the word itself expresses
[ingenium], the innate, primitiveness (primus), originality (origio), primordial, etc.),
immediacy, a natural category” (15:52). The “aesthetic” subjectivity is therefore an

especially well-suited object for general psychological study, even though it is in principle
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present in every form of existence, marked to a greater or lesser extent by axiological
modification.

Thus, the main objection against Nordentoft is not that he poses the question of SK’s
psychology in a manner, which is incorrect in principle, but that he does so in a manner
which is too narrow in relation to his concrete project. A portion of his analyses in fact falls
into the area, which can more appropriately be called philosophical anthropology.

This is most true of the fourth chapter of Nordentoft’s book, “The Anthropological
Model”, which offers fundamental definitions of such aspects of human existence as
“consciousness” and “the self”. These are concepts, which — in the way SK develops them —
cannot very meaningfully be presented as psychological categories within the framework of a
modern systematic science. This is also the case with Nordentoft’s presentation of “the
process of individuation” in chapters I and III, where the point of view of “developmental
psychology” tends to minimize the constitutional significance of this process, that is, its
significance as structure in the human mode of existence. Of course, one could operate with a
definition of psychology broad enough to include this dimension, a sort of “philosophical
psychology”, but Nordentoft, with his point of departure in and referential orientation
towards Freud’s psychoanalysis,” does not seem to favor such a comprehensive definition.

The ambiguity becomes explicit when Nordentoft himself deals with the question of the
boundary between “psychology” and “anthropology”, with the result of this boundary being
erased by means of an “annulment” of the way in which the book poses the question, or of its
limitation to SK’s “psychology”. “It is neither defensible nor possible to separate out
Kierkegaard’s psychology, in the narrow sense, as a special area of his thought admitting
examination in isolation from the rest. On the contrary, the psychological is enmeshed in a
more comprehensive anthropological pattern in which ethical, philosophical, and theological
questions are implied. In any attempt to reproduce his psychology, the larger pattern must be
included. The psychology must be presented in its context”.”' Writing what has been cited
above, one would think that Nordentoft puts himself on safe ground, and fundamentally this
is the case. However, the question remains whether “psychology” is defined correctly in
relation to its “context”, or put more precisely, the question of what significance has been
assigned to the concept of “context”.

One cannot escape confronting the fact that Nordentoft has been forced into arbitrariness
on this point, into an arbitrary and — with regard to SK — an inappropriate drawing of the
boundary-line between “anthropology” and “psychology”. Nordentoft does this as a result of
his strategy of comparison and his attempt to correlate SK’s psychology with psychoanalysis

b

and the clinical-pathological point of view. “Anthropology” is introduced formally as an
over-arching concept for human “essence” as self-activity, and its concrete subject matter is
consequently that which SK discusses in the Postscript as “the ethical”’* — while the specific
area of “psychology” is to focus on deviations from this essential possibility, i.e., “that which

is misused and incomplete”.”
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This distinction may be countered on at least two fronts. First of all, for SK, “psychology”
— that is, the understanding of the regularity or the logically ascertainable “consistency” in
human self-experience or behavior — is an essential element in the understanding of that
which may rightly be called human “essence”, that which incorporates every individual in a
definitive and universal structure of existence. Thus, for example, “psychology” becomes
intellectually fruitful in the definition of human freedom in The Concept of Anxiety. For it is
precisely on this basis that it is possible for SK to distance himself from an abstract or
conceptual-analytical definition of freedom as a liberum arbitrium (cf. 6:197). To take
another example, sympathetic psychological insight and perhaps introspection are
undoubtedly also ways of highlighting “religiosity A” as “pathos”. In general, The Sickness
Unto Death, presenting sin as a psychological reality, is not merely a study in “deviations”
from human essence — that is, deviations from the “ethical” task or freedom. The book also
demonstrates in what manner this task — the actualization of “the self”, in its multiplicity and
concreteness (i.e., “psychologically”) — finds expression in forms of consciousness or in
different forms of self-understanding. Secondly, from different point of view, this hefty
formulation leaves no room for a psychological correlate to the possible realization of a
concrete harmony congruent with the task of existence — for example, the partial realization
of the task in the “ethical” self-consciousness, or its total realization in “turning back™ to “the
ground” in the forgiveness found in the God-relation, “in which there is absolutely no
despair” (15:180).

Nordentoft’s “formula” is an untenable interpretation of SK, but perhaps a useful heuristic
device for his own project. There can of course be no doubt that the way in which the
interpretations in SK’s “psychological” authorship are arranged — his description of the
fundamental human possibilities — does in practice accentuate the “pathological” aspect of
the human situation, its wretchedness and foreignness in the absence of a true relation to
God.

The point of discussing Malantschuk’s and Nordentoft’s “common” use of the term
“psychology”, is not to pronounce judgment over the interpretive results they each produce.
However, the present work does maintain that the interpretive framework they utilize in their
work is not completely suited to capture that which is original and of decisive significance in
SK’s analysis of human existence; to be more specific, their interpretations miss some of the
character of SK’s analysis as a conceptual-philosophical discourse.

There is another situation in which there appears a completely different sort of reduction
of this aspect of SK’s thought. This is when the hermeneutic connection between SK’s
interpretation of existence and his interpretation of Christianity is stressed in such a fashion
as to play the latter aspect off against the former, with the result of the latter annihilating the
former, or indeed that they partially annihilate one another. The totality is presented as an
incredibly situation-bound existential “event”. This seems to be the case in the type of
fundamental understanding presented by Diem, when he fashions the concept of a “dialectic

of existence” or “Kierkegaard’s dialectical methodology” as the expression of the total result
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of SK’s thought.”* Now, to the extent that, in most cases, this concept is adapted (or is at
least capable of being adapted retrospectively) to what has here been called a hermeneutic-
didactic perspective, it can indeed serve as a comprehensive descriptive term for SK’s
authorship, just as it also has its source in SK’s reflections upon his own existential situation
and the moral and religious complex of problems which that situation entailed. On the other
hand, this maieutic intention and the existential background do not annihilate all the content,
all “objective” reflections, expressed within that perspective. That is, these reflections should
simply be specifiable and meaningful, perhaps retaining their “original” depth of meaning
within the framework of a sympathetically reproducing self-activity, so that the interpretation
must fundamentally limits itself to recreating SK’s “dialectical method” — “that one takes the
path of Kierkegaard’s dialectic [...] as one who himself exists”.”” That which is inadequate in
Diem’s form of interpretation shows itself indirectly in his own language about “the
difficulties of our exposition”.”® The principal problem for Diem is that every presentation of
SK’s thought is “in its turn a mediation of Kierkegaard’s methodology of mediation, and
therefore is always one step further away from existence than Kierkegaard’s own thinking”,”’
or in other words, “a thinking about the existing thinking, and therefore always at risk of
speculation”.”®

This interpretive difficulty turns out to be an artificial product in view of the fact that SK’s
“eigenes Denken” itself contains what Diem himself finds “compelled” to “force upon” him,
namely an account of his “method” — that is, the dialectic of existence in the forms of
consciousness and in the form of didactic presentation, such as it emerges in his various
retrospective examinations of the authorship and in his more systematic and theoretical
ruminations around the problem of communication. Such a presentation of the problem can
be found, for example, in the clash with idealist philosophy or “speculation” in the first part
of the Postscript; it is thus an integral part of SK’s ontological alternative to speculation.

What is self-contradictory in Diem’s “method” is expressed strikingly in the following
passage on the problem of communicating “the dialectic of mediation™: “And this too cannot
be done dialectically, although this is really what will be necessary: for good or ill, it must
happen in a direct manner”.” By reducing SK’s thought to a “method”, Diem also distorts
the Kierkegaardian approach to the problem of communication itself, because he overlooks
its “historical” aspect. That is, whether something is indirect communication or not is not an
a priori given, because it is always relative to “the situation” in which the recipient is
located. Thus, even a philosophical discourse on the problem of communication can serve as
indirect communication, in the sense that it provokes one to self-activity, “oughtness-
capability” (VIII 2 B 83) — by showing that this is the fundamental task of existence.

When, at one point in his later work on SK, Die Existenzdialektik von Soren Kierkegaard
(Soren Kierkegaard’s Dialectic of Existence), Diem asks the question: “is there not a
particular theory about the human person, a specific anthropology, behind this dialectic of
existence with which Kierkegaard wants to help the human person to exist?”*® — The

approach to the problem is dismissed as inappropriate in a manner altogether insufficient and
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superficial. Diem does this with a reference to SK’s commentary on a review of his
Philosophical Fragments, where the point is that the reviewer turns an indirect
communication into a “lecturing” speech (Cf. 9:229). The following objection can be made
to Diem concerning this point. First of all, if anthropology is presupposed in the so-called
dialectic of existence (that is, the presentation of concrete and personal movements of
existence or interpretations of existence) it would be appropriate to explain its conflict with
SK’s possible negative opinion by understanding the maieutic intention involved. Secondly,
SK’s overall opinion cannot be derived from the above-mentioned pronouncement by
Climacus, which refers to the fact that “the reader will thus receive the impression that the
piece is also a lecturing one” (9:230). If one accepts Diem’s argument, then, applying this
criterion’s consistency, one must view a series of pseudonymous writings as irrelevant for
the “existential dialectician”, for example, The Concept of Anxiety, which, according to this
same Climacus, has a form, which “is straightforward, and even a bit lecturing” (9:226).
Indeed, one would especially have to classify as irrelevant the Postscript to the Philosophical
Fragments, which quite explicitly and in discursive form accepts anthropological
presuppositions both with respect to its subject matter (the boundary between humanity and
Christianity) and with respect to its form (a maieutic experiment). For a third thing, this
factual connection between anthropology and the “thought experiment” or “poetry” — either
that which is put in the form of an objective discourse based upon a “hypothesis”, as in
Philosophical Fragments, or that which is put in the form of concrete interpretations of
existence, in which philosophical reflection is contained as an “epically” formed element — is
binding for an interpretation of SK in a completely different way than are “chance”
statements made by his pseudonyms.

If this connection is not made visible, the so-called “dialectic of existence” is also left
hanging in loose air. It is reduced to an unmotivated literary-linguistic technique for the

dissolution of “Christendom”.*' Diem finds himself unable to avoid taking general notice of

this fact, for what else could what he calls “to construct the categories of human existence” *
be, other than a philosophical anthropological project? It is Diem’s rather “private” postulate
that “categories of existence” are beyond both philosophical and theological areas of
competence.” Diem summarizes his understanding of SK’s dialectic of existence in the
following sentence: “What he is concerned with is not a theory about the correct mode of
being, but this mode of being itself, or about the dialectic process by which this mode of
being can be attained and communicated”.®* However, it is, first of all, impossible to see how
such an absolute distinction can be philosophically tenable or even meaningful at all, and,
secondly, it is consequently equally impossible to make this formula fit SK. An
“engagement” with the problem of finding “the method” for the establishment of “the correct
mode of being” cannot avoid including reflection about that which constitutes it, that is, it
cannot avoid an anthropological argument.®

The conclusion with respect to Diem’s overall understanding of SK — as it is expressed in

Diem’s category of the “dialectic of existence” — is thus that Diem’s understanding appears
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incompatible with the present work's approach to the problem of interpretation. This is not
the place to discuss the extent to which Diem’s concept of method could have a certain
validity in regard to SK’s understanding of Christianity, that is, as a delimitation of it when it
comes to the category of “teaching”.®® This much can be said, however: that if it does not
work with regard to SK’s “philosophy”, there is reason to assume that it will also prove
inadequate with regard to his “theology”.

Moving on to clear and more positive parallels to the present project in SK research, it is
obvious that, at least with respect to point of departure, there is common ground between the
our approach and Slok’s book on Die Anthropologie Kierkegaards (The Anthropology of
Kierkegaard). However, Slegk finds it so obvious that SK’s authorship is a development of

87 that he sees it unnecessary to discuss the methodological

“anthropological definitions
problem of the status of anthropology and its place in SK’s epic-literary whole. In spite of his
intention in terms of method, that “in these circumstances, everything depends on the

88 it still seems

precision with which one has outlined the beginning of the problem at issue
that he here implicitly identifies these aspects. Slek’s failure to carry out his own
methodological and critical program is presumably the reason that — or, rather, an expression
of the fact that — his own “existential philosophical” concern and point of view comes, in all
too direct a manner, to constitute the tendency of his interpretation, that is, by defining “what
is the central problem” in Kierkegaard.

Slek’s main point is to show what “evidently makes the philosophy of Kierkegaard a
philosophy of existence™. In accordance with his terminology and his philosophical point of
view, which both distance themselves from all “metaphysics” and “ontology” *°, the
fundamental idea in his anthropology (namely, the assertion that existence is immanently
normative) seems fittingly expressed in such concepts as “transcendence” and “the human
persons' possibility of taking up a different relation to his or her content”.”’ However, this
definition is “suspiciously” close to that which, in another context, is given of the
“existential” concept of freedom “in general”, namely that “freedom means nothing other
than the absence of all essential factors”, meaning that “one distances oneself from
everything and thereby puts into effect the opposition one immediately senses between
oneself and any content”.”> Tt would seem that this concentration upon one important
anthropological problem, the concept of freedom, has forced other relevant anthropological
themes in SK’s thought into the background. In general, what is neglected is that which the
present work would define as the “genetic-psychological” context of freedom, that is, the
conditions in the general mental and physical constitution making freedom possible.

It is undoubtedly SK’s view that freedom cannot be logically grounded (i.e., presented as
the necessary result of human self-reflection), because, as Haufniensis says, freedom “comes
forth out of nothing” (6:197). In the ethical perspective, freedom is pure spontaneity, that is,
self-interpretation. But it also presupposes a basis of definite mental and physical functions
and a developmental cycle, which actualizes and gives form to these functions in a concrete

historical context. It is SK’s perception and presentation of this aspect of freedom that allows
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his concept of freedom to appear as in some sense grounded, and keeps it from appearing as a
sheer postulate or existential appeal.

What is valuable in Fischer’s presentation of SK’s theory of stages in Existenz und
Innerlichkeit (Existence and Inwardness) is his emphasis upon this functional connection
between “biology” and “ethics” — although this does not mean that Fischer actually succeeds
in carrying out his program in his analyses. Fischer’s emphasis is best expressed in an
introductory account of the various constitutional modes of the stages of life. Despite his
rather loose treatment of the textual material and his correspondingly daring and
“metaphysical” interpretive formulas, Fischer touches upon a major point in regard to SK’s
anthropology. For example, when it is said, that “the fundamental possibilities of the human
achievement of personality, which are available simultaneously to the individual at each
phase of life (although they are not all developed with the same fullness) [...] also come to
the human person in the form of tasks in a sequence during course of his biological
development”.”® This is likewise the case when it is said that a human being “discovers

himself as body-spirit-soul and as a living being conditioned in this plural determination”.’*

7% must be said to be an artificial

Even if Fischer’s thesis on “biological-ethical parallelism
construct, his general point of view on the interconnection between the conditions of mental-
physical development, on the one hand, and the fundamental existential possibilities, on the
other, is a position which is indispensable for an holistic presentation of SK’s anthropology.

Within the almost immeasurable mass of Kierkegaard-studies there are a series of
interpretive essays, which have areas of affinity with the point of view taken by the present
work. This is particularly the case with respect to works from the post-war period, when SK
— after to a great extent having been “managed” by scholarship having either a “theological”
or a “psychological-biographical” orientation — has again come to be heard, to a greater
extent and in a more systematic way, as a philosopher. From the great mass of contributions,
it is here only possible to take notice of a small selection of works that have a clear affinity of
design with the present project.

Fahrenbach’s book, Kierkegaards existenzdialektische Ethik (The existential-dialectical
Ethics of Kierkegaard), already discussed, attempts to characterize SK’s existential analysis
as a contribution to philosophical ethics. The work’s general affinity with the present project
may be seen in the fact that it attempts to present “certain philosophically demonstrable

aspects”,”

and also by the fact that to a certain degree, if in a somewhat digressive form, it
presents SK’s connections with German idealism and their common interest in certain
problems.”” However, even in its point of departure Fahrenbach’s interpretation is rather
narrow in relation to the anthropological whole, as the analysis is limited to “ethical
existence”. This places Fahrenbach’s interpretive essay in connection with the study by Slgk
mentioned above, which clearly served as an inspiration to Fahrenbach, inasmuch as
Fahrenbach says of Slek’s work that “it is beyond doubt one of the best interpretations of
Kierkegaard at present”.”® However, it is clear from the way he defines his interpretive

project, that Fahrenbach, unlike Slok, is conscious of the fact that his attempt does not
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exhaust the entirety of the anthropological material. And Fahrenbach’s evaluation of Slek’s
book and its limitations is fundamentally similar to the one given above; Fahrenbach writes,
“In order to determine more specifically the methodological character of Kierkegaard’s
anthropology, it would also be useful to investigate the methodological sense of the
*psychological’ consideration”.”” It must still be said that Fahrenbach, in his own analysis of
“cthical existence’s presuppositions in the dialectic of existence”,'® does not make use of the
anthropological material relevant for such an approach to the problem, and which could be
demonstrated in what he calls “psychological observation”. This remains true of Fahrenbach
in spite of the fact that he tackles the question at a deeper level than Slgk and fundamentally
deals with the genetic problem of the development of “factual existence” (presence) into
“consciousness of existence”.

A similar concentration upon the “ethical” dimension of anthropology, or the concept of
freedom, resembling the one found in Slek and Fahrenbach, can be seen in Blass” work, Die
Krise der Freiheit im Denken Soren Kierkegaards. (The Crisis of Freedom in Soren
Kierkegaard’s Thinking) The strength of this study is the systematic manner in which
freedom is exhibited as a process within the framework of human constitution. Freedom is
understood as a synthesis of autonomous functions of consciousness (reflection and choice),
corresponding to man’s fundamental ontological situation, its “duplicity”, i.e., the dialectic
between “existence” and “consciousness of existence”. To the extent that it turns into sheer
construction, its systematic character is, however, at the same time its weakness, in that it
finally tears the unitary or “genetic” interconnectedness of SK’s anthropology (in the
doctrine of stages) to shreds.

The assumptions underlying Holl’s work on Kierkegaards Konzeption des Selbst
(Kierkegaard’s Conception of the Self) are in one important aspect identical with the
interpretive perspective of the present work, namely in the attempt to make use of the
ontological implications of SK’s theory of “the self” (das Selbst) within the context of certain
important ideas from German idealism (Fichte and Hegel). But when this approach to the
problem is defined more specifically as “making observations of a more general nature about
the formal conditions of Kierkegaard’s thinking”,'”" and when the methodical grip as well as
the relation to the philosophical tradition is compressed within the category “model of
thought”,'" the result of the interpretation is, for one thing, limited in relation to the concrete
philosophical subject matter. Furthermore — and this is the principal objection — the result is
characterized by an external and uncongenial understanding based on a constructed standard
of measure. Holl’s analysis tends toward the disqualification of SK’s central philosophical
point — the ontological schism between thought and reality — as a self-contradiction. Since
Kierkegaard “has also created a philosophy of identity which indirectly abolishes the
apparent separation between thinking and being”, it is obvious that his “thesis that thinking
and being are not in any sense identical, is refuted by Kierkegaard himself”.'” The decisive
premise for such an evaluation is that SK’s thought does not go beyond the level of a so-

called “philosophy of consciousness”.'™
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Methodologically, Wilde’s study, Kierkegaards Verstindnis der Existenz (Kierkegaard’s
Understanding of Existence) is basically a descriptive exposition of SK’s thought, treating it
as an independent universe of meaning. As such, it differentiates itself radically from the sort
of all encompassing critical and evaluative interpretation represented by Holl. In view of its
topic, the concept of existence, one might think that Wilde’s work could be fruitfully
correlated with our own interpretive attempt. However, this is not the case, neither with
regard to method nor to subject matter, even though at various points it does have relevance

for the present work. From a methodological point of view, the work is organized as an
95105
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analysis of usage, a “verbal investigation of the term “existence” in SK, within the
framework of an historical and genetic perspective.'’ The result of the study, however, turns
out to be systematic, both due to the intrinsic value of the concept — a definition of what

1
197 _ and because of the concept’s central

“Kierkegaard understands ’existence’ to mean
position within the structure of SK’s thought. This result is symptomatic of the fact that the
attempt is marked by a discrepancy between method and subject matter. In the final analysis,
this discrepancy springs from a tacit identifying of the concept and the term from the outset.
To the extent that it dissolves during the course of the analysis itself, this identification really
functions as an accidental point of departure for “discussing” SK, and not for seriously
penetrating his thought.

Approaching the end of this summary of relevant research, I draw attention to
Kierkegaard and Consciousness, by Shmuéli, as a possible party for dialogue. Shmuéli’s
study is certainly characterized by a central anthropological approach to SK’s thought. The
key to Shmuéli’s interpretation is that the totality of SK’s thought can be defined as “the
description of the structure and behavior of human consciousness”,'” and that SK’s
philosophy of the stages may consequently be understood as a presentation of “successive
steps in the gradual awakening of consciousness”.'” The strength of this interpretive effort is
that it relates SK’s thought to a fundamental ontological problem, the “problem of reality”
connected to our experience of self and of the world. The weakness and the lopsidedness of
his work is that his understanding is prejudiced by an interpretive priority given to the
concept ‘“consciousness”, as well as by the author’s own understanding of the internal
problem pertaining to “consciousness”, for which he does not seek sufficient support in SK
himself. From this point of departure, SK’s interpretation of Christianity is understood, in a
fashion both overly direct and untenable, as a “solution” to the Kantian and epistemologically
defined “problem of reality”, i.e., the possibility of transcending consciousness-immanent
reality as “phenomenal”, in the direction of “being qua being” or “transcendent reality”.''

It can certainly be maintained that SK understands Christianity as the highest form of
“repetition” (cf. 5:131), to be the true fulfillment of its intention, which is “metaphysical” in
a weighty sense of the word. But the “reality-problem” thus solved cannot rightly be said to
have its origin in man’s definition as “consciousness”. This is so even though a
philosophically-couched analysis of man’s fundamental difficulty, sin, must take into

account the conditions for the expression of sin and the conditions of the historical and
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psychological reality contained in this aspect of human constitution. (Cf., e.g., The Sickness
Unto Death: “Despair viewed according to the category of consciousness™.)

In the section entitled “About Consciousness in General”, what Shmuéli presents as the
ontological problem of “consciousness” coincides more or less with the problem of reality,
which reflection — as the superior principle of existence — creates; and this level of reality is
fundamentally surpassed — in an anthropological, but, of course not, in an epistemological,
sense — in the ethical form of existence, where the autonomy of reflective consciousness is
broken by the “ideal” will in the choice of the self. It is as a result of this tendency that
Shmuéli gives a completely skewed description of the ethical stage, when saying that: “The
transition from the esthetic to the ethical stage consists of awakening of consciousness,
which then becomes reflective. Man frees himself from the abstractions of the esthetic stage
by reflection”.'"!

Taylor’s broadly-based comparison of Hegel and SK in Journeys to Selfhood is parallel to
the present work in the sense that “the method” in Taylor’s case is also to use the idealist (in
this case, Hegel’s) schema for the constitution of reality (the self-realization of reason) as a
basis for interpreting SK’s anthropology. This synoptic schema gives a good general result
when it comes to getting a grasp of the basic common problem determining the two
philosophical positions. By means of very comprehensive accounts of the two authorships, it
is made abundantly clear that both are defined by the problem of the human subject’s identity
with itself. On the other hand, the comparison is not carried out with similar thoroughness
when it comes to clarifying the decisive differences between the two, and thus, insufficient
attention is paid to the areas, which are of particular and fundamental importance in SK’s
philosophy, to the extent that it has an “anti-idealist” basis.

The analysis of the differences does not go much further than the general history-of-
philosophy sort of classification, labeling Hegel and SK, respectively, as representatives of a
“collectivist” and an “individualist” ontology. This rather thin result is undoubtedly
connected to the use of these schematized positions as “standpoints” within the ongoing
theological and philosophical debate, in this case about the ‘“social character” of the
individual. This way of using SK and Hegel contributes in particular to a repression of the
more underlying dimension of the relation between them. The fundamental problem Hegel
and SK share is of course a historically mediated one, which therefore cannot be the “same”
for SK as for Hegel. If there is a philosophically relevant connection between Hegel and SK,
it is conditioned by the generally critical attitude toward Hegel’s philosophy within the
idealist tradition itself, i.e., new approaches to the philosophical problems first created by
Hegel’s system itself. From this problematic-historical point of view, a non-historical
“dialogue” between Hegel and SK of the sort which Taylor is attempting to construct, is
unable to capture the decisive lines separating the two. The present author believes, with
Walter Schulz, that these lines of separation can only be illuminated by a critical
development of the “problem of constitution” to which Hegel’s system was replying, namely,

the question of the range or scope of the rational subject (level of a priori categories) as a
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constitutive factor of reality. (For a more detailed discussion of Taylor’s interpretation,
confer section 14, “Subjectivity: Self-Acceptance or Self-Creation?”.)

This rather summary and evaluative array of possible points of connection between the
present work and existing Kierkegaard-research is of course not intended as sufficient
defense for our argument, but only as a provisional and suggestive placement of the
interpretation found here. Substantive discussion of interpretive points of view must
necessarily take place within a treatment of particular anthropological themes, but even here
it will not be possible to provide fully-rounded and “just” discussions of the various

contributions, due to a need to give priority to SK’s own texts.

D. General Problems of Method

The preceding pages have presented a general delimitation of the subject matter of the
present study with respect to the entirety and inner teleology of SK’s authorship, and, at the
same time, positions have been taken on a portion of the methodological problems
necessarily arising in an interpretation of such a composite and ambiguous literary whole.
This is especially true with regard to the problems connected to the indirect form of
communication. It is important to take note of the fact that, in the general sense, indirect
communication is found throughout the authorship, including the non-pseudonymous
“edifying” writings, inasmuch as their aim is also personal self-activity. In its concrete
expression, the maieutic has many forms and levels. Its concrete contents are determined, in
part, by the subjectivity (the situation) the communication has in view and wishes to
influence toward self-activity, and, in part, by the goal of interpreting Christianity as an
existential challenge to “the individual”. As far as the latter chief purpose, the discursive
philosophical works must also be defined as indirect communications. They are defined by
the hermeneutic and didactic logic that SK retrospectively (possibly as a rationalization)
describes as: “away from the System, and so on, and towards becoming a Christian”
(18:106). However, in relation to the subject matter of anthropology — the philosophical
analysis of the human existential situation — they must be viewed as direct communication,
even though they have an immediate maieutic function due to the objective problems with
which they deal. As has been shown, this is not true in the same “direct” sense for the so-
called epic writings or interpretations of existence, in which anthropological knowledge is
both the premise for the presentation of concrete existential figures and is also expressed in
the figures’ reflections upon the presuppositions of their forms of existence.

An interpretation, having as its aim the systematic presentation of these anthropological
elements, must take note of this complex literary and hermeneutic structure, and in this way
respect the peculiarities of its subject matter. But in doing so, it does not have to apologize —
as has become the custom in Kierkegaard-research — for apparently avoiding an “existential”
understanding of SK’s text, i.e., neglecting his “real” intention. In adherence to this tradition,

Fahrenbach maintains that “An interpretation of Kierkegaard undertaken in a naive
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“objective” attitude is a contradiction of Kierkegaard’s view that a mediation of existence
cannot be understood and interpreted like a *doctrine’”.''* The opinion of the present work is
that this difference remains only a construct, even on Fahrenbach’s terms, which both the
word “naive” and the quotation marks indicate. The point is that an interpretation that is
“objective” — that is, adequate in relation to the conceptual underpinnings of an interpretation
of existence — cannot overlook the maieutic intention immanent in it. Fahrenbach himself
makes this point pithily in his criticism of Diem, when he says that “in Kierkegaard, the
category has a [...] hermeneutic significance, i.e., it determines fundamental forms of
existence which as such are different modes of self-understanding”.'"

To the extent that existential actuality is essentially self-activity or self-understanding —
that is, to the extent that it constitutes what has here been called a hermeneutic process — an
“objective” analysis of this “essence” or area of reality will, with “objective” necessity, have
maieutic significance as long as the individual in question has the intellectual prerequisites
making possible an understanding of this analysis. It is against this background that
“lecturing” writings such as The Concept of Anxiety, Concluding Unscientific Postscript, and
The Sickness Unto Death, may be understood as links in indirect communication, both with
regard to the universally human basic possibilities and with respect to Christianity. They are
links in the actualization of the former, which in turn are prerequisite for an “existential”
relation to the latter (Cf. VIII B 2 88, p. 182).

Thus it is not necessarily the case, as Holl would have it, that an interpretation which “is
concerned only with the objective side of the work [...] skirts around the problem of its
appropriation”.'* It is precisely this “bypassing” of the hermeneutic character of the analysis
of existence, which is uncongenial in Holl’s project.

The principal methodological problem, still necessary to address, is the relation between a
systematic and a genetic mode of understanding. In both cases it is a matter of historical
interpretation. The difference lies in the manner in which that interpretation is shaped in
relation to the historical material in SK’s authorship. Since the approach to the problem taken
by the present work is systematic — the study of SK’s anthropology in terms of religious-
philosophical thinking — the question reduces itself to the following: What significance can a
genetic mode of understanding have within this framework? This method may be developed
in various directions: either by way of a strictly psychological-biographical dimension or by
reference to “objective” connections of themes and ideas. In the latter case we deal with
influences from poetry and from philosophical and theological thought, both by means of
affiliation with intellectual history in general and by connections with the cultural milieu of
the time, which necessarily served to mediate the broader and more general tradition.

All of these interpretive perspectives are possible in principle, and all can, according to
the type of problem addressed, be fruitful. In the present case extensive use of psychological-
biographical analysis must be regarded as relatively unproductive (even though it has borne
fruit in Geismar’s work, for example). And, in pure form, the intellectual-historical

perspective may easily tend toward the same result — a biographical “clarification of
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motives” instead of an analysis of themes — because connections between ideas are
necessarily established in a psychological and social situation. Such an understanding can of
course be useful as an accessory to systematic interpretation, but I cannot join Thulstrup in
claiming that demonstrating SK’s “contact with very special literary sources” is prerequisite
for “understanding the de facto meaning of the texts”.'"

In addition to these principle matters, there are quantitative technical reasons pertaining to
the scholarly apparatus which make it inappropriate to provide a detailed account of the
relations of SK’s thought to his immediate cultural milieu, his studies, etc. On the other hand,
it is important for the present study to understand SK’s thought against the background of his
broader intellectual context, where connections, according to their type, fundamentally
transcend what is genetically demonstrable in a technical sense. Regardless of how much
intellectual-historical retrospection may be built upon this basis, it is expedient for the
present study to remain limited to demonstrating the negative-positive or “dialectical”
connection with certain fundamental themes in the then-dominant philosophical mainstream,
German idealism. In a general sense, this is the “natural” sphere of concepts and problems in
which to place SK’s thought, and it is thus one of the prerequisites for presenting it as an
integral and thought-through philosophical position.

The fact that the authorship came into being by way of a rather unique process presents us
with a “genetic” problem of a completely different sort. It developed in accordance with a
“didactic purpose” which was undoubtedly composite and ambiguous. Furthermore, this
purpose probably only developed quite gradually into a definite and dominant intention: the
negation of “Christendom” and the characterization of Christianity as a “mode of existence”,
as SK puts it in his rationalizing/interpretive views of his own authorship. This contingency
is expressed in the retrospective views themselves, when SK defines the authorship as his
“own upbringing” (X 2 A 171). His own understanding of “the structure of the authorship”
(X 2 A 106) is “an understanding which has been acquired little by little” (X 5 B 145; Cf. X
1 A 283, X 5B 168, 214, and 18:124f.). Despite its chance nature, which is admitted to, SK’s
final judgment is that there is “a totality in the whole of it” (X 1 A 116; Cf. X 1 A 300, X 6 B
4:3).

The principal methodological problem in this connection is not whether or not one agrees
to SK’s own judgment, but whether the approach to the problem taken by the current work
makes it necessary to take a position on this question at all. What is in any case clear is that —
to the extent that it essentially concerns SK’s consciousness about the purpose of his
authorship and the concrete way in which it is to be brought to realization — the question lies
on a completely different plane from the present work. It has no immediate contact with the
philosophical aspects with which the present work deals, namely, an anthropological
understanding as the fundamental premise for the interpretations of existence, and,
ultimately, for the interpretation of Christianity. The present study does not provide any basis
to assume that there have been basic changes at this level, i.e., in the understanding of what

constitutes the fundamental human possibilities. A genuinely genetic mode of understanding
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— such that questions are asked about the development of SK’s thoughts on anthropology —
does not appear relevant in this connection. That sort of questioning can only be of
immediate importance in individual cases where its usefulness may be demonstrated for a
clarification of the systematic conception behind SK’s anthropology.

The question of a possible shift in SK’s view of man, as arises in connection with the later
part of the authorship and his attack on the church in particular, is a much broader problem
area. The principal view taken here is that, to the extent that this implies a new
anthropological understanding, it essentially has to do with the possibility (or the lacking
possibility) of bringing to realization the fundamental task of human existence, i.e., self-
determination. With regard to this question — the “late” SK’s personal re-valuation of the
cultural and political situation — both Deuser’s and Nordentoft’s interpretation of the
phenomenon of “Spitwerk” present brilliant analyses.''®

The “methodological” point of departure of the present work thus generally coincides with
SK’s own judgment, that SK’s canon implies “a totality in the whole of it”, meaning, in this
case, that there is a constant anthropology present through his authorship. The following
analysis aims to show in what sense this is concretely the case. This abiding belief in
wholeness refers itself to coherence between the forms of existence, whereas the
anthropological preconditions vary in accordance with the type of elements of this wholeness
constitutive for a particular form of life in presentation.

However, this general point of view does not solve the problems of interpretation in their
entirety. If an anthropological element or a fundamental possibility is essentially present as a
premise for an interpretation of existence, this means that the interpretation must take place
in intimate connection with its “epic” context. This puts a stop to any untrammeled
“synoptic”” methodology. In these cases, the characterization of anthropology must therefore
take place within the framework of an understanding of the literary and ontic context. The
degree of correlation is dependent upon the type of connections present in the literary
material. According to Thulstrup “every book [must be treated] as a totality with its own
approaches to problems and its special historical and psychological presuppositions™."”

In the case of the systematic works, there is in principle more freedom with respect to an
overall “synoptic” presentation. However, these works also are each unique in the profile of
problems with which they deal, so that the principle of treating each of them as an integrated
literary whole must be applied to a certain extent here as well.

The systematic anthropological intention present in the interpretations of existence and in
the partial analyses, and which makes it at all possible to speak of Kierkegaard’s
anthropology as a whole, must be secured by placing these aspects in a systematic
framework. A certain amount of support may be found for this undertaking in SK’s own
principal systematic idea, the theory of stages. But this does not imply that, as Thulstrup puts
it, I “wish to read the entire literary work of Kierkegaard like one big book, so to speak”.'"®

Unless such works-oriented interpretations are placed in an overall understanding of the

whole, the interpretation will remain blind to the dialectic between the interpretations of
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existence and the anthropology. The result becomes a misunderstood identification of the
two, or what Fahrenbach believes to be pointing out as a tendency in Adorno’s) interpretive
attempt, namely, that “the speculative intention is wiped out by the pragmatic critique”.'"”
This is a precondition for being able to interpret SK’s authorship as a philosophical
contribution. The present study is in agreement with Schulz, saying that: “A philosophical
exposition of a philosophical work is essential systematic, as it ‘puts together’ from their very
foundations those references underlying and directing the work”.'*

As shown, such a holistic interpretation can find support in SK’s “explanations” to his
own authorship. These give an outline of the authorship’s hermeneutic-anthropological
structure, i.e., the theory of stages. Support may also be found in his systematic works, chief
among them The Sickness Unto Death. This book is the “paradigmatic” anthropological work
of the authorship. At the same time, however, a critical understanding must in principle go
beyond pure reproduction. It must seek to point out the non-explicit connections and
presuppositions in the understanding formulated, and in the latter case also point out the
sphere of understanding, which even in the most fundamental statements is only “implicitly
thought of” and not “expressed”. This is not a methodological point of view in the narrow
sense, but a way of calling attention to a problem of interpretation which in principle is
operative wherever one deals with expressions of human activity, the specifically historical
and intentional dimension of reality. The general problem of interpretation becomes critical
when that which has to be interpreted is in the highest sense what can be called a product of
reflection, a philosophical text, in which reflection upon “the presuppositions” is a part of the
matter itself.

To reach “the outside” of such a thought-complex, in order to make “the implied
thoughts™ explicit, is a task transcending the level of methodological technique. But as a
basis from which to start, the “classification” in regard to intellectual history or the history of
philosophy will be an indispensable part of any such attempt at understanding, as long as this
understanding from “the outside” is not bound to any simple schema — e.g., “idealism”,
“post-idealism”, “subjectivism”, “existentialism”, etc. Instead, this understanding from “the
outside” must be compared with and confirmed by an understanding from “the inside”, that
is, the philosophical self-understanding of the text one interprets. Saying this does not annul
the necessarily circular structure of understanding, its tacit commitment to its own sphere of
understanding, but it may at least limit the arbitrariness connected with an “engaged”
understanding of an isolated text.

This is the general foundation for the following attempt to characterize SK’s anthropology
against the background of what is understood to be the principal tendencies or fundamental
ideas of German idealism. This is not a case of “historicizing method” stifling “a thinker’s
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individuality”; © that is, it is not a question of independence or dependence, but of an

adequate understanding of SK’s thought, not as a “symptom” but as “intention”.
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Chapter I
ANTHROPOLOGICAL STRUCTURE: EXISTENCE AND
CONSCIOUSNESS

1. Reality and Consciousness in German Idealism

A. Introduction: Kierkegaard and German Idealism

The following pages will give a brief survey of German idealism from Kant onward.'** It is
impossible, within the framework of an analysis of SK’s anthropology, to give a well-
rounded presentation of this philosophical tradition, with its conflicting variants and the
enormous breadth of its subject matter. On the other hand, it is still important to clarify a
number of the fundamental traits, which may serve as avenues of access to our understanding
of SK’s philosophy. This will be a necessary background in order to produce an
interpretation of his anthropology on a systematic-philosophical plane, and not just level it
down to anthropological “elements” or “views of life” in self-reflection.'*

It is of course well known by anyone studying SK’s writings that he had relations to
German idealism and Hegel in particular, the explicit side of this being his thorough polemic
against “speculation”. Quite apart from this, knowledge of the general development of the
philosophy of his period, viewed in conjunction with the fundamental tendencies of SK’s
existential analysis (namely, the problem of individual freedom and identity), can make it
very clear that, as a philosopher, SK’s thinking is intrinsically related to the problems that the
history of philosophy has labeled “post-idealist”.'** In his clash with the idealist perception of
reality, SK, just like the “humanistic” Marx, must put up with thinking within the
fundamental framework of this same tradition. Change comes about when the concepts are
“broken through” by means of new presuppositions and new ways of posing the problems.

To this extent, Anz is right in his “demonstration” of SK’s affinity to the idealist
conceptual tradition and ontology.'” Anz’ fundamental error is that he does not give
sufficient attention to the hermeneutical problem, and therefore has a tendency to treat
philosophical concepts as if they were static things with have more or less identical meaning
in the various philosophical and psychological contexts.

A strictly historical and genetic analysis of the traditional context for SK’s thought would
first of all have to relate SK to “post-idealism” and its chief representatives. Important names
would be 1. H. Fichte, whom SK verifiably studied and was impressed with; similarly,
Rosenkranz and Erdmann, as representatives of a modified Hegelianism; and further, not least
in significance were the philosophers from the Danish milieu, such as Sibbern and P. M.
Moller, who were SK’s teachers and personal friends.'*® The reason for this still not being the
principal line of investigation for the present work, is not because the significance of the
contemporary milieu to SK’s philosophical development is not appreciated, but due to the

rather obvious circumstance that none of those named had an originality enabling them to
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shape the fundamental philosophical problems of the period in the way this had been done by
the representatives of classical idealism. A reasonable situating of SK’s philosophy within
such a context must in any case include the classical version of idealism as the broader
intellectual horizon. It is therefore both possible and fruitful to go rather directly into the
original part of the tradition, quite independent of any demonstration of what SK “read and
heard”, in order to avoid becoming lost in the multiplicity of demonstrable relations of
ideological and psychological sort.

If it is classical idealism which determines the intellectual horizon, it is post-idealism and
the Danish mediation of idealism which are the more decisive for SK’s concrete positions,
e.g. with respect to the interpretation of the idea of the Absolute or the divine. In post-
idealism, the idealist problem of self-knowledge takes on a “psychological-empirical”
orientation, while the idea of the Absolute receives a corresponding twist in the direction of
an “orthodox” Christian notion of God. Concrete “experience” in the interpretation of the
human self and in the position of values was to correct Hegel’s conceptual-analytical method.
From an anthropological point of view, the “ethical individual” was placed at the center of
concern and assigned the task of realizing the in-dwelling individual idea, which at its highest
level implies the “mystical” unity with his or her divine ground. “In the personal self-
consciousness and the free willing of the individual the divine selfthood reveals itself wholly,
being its image”."*’ In light of the development of this then-current aprioristic ontology, one
may at least see the contours of SK’s “existentialism” and the significance of the personal
“standpoint”.

Some aspects of the thought of the younger Fichte may illustrate this “personalism”
present in German philosophy. Fichte believes he is going further along the elder Fichte’s
philosophical path, namely, the transition from the “formalism” of the earlier theory of
knowledge, having deduced content from form, to the “living reality of life”, or God, which
manifests itself in and for consciousness, giving consciousness its content. This is the
criterion used in criticizing Hegel, who continued on the course taken by the early Fichte and
confused “form” with “essence, the matter itself”.'® Hegel’s transition from logic to
metaphysics is seen as a sheer postulate, an arbitrary leap of thought,'” and is at the same
time the basis for the greatest error in the Hegelian system, the pantheistic conception of God,
the coinciding of man’s and God’s self-knowledge."* In opposition to this merely logically
construed God, Fichte proposes an “experienced” God, the genuine knowledge of which can
only build on the insights and perceptions of “experience”.””' Such certainty springs from the
individual consciousness, which with its experience of finitude contains “the certainty of
something eternal”, which must itself be a consciousness, “a primal consciousness” (“God as
ego”)”.'** The cognitive ego of the elder Fichte has here become a metaphysical ego, the
power of divine creation.

As with Hegel, the world/history is here thought of as a manifestation of the Absolute — in
this case, God’s consciousness — with a dash of dualism. Creation is the “emanating” of

fundamental traits of God, “the realization of the infinitely individualized thought of God”."*?
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Everything God creates is thus individual, just as God Himself is."** The metaphysical basis
for “personalistic philosophy” may here be seen; the ethical task is to realize a God-given
capacity toward absolute “self-transparence” and a “unity of the life of freedom with God”.'*
A type of “Christian philosophy”, the typical late idealist re-evaluation of Christianity as a
“positive religion of revelation” may be seen here. The “principle of experience” holds here
as well: the philosophical concept cannot be in direct conflict with the living religious
consciousness, which is indeed the fundamental source of cognition itself.'*®

The fundamental tendency in Fichte’s philosophical point of view may be summarized
briefly as follows: in an epistemological sense, he abandons the idealist idea of constitution;
that is, he gives up the notion that reality is formed in accordance with the structure of the
subject. Epistemological theory is simplified radically into a sort of “depiction theory”;
knowledge of the world is also a “revelation”, “the reflection of the world in us”."’ In this
“experience-focused” epistemological perspective, constitution is placed on a completely
different ontological level. Instead of man, God is now defined as “all-constituting”.

The definition of God as “the all-constituting being”, is also employed by Sibbern. This
demonstrates how in various ways the lines of thinking may run parallel. Together with P.M.
Moller, Sibbern represents the immediate (and personal) technical philosophical milieu for
SK’s thought, and together with SK they belong in a Danish tradition of ethical and
psychological philosophy, which can be followed back to Treschow and Steffens. '**

Treschow introduced the study of “human nature” with the practical and ethical aim of
showing how nature is developed and organized in its social context. Anthropology is at the
same time moral philosophy and a study of pedagogy, among other things.'* The point of
view is in part “naturalistic”, in that spirit and moral consciousness are viewed as upper links
in a biological hierarchy.'* It is also in part “idealistic”, in that mind and body are not
thought of as two substances but as different levels of organization of the same whole, which
in turn leads to the practical result of the body appearing as an “instrument of the mind”.""!
The other basis for ethics is the “metaphysical” idea of an “individual fundamental form”
conceived of as an eternal goal. Individuality is “the pattern in accordance with which
everyone must form himself; it is the idea which every person must always seek to draw

nearer to”.'*?

These two basic views — the progression of the spirit from the corporeal sphere
and the predetermination of the individual — constitute the main contents of Treschow’s
personalistic philosophy: the imperative of self-activity, uniting the psychological (reflection)
with moral freedom (the ideal) into an “Order in all the activities of the soul”.'*

Steffens’ particular contribution in this context is his metaphysics of individuality, which
he first formulated in his Copenhagen lectures of 1803: “The egoistic, individualizing
tendency [...] awakens with more and more intensity and strength, the more individual the
developmental steps of Nature become”.'**

With his theory of human moods (psychological pathology), among other things, Sibbern
further developed the idea of individuality and a sense of the empirical multiplicity of human

life. But a foreordained harmony reigns between “the a priori” and the “empirical” because
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of the all-constituting ground, “which constitutes both the thing and the idea of it, and which
thus makes present within the perceiver the image of the thing as it is in itself and apart from
the perception of it”.'* Sibbern is thus no less an “idealist” than Hegel, for example. His
main objection to Hegel is that Hegel is not idealist enough, that he only works toward “the
genuinely original”, and neglects to complete the system by reconstructing existence in this
light, and thereby fails to create a true speculative or “constitutive philosophy”."*® This is the
same sort of corrective broadening of Hegel presented by 1. H. Fichte, that is, the necessity of
starting from the highest standpoint.'*” In the same manner as Fichte, Sibbern requires that
the a priori concept must be confirmed by experience — “be known to correspond to the
empirically-given, so that knowledge becomes a real experience in the world of which the
knower is part and parcel” — because it is always present as the “engendering” cause of
conceptual knowledge.'*®

Hegel is also attacked for his understanding of Christianity. The Absolute is understood
“dualistically”, as “a region in which the infinite must first be thought in its fullness and
mediated by itself”, thereby appearing as an objective actuality for man.'* This satisfies the
requirement that religious experience must allow one to recognize oneself in the
philosophical concept of God. The philosophical confirmation of “the essential Christian
knowledge” is concerned that the “empirical faith” be “the contents of life”, by which,
philosophy must allow itself to be led in order to receive its own contents.””’ Sibbern’s
philosophical program is “conservative” in a strict sense of the term, in that he wishes to
include the manifold “experiential content” of human life in his philosophical system.
Knowledge and feeling are given equal footing as modes of experience (“that which is
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collateral in existence™)."

Affective and intuitive insight, uniting perception and reflection,
represents the highest sort of certainty, because it gives us the thing itself through a living
connection to the thing."”* Religious faith is precisely such a pure “experiential synthesis”,
forming human personality as an “incarnation” of absolute actuality.'> It is realized by means
of a continually higher degree of “self-activity” which “penetrates the mind in every
direction”, so that “by its power everything is fused into unity and wholeness”.">* When
Sibbern speaks of how the individual “presents himself to himself and thus comprehends and
posits him self”'> the line of thought not only runs back to the elder Fichte, but also forward
to SK’s idea of the “appropriation” of given life in its wholeness.

Moller’s philosophy of personality has a more unsystematic form, but distinguishes itself
through its appreciation of the didactic aspect of philosophy, corresponding to his interest in
language and the role of fiction in human life. The principle of personality — that truth is
created through self-activity — receives a “practical-ethical” emphasis. This does not render
impossible Mgller's fundamental view of existence as an a priori system. As a system of
categories, ontology presupposes that “that which reasonable beings necessarily must think
exists, necessarily exists, according to the manner in which it must be thought”; in this way it
becomes possible “to present [as Hegel does] the necessary developmental steps of the human

PP | .
spirit”."”® However, these concepts only take on real and concrete significance when they “are
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used” in a “personally-lived experience” and in “the mother tongue”, just as that which is a
priori it self becomes visible in the experiential process.

On this basis Moller (again, with Hegel) criticizes “the individual arbitrariness” in
romantic irony, which vainly seeks to escape the historical necessity by which it is
conditioned. This criticism of arbitrariness and ethical subjectivism is the main content of
Moller’s theory of “affectation”. This describes how a person flees from the objective moral
order into role-play and self-deception.””” When Moller finally does turn against Hegel’s
philosophy, it may be seen as an expression of the same fundamental point: a rejection of the
arbitrary identification of the concepts of reflection with “the natural contents of life”. “It is
only the unavoidable conditions of existence, not its entire factual contents, which may be
developed a priori by science”."”® Without this ontological dualism, “the finite personality”
loses its meaning."”’

In the final run, the objective contents of life win out over the a priori concepts. These
concepts cannot have any extensive critical function as far as the philosophical principle of
knowledge holds the view that “tradition is the necessary content of thought”, the result being
that the validity of philosophy is determined by its degree of correspondence with the
“reigning” tradition.'®® In this way, the “traditional” validity of Christianity is also assured, in
opposition to a religious subjectivism, which is a “mere discovery of individual thought”."®’
The denial of Christianity leads furthermore to a nihilistic view of values, as the collective
counterpart of individual affectation.'®*

It is not too hard to see a relatively concrete point of departure for SK’s philosophical
thought in Sibbern’s and Mgller’s practical and psychological re-interpretation of the idealist
idea of constitution and in their definition of the basic a priori situation as the condition of
individual development and self-determination in light of “tradition and Christianity”.

German idealism, with its transmission and shaping of the philosophical tradition in its
historical entirety, was thus a decisive precondition — in providing the horizon of concepts
and problems — for SK’s thought. Regardless of whether one accentuates its “post-idealist” or
its original form, an understanding of it will thus be indispensable for any adequate
understanding of SK. This view has nothing to do with a disregard for SK’s originality, with
regard to his “dependence” on idealism, but is part of a larger hermeneutical argument. This
point of view is particularly important for an interpretation intending to delineate what is
original in SK’s thought, as this can only emerge in light of the positions, which his thinking
— in the hermeneutic sense — presupposes. This is not to say that SK’s philosophy does not
also imply a change in this horizon, in that he develops fundamentally new views, for
instance in terms of ontology, and neither is he to be seen as absolutely locked up inside an
idealist sphere of understanding. However, an horizon of understanding does not change in
and by itself as horizon; rather, this necessarily takes place by means of a transformation of
particular concepts in the face of particular problems, and the point of departure for

discussing these problems must be identified within the framework of the given horizon.
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This two-sided or “dialectical” relation is exemplified in SK’s polemic against Hegel,
giving evidence not only to a profound qualitative difference with respect to philosophical
points of view, but also of a similarly profound objective correspondence at the same time.
As Struve claims: “the point of entry to Kierkegaard’s own thinking is his direct polemics
against Hegel or against Danish Hegelianism”.'® A clash presupposes a certain unity with
regard to the fundamental problem with which the two parties deal. With SK and Hegel, it is
certainly not a question of the solution of parts of certain philosophical problems within an
overall consensus, but of the total perspective itself. It is a question of the possibilities and
limits of philosophy itself, that is, the possibility of a “system of existence” (9:101). SK’s
primary target is Hegel’s idea that it is possible for philosophical reflection to reach the
Absolute, as the rational ground of the existence which “presents itself” to consciousness. In
this sense, SK represents a fundamental break with idealist tradition, indeed with “rationalist”
metaphysics in general. In other words, we see a confrontation with a kind of thinking which
understands reality as a relation between concepts, that is, as a logical system, as in the case
of Leibniz, for example, who understood reality on the basis of a model from the natural
sciences. On the other hand, in SK's rejection of the identification of rationality and existence
there is a certain common ground, in a logical and hermeneutic sense, with Hegel’s point of
view, in the sense that the negation is formally oriented towards the philosophical problem,
which the “rationalistic” concept of reality was to solve. The fundamental problem
presupposed in the Hegelian systematic conception is, as mentioned, the question of the unity
of existence. In a general sense, this question can be said to be an “eternal” philosophical
question, the philosophical question par excellence, which has motivated philosophical
reflection since the time of the Ionic philosophy of nature. However, the problem of unity is
expressed in a particular way in idealism, shaped by its immediate situation in taking its point
of departure in Kant’s “criticism” or transcendental philosophy, but also in a broader
historical perspective by the breakaway — seen particularly in the philosophy of Descartes—
from ontological essentialism. As to not end up giving a detailed survey of the history of
philosophy, we must here satisfy ourselves with showing the general tendency of this new
view, i.e., the view that the unity of existence can be understood and developed on the basis
of the idea of man as a knowing being or as rational self-consciousness. The extent and the
unity of existence are constituted in rational self-knowledge. In brief, epistemology becomes
the fundamental discipline in relation to ontology, the comprehensive theory of the coherence
of existence; epistemology is thus elaborated as a unitary theory of the complex of knowledge.

This development reached a high point in Kant’s transcendental philosophy, which was at
the same time also a critical reconstruction of the same tradition, inasmuch as rationalistic
metaphysics, represented by such thinkers as Spinoza and Leibniz, had again been in the
process of annulling the epistemological approach to the experiencing self-consciousness,
through their stressing of a mathematical-deductive ontology not mediated by experience. In
a fundamental way, Kant’s “Copernican revolution” made the question of the unity of

existence into a problem of the unity-creating function of the knowing consciousness.
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Post-Kantian idealism is also dominated by this problem, despite the fact that it “annuls”
Kant’s “dualism” in adopting a fundamental “monistic” position. Here, in a fashion
analogous to “rationalism’s” use of the concept of “pre-stabilized harmony”, the ontological
unity of consciousness is again made into the a priori point of departure for philosophical
reflection. The unity of existence is guaranteed by means of a “deduction” of the logical
contents of the Absolute. Epistemology and ontology here coincide, as was the case, for
example, in Fichte. Hegel modifies this “monistic” synthesis of consciousness and existence
with what could be called, somewhat untraditionally, a rehabilitation of epistemology as an
independent and, in the strict sense, a foundational discipline. Instead of Fichte and
Schelling’s guarantee of the unity of consciousness and existence by means of a theory of
“the intellectual view”, Hegel puts forth his “theory of method” on the genesis of
philosophical consciousness. The basis for this theory of reality is a reconstruction of the
historical development of the knowing consciousness, i.e., its development as consciousness
of the absolute ground of unity. The unity of existence is a “subjective-historical” process.

If SK’s philosophy is situated within this perspective, it could define his position more
generally as a break with the primacy of epistemology in the understanding of reality, that is,
as a break with the epistemological as fundamental basis for the constitution of the unity of
existence. What remains, in brief, is still the problem concerning the unity of existence, and
also self-consciousness as basis for dealing with this problem. The latter element is what
vulgar philosophy is wont to call SK’s “subjectivism”. Instead of consciousness as a rational
capacity, priority is here given to consciousness as a volitional-ethical reality, which is thus
also finite and individual. In relation to Hegel and idealism, SK’s “existentialism” means that
the reconstruction of rational self-consciousness does not annul its essential finitude and
facticity, and that thus the idealist sub specie aeternitatis viewpoint is revealed as a postulate.

The general and “primeval-philosophical” problem of the unity of existence thus underlies
SK’s existential analysis immediately, as an inheritance from idealism. In his presentation of
the stages or fundamental possibilities of human life, there is clear structural similarity to the
idealist reconstruction of the genesis of consciousness out of the indifferent totality of life
into “absolute” consciousness or “Spirit”. The decisive difference is that “the indifference”
(Schelling) for SK is not identified with the Absolute, but is seen as a given “actuality of life”
or as “existence” in facticity. With the loss of the rational “pre-stabilized harmony”, the
problem of “repetition” is thus transferred to the personal-ethical plane.

The tradition in research accustomed to reading SK from a point of view emphasizing his
break with German idealism could here object that the present sketch for interpretation forces
SK’s thought into a scheme which does not permit its uniqueness and originality to be
expressed. It cannot be denied that there is a danger of distortion here, a risk that this
interpretation will “construct” more than it “interprets”. However, as already mentioned, the
risk must be taken precisely in order to get hold of what is essential in SK’s break with
idealism. It is my contention that this goal atones for the fact that the following presentation

of SK’s anthropology, viewed formally, has a “constructive” stamp, in that the traditional
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idealist schema for the genesis of consciousness is used as a framework for interpretation. It
is not here primarily a matter of a “choice” of “method”, but of a factual situation. If the
interpretation is to be more than mere paraphrase, it is clear that the relation must be
discussed using terms differing from those SK himself would use. It is here a matter of the
classical hermeneutical program of understanding a subject “better” than he understands
himself. This does not mean that a “critical and reconstructive” interpretation cannot also
find confirmation precisely in the subject’s own words. In other words: the extent to which
reconstruction does or does not shade over into pure fabrication cannot be decided ahead of
time by a “methodological” discussion, but only on the basis of a concrete analysis faithful to

the texts themselves.

B. Kant

What follows is an attempt to interpret Kant’s transcendental philosophy in light of the
general problem of the relation between existence and consciousness. The aim is to establish
an angle from which to approach the interpretation of original German idealism making it the
clearest possible horizon — that is, in the “dialectical” sense — in which to situate SK’s
anthropological thought.

The point of departure for interpreting Kant’s critical epistemology in this “ontological”
direction is his fundamental intention to reorganize and reconstruct traditional metaphysics —
the total understanding of existence through a system of concepts — on a “critical”
foundation, that is, on the basis of a testing of the human epistemological capacity. The
theory of existence presupposes a clarification of the structure of cognition, its ways of
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functioning, and its limits (cf., e.g., K.d.r.V. (B), xxxv)."” This synthesis is also put forth

within critical epistemology itself; in and with the concept of the constitutive role the subject
has in experiencing reality.'®

The essence and basis of consciousness is the transcendental ego, which — within the
framework of theoretical knowledge — is constituted by the system of categories, and which
coordinates the data received by the senses into a logically coherent whole. By means of the
“transcendental apperception” the perceptive and the logical functions are assigned to a self-
identical subject. “For this unity of consciousness would be impossible if the mind in
knowledge of the manifold could not become conscious of the ideality of function whereby it
synthetically combines it in one knowledge” (K.d.r.V. (A), 108; cf. Prolegomena, 300). Self-
consciousness or certainty of identity in this purely logical sense is the precondition for the
fact that the perceptible world appears as empirical objectivity.

It is precisely this character of cognition and the relation to reality as synthesis — as the
unity of a-logical and logical elements (the empirical use of the a priori synthesis) — which
makes self-consciousness a necessary unifying function. Synthesis and self-consciousness are

what mark the structure of the Kantian concept of reason, and thus also in his concept of the
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world, to the extent that the world, both theoretically and practically, is constituted through
the activity of reason.

It is this idea of constitution, which gives transcendental philosophy a possibility of raising
itself to a “metaphysical” level in knowledge of reality. This happens with the development
of the a priori elements into their systematic totality: which means “that the concepts of the
reason aim at totality, i.e., the collective unity of the entire possible experience, and thereby
go beyond every given experience and become transcendent” (Prolegomena, 328; cf. K.d.r.V.
(B), 869).

In brief, the unity of consciousness and existence is realized by means of the activity of
rationality, and comes forth as “metaphysical” insight by means of “transcendental-
philosophical” reflection upon the multiplicity of synthetic functions and their “collective
unity”. Next, an attempt will be made to give depth to this rough outline of Kant’s model of
reality by paying close attention to the relation between “theoretical” and “practical”
rationality. In this way we may clarify Kant’s affinity to a “philosophy-of-identity” position.

Existence and the understanding of existence, respectively, have their fundamental form in
the consciousness of the world as objective Nature. “Theoretical” knowledge is a
rationalization of the consciousness of the world in general, relating itself to the world as a
causally determined reality, or “mechanism of nature” (K.d.r.V. (B), xxix). As far as the
realization of this by means of a series of synthetic functions — “the synthesis of the manifold
so far as its constituents necessarily belong to one another” (K.d.r.V. (B), 202) — is concerned,
one must at this point be satisfied with accepting the idea of the general and ontologically
meaningful synthesis of “Sinnlichkeit” and “Verstand”. This is the synthesis of that which is
given through the senses (Cf. K.d.».V. (B), 68) and the categorical relations (cf. K.d.r.V. (B),
103f.), by virtue of the “subjective” concentration of the transcendental apperception: “We
cannot think an object save through categories; we cannot know a thought-object save
through intuition corresponding to these concepts” (K.d.r.V. (B), 165).

In light of the problem of reality, the structure of this conception may be defined as a
juxtaposition of facticity and spontaneity (cf. K.d.r.V. (B), 132). This also defines the relation
to reality as a “delimited” understanding of existence. This means that reason is essentially
finite, because, in its dependence upon facticity, it cannot be productive (in the idealist sense),
but only constitutive (co-determining). The particular relation of knowledge to “total” reality
— which, as an ideal, is “given” in reason itself (cf. K.d.r.V. (A), VII) — manifests itself to the
self-reflection of reason. The critique of reason must establish a decisive /imit for knowledge.
This happens negatively by means of the “limiting concept” of the “Ding an sich” (cf.
K.drV. (B), xxvi), the unknowable substratum of sensory affect, and positively through
defining the idea of totality as having “regulative” functions (cf. K.d.r.V. (B), 670ft.).

The synthesis between consciousness and reality thus becomes an essentially regional and
approximate arrangement within the sphere of empirical rationality (cf. Prolegomena, 56). On
the other hand, this form of consciousness is only one element within the whole of rationality.

It is subordinate to its “practical” dimension, which is a function of man as a “morally” acting
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being. From the ontological and anthropological point of view, the basic function of
theoretical reason is the constitution of the field of activity for the practical and moral
consciousness (cf. K.d.p.V., 78). This situation is what Kant — although (in comparison to
Fichte) he lacks an explicit ontological aim — defines as the “primacy of practical reason [...]
since all interest is ultimately practical and even that of speculative reason is conditional, and
it is only practical employment of reason that it is complete” (K.d.p.V., 219).

The priority given to the moral or “practical” dimension of human existence thus amounts
to a defense of the “freedom of the will”. It is an expression of Kant’s critical reshaping of
“rationalist” metaphysics.'® The idea of the constitutive function of consciousness in the
circumstances of empirical reality is precisely the decisive premise for this transformation.

The question now is how this empirical context is defined within the framework of moral
self-realization. In any case, it is once again the case of a synthesis of reality and
consciousness, but of a qualitatively different sort than in the instance of empirical reality,
because consciousness has become better acquainted with itself as the constitutive basis for
this aspect of the world. It realizes its essence as an unconditioned reality.

The transition is presented in summary form as early as in the preface to the Critiqgue of
Pure Reason: “But when all programs in the field of the super sensible has thus been denied
to speculative reason, it is still open to us to enquire whether, in the practical knowledge of
reason, data may not be found sufficient to determine reason’s transcendent concept of the
unconditioned” (K.d.r.V. (B), xxi). The circumstances of empirical reality also imply a
relation to the unconditioned as a necessary element in the structure of rationality, but,
conditioned as it is by “the limits of sensibility” (K.d.r.V. (B), xxv), the relation cannot relate
itself immediately to this intrinsic level. That can only happen indirectly, by means of the
regulative functions, that is, the ideal of knowing reality in its entirety: “to find for the
conditioned knowledge obtained through the understanding the unconditioned whereby its
unity is brought to completion” (K.d.r.V. (B), 364). In its character of infinite striving,
empirical knowledge demonstrates its practical character.'®” But it is “unconsciously”
practical. Consciousness about its practical basis is really first attained by consciousness in
moral self-reflection, when, by virtue of the immediate or non-empirically mediated relation
to “das Unbedingte” (cf. K.d.p.V., 4), which thereby loses its purely regulative significance —
it liberates itself from the circumstances of empirical reality and becomes manifest to itself as
an autonomous sphere in relation to the causal nexus of Nature.

Through moral self-reflection, consciousness of the subject’s self-identity is established on
a higher level than in the transcendental apperception. This develops that aspect of rationality
and reality, which from the outset is presupposed as a logical and static unity, because it now
becomes active by itself. It realizes that the moral law is its own spontaneous product: “that
freedom is the ratio essendi of the moral law, when the moral is the ratio cognoscendi of
freedom” (K.d.p.V., 5 A; cf. 84). “The Idealism of the transcendental logic reveals itself in its
innermost kernel to be the Idealism of the ethical consciousness, and only thereby becomes

the Idealism of consciousness as a whole”, Kroner says.'® The absolutely good will (cf.
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Grundlegung, 393) implies that the unconditioned, as the all-encompassing ground of reality,
is manifest to the finite consciousness, and this means that subjectivity is radically free in
relation to empirical reality (cf. K.d.p.V., 51). This is Kant’s fundamental ontological and
anthropological idea, that a comprehensive relation to reality can only be established,
individually and socially, within the framework of moral self-realization.

The problem of the unity of worldly existence thus becomes critical in the relation
between moral reflection (as the participation of rational self-activity in the “primeval-
ground” of reality) and the empirically constituted and sensorially “affected” subject. The
form which the unity of consciousness and reality assumes for “transcendental” morality is
not, indeed, “experiential reality”, but, when measured by this concept of reality, is in fact
“unreal”, that is, pure ideality and demand. The solution to this is that human empirical reality
becomes commensurable for a moral teleological evaluation in so far as the moral self-
consciousness appears as ontologically primary: “In this view the rational being can now
justly say of every unlawful action he performs, that he could very well have left it undone;
although as appearance it is sufficiently determined in the past, and in this respect is
absolutely necessary” (K.d.p.V., 175; cf. 154f.). This transition from the sphere of reason —
that is, from the sphere which Kant defines, in analogy with the theoretical constitution of
Nature, as a “supersensible system of nature” (K.d.p.V., 78) or as “the intelligible order of
things” (K.d.p.V., 86) '® — to the empirical field receives its principle systematic expression
in the concept of the “causality” of “transcendental” freedom (cf. K.d.p.V., 82, 169). And the
“theoretical” problem or “Antinomie” which this conception of synthesis implies receives its
“solution” in the theory of the two-dimensionality of worldly existence and in the concept of
the “practical” regulative ideas. The difference between the status of these ideas within the
practical and the theoretical spheres is not that they can now have a constitutive significance
attributed to them — this is the case only for the “categories” — but only that, due to their
regulative function, their “objective reality” (cf. K.d.p.V., 239) becomes manifest as a
logically necessary aspect.

However, the transition — that is, the unity of existence as a whole — cannot be empirically
and theoretically demonstrated. The free moral will and its “causality” cannot be part of a
theoretical understanding of an historical sequence of events, because the logic of theoretical
reason is to reduce the sequence to an infinite series of conditions, without being able to
fasten upon any one element as an absolute or unconditioned cause (cf., e.g., K.d.r.V. (B),
460, 528; K.d.U., 387; and K.d.p.V., 83). The modification of empirical reality by the
unconditioned moral will can only be maintained as an idea, as a rationally necessary
postulate of moral self-consciousness. The moral subject acts “as if his will were to be validly
declared free both in itself and in theoretical philosophy” (Grundlegung, 448; cf. K.d.p.V.,
238). This is a consequence of the practical character of reason. The idea of empirical
modification is a general condition for moral self-reflection, acknowledging a moral law, as
imperative for the empirical will. This relation to reality is not capable of being experienced

in accordance with Kant’s principal criterion for experience, namely that it must be “object-
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related”, constituted by the synthesis of sensory material and categorical form. On the other
hand, moral consciousness — the certainty about intelligible reality — emerges within the
empirical subject by virtue of psychological functions — feeling, will, and reflection — even
though it may certainly be said that Kant does not give fundamental and clear expression to
this situation in the form of a concept of an “identity” of the empirical and the intelligible
will.'™ This bears testimony to the fact that the anthropological-genetic problem area does
not really receive treatment in Kant’s critique of reason.

The integration of moral reason and empirical determination manifests itself experientially
in a general “conflict-consciousness”, that is, in the consciousness of the simultaneous
proximity and heterogeneous character of these two dimensions, as, respectively
“inclination”, “bliss”, etc., and “moral law”. The reality of the conflict is constituted in the
transformation of intelligibility into a psychological manifestation, in the form of a specific
moral feeling, “a feeling of respect for the moral law itself” (K.d.p.V., 143), commensurable
to “a pathologically affected will” (K.d.p.V., 57). As feeling, it belongs to empirical reality,
“since every feeling is sensible” (K.d.p.V., 134), but its logical content “is produced by an
intellectual cause” (K.d.p.V., 130). Thus the practical and empirical effect of the intelligible
will is for the “genuine” moral self-consciousness when it raises itself above its natural “self-
conceit” an immediately evident fact (K.d.p.V., 129). The primary form this effect takes is a
consciousness of the modification of the empirical will by the intelligible will, that is, a moral
experience of existence. In the ontological-anthropological sense it could be said — in conflict
with Kant’s terminology — that, in analogy with the function of the theoretical categories, the
idea of the intelligible causality of freedom has a constitutive significance in relation to
concrete moral subjectivity.'”' In both cases it is a matter of the synthesis of empirical
facticity and intellectual formality, which is “transcendental” in the sense that it cannot be
empirically demonstrated, but becomes evident in the self-reflection of consciousness, as a
logical implication of its activity and reality.

What constitutes Kant’s “dualism” in comparison to the “monistic” trend in idealism, is
that, despite the thesis about the “primacy” of practical reason, the constituting impact of the
activity of moral reason is not systematically worked out in relation to the theoretical-
empirical constitution of the world. The problem of unity is “solved” in the concept of the
two-dimensionality of worldly existence. Consciousness cannot be truly “practical” in its
“theoretical” activity, but can at best be “theoretical” in its “practical” activity, because it
“regards” itself as “deciding factor [Bestimmungsgrund] (...) with regard to the reality of the
objects” (K.d.p.V., 77), that is, a reality which is already absolutely determined in the
experiential synthesis.

Within the framework of the concept of a dimensionally divided reality, unity can only be
“maintained” by means of a postulate. It becomes practically necessary to propose a theory
(cf. K.d.p.V., 220) of an identity or a pre-stabilized harmony among the dimensions of reality.
This harmony is a precondition for the logical consistency of moral action. “Also, if the

highest good according to practical rules is impossible, the practical moral law which
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commands to promote it must be fantastic and build upon empty imaginary goals, and thereby
in itself be false” (K.d.p.V., 205). For metaphysical-moral self-reflection, the disparity
between moral intentionality and empirical-causal reality is finally reduced to an “apparent
contradiction” (Grundlegung, 456). The fact that, from an epistemological point of view, this
conception of identity only has the status of regulative idea does not annul its ontological
significance, because for Kant the idea represents precisely access to existence in its entirety.

Despite Kant’s criticism of traditional ontology's identification of concept and reality, a
criticism derived from the idea of transcendental subjectivity as the categorical ordering
instance in relation to trans-subjective facticity, Kant's solution to the main ontological
problem, the problem of the unity of existence, tends in precisely the same direction. In the
final analysis, within the area of morality, facticity can be traced back to an intelligible ur-
ground. The essential difference is that this unity is localized outside the sphere of “object-
related” cognition (cf. K.d.p.V., 2411f.).

However, this dualism between knowledge and idea is modified in the Critique of the
Faculty of Judgment [Kritik der Urteilskraft], which may in general be described as an
attempt to loosen up the mechanistic epistemological model forming the basis for the analysis
of the fundamental structure of the theoretical approach to the world. This work points out
forms of understanding or a priori elements within the framework of sense experience which
stand in conflict with the manner (by means of the synthesis of the categorical system and
sense impression) in which experiential objectivity is constituted. In this way, the idea of
identity of the “practical” postulates is elaborated somewhat paradoxically and amplified
within the empirical-cognitive relation to reality itself.

This is done by means of an analysis of “judgment” as the general (theoretical and
practical) mediating function, the “middle term” (K.d.U., v), between empiricism/under-
standing and reason/ideality. The a priori necessity of judgment points toward a “foundation
for the unity between that which lies above the senses and is the basis of nature and that
which is entailed in practice in the concept of freedom” (K.d.U., xx). The conception of the
binding unity of reality here transcends the level of morality, deriving unity from the criterion
of consistency; the unity appears in the form of experiential evidence, i.e.,, in a specific
combination of sense data and concepts.

In knowledge of the beautiful and in the aesthetic judgment, empirically constituted reality
is experienced as purposive in virtue of the free “play of the imagination and understanding
(provided that they agree with one another, as is absolutely essential for the acquisition of
knowledge)” (K.d.U., 29). From an epistemological point of view it cannot be maintained that
this experience depends upon a “quality of the object” which is constituted by the categories,
but only that it is a synthesis of this objectivity and the specific a priori functions of aesthetic
judgment (cf. K.d.U., 47, 246ft.). The experiential logic and the ontological uniqueness of the
aesthetic reside in the compatibility of spontaneity gqua imagination and regularity qua
understanding (cf. K.d.U., 146). Imagination is not subjected to the categories, and thus gives

an essentially different form of access to empirical reality than that which is represented by
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purely discursive cognition. This is not a decisive and conceptual mediation of practical
moral freedom and the regularity of natural laws, but, ontologically viewed, is only an
indication, from within the empirical-cognitive perspective, of an agreement between
morality and worldly existence (cf. K.d.U., ix).

As the ontology implicit in aesthetic experience, this concept of identity can be generally
defined as follows: the cognitive functions which here develop into a “judgment of taste” are
the same functions which constitute the empirical shape of the world in general. When they
develop on another level, where the system of categories is not used for conceptual
knowledge, but forms part of an unconscious harmonious interplay with the imagination
(which, according to its essence is “productive and self-operating” (K.d.U., 69)), then the
function of understanding itself is transformed to “free regularity” (K.d.U., 69). It can be said
that understanding breaks out of the mechanistic framework of meaning and constitutes, in
and for perception, reality with an intelligible regularity. It mediates access to a reality which,
ontologically, is on a par with moral intelligibility, in the empirical field, even if the unity
between the fields is not conceptually demonstrable, but can at most be defined as an analogy
(cf. K.d.U., 59, “Beauty as symbol of morality”).

In terms of epistemology, identity remains within the theoretical-empirical relation to the
world or within mathematical natural science. It emerges through an analysis of the relation
between understanding and reason, and the ability to judge as the reality of the relationship.
This reflection implies the necessity of a reflexive-teleological form of understanding as an a
priori element in the mechanical-mathematical model of explanation.

On a higher level, where the knowledge of understanding transcends particular empirical
observations, this form of understanding proves necessary in order to develop the causal
explanation and its individual laws into a logical whole — a system of experience — at all. This
is because the mere sum of these regularities — owing to its constitutional context in the
contingent subject affected by the senses, and who is the medium for transcendental
subjectivity — never constitutes such a logically necessary coherence. “But there are so many
modifications of the general transcendental concepts of nature, which are left undetermined
by those laws that the pure understanding lays down a priori (since these affect only the basic
possibility of nature, as the object of the senses), that there also must exist laws which, as
empirical, may be arbitrary in terms of the insight of our understanding; however if they are
to be called laws, (as is also demanded by the concept of nature) then they must be so
considered on the basis of a principle (albeit unknown to us) of the unity of that which is
manifold”. (K.d.U., xxvi; cf. xxxii, 268).

However, Kant’s epistemological point of view only grants status of regulative
anticipation to this concept of the purposive nature of the totality and of the possible “joining
together of two quite different kinds of causality” (K.d.U., 374). The argument does not
provide basis for a theoretical-ontological elaboration of the identity, that is, the unity of
morality and reality. The principal reason for this lack of conceptual reconciliation, producing

a split of consciousness and its relation to the world into “knowledge” and “faith”, is rooted
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in the fact that his epistemology has shunted the anthropological question. The critique of
reason is not worked out as the self-reflection of rational consciousness, that is, as a particular
encompassing form of consciousness and knowledge — and thus also as the highest form of
the unity of reality and consciousness in relation to the functional partial perspectives of
consciousness. The idea of knowledge is prescribed by the object-related cognition of natural
science, and self-reflection is reduced to a subjective and regulative “capability” within that
framework. However, an ontological and anthropological interpretation of epistemology
shows that object-related experience — the constitution of empirical reality through the
categories — is only produced by virtue of a reflexive-dialectical consciousness, that is, an all-
encompassing rationality or “Reason”. In light of its further development in the idealist
tradition, Kant’s transcendental philosophy appears as a philosophy of identity which is not
transparent to itself, as a position which does not reflect upon its own reflection.

On the other hand, the denial of the constituting significance of reflection, and the
acknowledgement of facticity as the basis for and the limit of rational self-consciousness,
involves the idea of a fundamental contingency in the relation between consciousness and the
world. This gives Kant’s philosophy a certain affinity to the “post-idealist” critique of
identity-philosophy — in this case, to the thought of SK. But in the main — according to SK
himself — there is nevertheless a fundamental difference here with respect to ontological
positions. It is sufficient at this juncture to mention Climacus’ general description of Kant in
the Postscript, where he says that Kant’s “deviation” was that he “brought reality into relation
with thought” (10:32; cf. VI B 54, 16). Certainly this rejection in principle of Kant’s position
is not the last word, because SK is not at all blind to the fact that the problem of reality must
also be related to reflexive-cognitive consciousness.

At the same time, as mentioned earlier, this rejection of the Kantian axiom is an expression
of a “methodical” divergence, a difference with respect to the manner in which the problem
of reality is defined and tackled. The epistemological perspective gives way to an
anthropological approach, the analysis of the human existential possibilities, in which rational
discourse is reduced to an “element”. The fact that Kant also writes an essay on anthropology
“with a pragmatic intention” does not change this difference in approach, because for Kant
this is a matter of mere supplement, an empirical companion-piece, to the analysis of pure
rationality. What are clarified are only the conditions for the application of this latter analysis
to the empirical subject (cf. Anthropologie, Vorrede and Grundlegung, 388, 412).

On the other hand, when the anthropological approach is made primary, the situation is
reversed. Rationality is no longer construed as a static and intelligible sphere, which can be
grasped by means of the rationalization of an already-present scientific and moral
consciousness and praxis. Rather, rationality must be understood as both a constituted and
constituting factor within the framework of the human mode of existence, thus as praxis in
the broadest sense of the term.

This fundamental difference of approach does not apply in the same sense to SK’s relation

to post-Kantian philosophy, as far as what characterizes this development is that it is the
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historical-genetic dimension of rationality, which is now the focus of attention. However, the
agreement is counterbalanced by the identity-philosophy's ontological axiom, the
identification of the ground of existence with rationality. The conflict among the various

idealist positions is primarily engendered by diverging interpretations of this theory of unity.

C. Fichte

Fichte and Schelling must here be examined without any pretensions of thoroughness, from
either an historical or a systematic point of view. They will only interest us here as way
stations between Kant and Hegel, each as the founder of an explicit “identity-philosophical”
position (the earlier philosophy), that is, as the historical basis of the Hegelian system and its
concept of absolute mediation of worldly existence and consciousness in philosophical self-
reflection. Thus, continuity will be emphasized, and the unique characteristics of Fichte and
Schelling, respectively, will not receive full attention. Such an order of priority is congruent
with the approach already delineated, focusing mainly on the philosophical tradition of
idealism as intellectual horizon for SK’s thought.

If, on the other hand, our intention were to emphasize idealism as an opposite pole to SK,
a juxtaposition of Fichte and Schelling would allow greater notice to be taken of the internal
differences within idealism. Interpreted as expressions of inner difficulties of the tradition, the
positions would be relevant to an understanding of SK’s criticism of “the System”.
Expressions of the trouble pertaining to “the System” may be found within the tradition of
identity-philosophy itself, namely, for example: in Fichte’s continuing revisions of his
“Science of knowledge [Wissenschaftslehre]”; in his later distinction between the Absolute
“Being” and “knowing”; in his interest in the ethical problem of “personality”; and, further, in
Schelling’s synthesis of epistemology and philosophy of religion (the irrational constitution
of the world); and, of course, in Schelling’s later explicit break with and polemic against
Hegel, towards which SK, incidentally, had at one time great expectations (cf. III A 179).

From the point of the view of the history of philosophy, Fichte’s and Schelling’s new
tendencies and their development beyond Kant may to some extent be understood against the
background of a general revival of pre-Kantian rationalistic metaphysics (Spinoza, Leibniz,
Wolf). This took place within the framework of a revision of Kant’s critical epistemology,
which was reshaped into a so-called “fundamental philosophy [Grundsatzphilosophie]” in
analogy with Wolff’s “fundamental science [Grundwissenschaft]” or “ontology”, whose first
element indeed takes form of a critical epistemology, i.e., an analysis of “Being” and
“Consciousness”. The historical lines of connection pertaining to this transformation cannot
be dealt with here, where only the ontologizing of Kant’s critical epistemology will be
pointed out as a general tendency. Consciousness is not defined only as a system of
judgmental functions, as an organ for experiencing the world, but is at the same time
understood more primarily as basis for the constitution of the phenomenon of the world.

There is also a certain continuity with Kant in this. The tendency may be interpreted as a
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radicalization of Kant’s idea of transcendental constitution and its corresponding speculative-
regulative concept of identity. Critical epistemology’s rumination upon the conditions of
possibility for a universally valid account of experience is converted into a question
concerning the constitution of the world in consciousness generally. To the degree that the
structure of existence is still related to consciousness, the profile of a critical epistemology is
preserved, as with Fichte. This profile is more blotted out when consciousness is reduced to
an element in the reconstruction of the world on the basis of a concept of an ur-ground
transcending consciousness, as is the tendency in Schelling’s philosophy of nature and, later,
in his identity-system or “aesthetic” idealism.

The fundamental trait of Fichte’s interpretation of critical epistemology may be expressed
in a general way by saying that he develops Kant’s idea of the primacy of practical-moral
consciousness into a systematic principle. He combines its “practical” relation to
(participation in) the unconditioned with the unifying function of theoretical consciousness,
the transcendental apperception, so that consciousness appears from the ground up as a unity
of practical and theoretical activity. Furthermore, the practical activity is set forth
systematically as the basis for theoretical-cognitive activity. In his concept of regulative
ideas, which is the dimension of “reason” within cognition of the world, Kant expresses the
notion that theoretical consciousness is also practical or “active”. Fichte starts from this
situation, namely that consciousness is fundamentally reasonable or practical, and the fact
that this is the case is expressed in his principle of consciousness as “pure activity”, meaning
that “the ego posits itself, and it is, thanks to this sheer act of positing through its own self”
(Foundation of the Complete Science of Knowledge [Grundlage der gesamten
Wissenschaftlehre], 16).

Consciousness in its totality is presupposed as a fact, and that which is established or fixed
is one aspect of this fact, namely its basic aspect. “Something that in itself is not a fact of
consciousness cannot become such, even by means of this abstracting reflection; but it
becomes known through this that one must necessarily think of that action as the basis of all
consciousness (Grundlage 11; cf. System of the Science of Morality, [Das System der
Sittenlehre] and First and Second Introduction to the Science of Knowledge [Erste und zweite
Einleitung in die Wissensschaftslehre, 14). This thesis on the positing of the self by the self
presupposes that the ego is already given, that it is consciousness, and is thus split in the
subject-object relation. It expresses only the essence of the subject dimension, in abstraction
from the objective correlative, and thus has “merely regulative validity” (Grundlage, 42).
“Fichte’s absolute ego, however, is nothing other than the infinite element of the ego which
cannot be separated from the finite element”, Kroner says.'”> “The ’genesis’ sought here does
not concern Being per se as much as our consciousness, our knowledge of Being [...] The
doctrine of science thus separates what is never separated in genuine knowing, in order to see
P Schulz writes: “Without this

transcendental ego, [...] empirical man would have no meaningful relationship [sinnhaften

them both together once more”, writes Cassirer.'
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Bezug] to the objects through which I relate these to myself and at once distinguish myself
from them”.'”

The thesis that the self posits or establishes itself tells us that the essence of consciousness
is that it is self-grounding or self-identical, and the concept of a “Tathandlung” (“action”) is
the ontic expression of this logical structure. The absolute ego does not produce the subject-
object split in the ontic sense, but it stands for the ontological significance of this given split,
that is the primacy of the subject in the relation. “In the ego, I posit a separable non-ego over
against the separable ego” (Grundlage 30). Consciousness is only possible by means of a
reciprocal limiting of subject and object; however, as an expression of consciousness this
situation is asymmetrical, for otherwise it would only be a relation between objects. The
absolute ego is the transcendence of consciousness in relation to its object, thus in relation to
every content of consciousness. “Thus the ego is dependent, in terms of its own existence; but
it is absolutely independent in the determinations of this existence which it has” (Grundlage
197).

When Kant found it necessary to put forward a concept of “Ding an sich” as the basis for
sensory influence it was because of the metaphysical pretension underlying his critical
epistemology. He attempted to determine the area within the system of experience where
access to the absolute ground of the world was optimally possible. In his version of critical
epistemology, Fichte first of all withdraws this metaphysical pretension, in the sense that he
limits himself to an analysis of the ontological structure of consciousness as a factual subject-
object relation. “In the critical system, the thing (das Ding) is that which is posited in the ego;
in the dogmatic system, it is that in which the ego itself is posited; the criticism is immanent
because it posits everything in the ego; dogmatism is transcendent, because it goes beyond
the ego” (Grundlage, 40). The priority of the ego or of subjective activity is only true in a
transcendental sense, and it does not imply a “dogmatic idealism”, maintaining that “any
reality of the non-ego is merely a reality transposed out of the ego” (Grundlage, 93). With
respect to the facticity of this subjectivity, Fichte therefore says that it is only thinkable in
relation to “something present independently of all consciousness” (Grundlage, 197). This
question is obviously definitive for the fundamental “philosophy-of-religion”-orientation in
Fichte’s philosophy later on; “No knowledge can establish and prove itself; all knowledge
presupposes a yet higher knowledge as its basis, and this ascending process has no end”
(Destiny of Man [Die Bestimmung des Menschen], 89).

The immanent perspective for the analysis of consciousness turns into an anthropological
project. The point of departure is the facticity of consciousness as subject-object, and the
analysis is the systematic reconstruction of the constitutional history of that relationship as a
theoretical and practical totality. “The theory of science ought to be a pragmatic history of the
human spirit” (Grundlage, 141).

The fact that this anthropological reconstruction of the history of consciousness is worked
out on two stages, a “theoretical” and a “practical” stage, is more a concession to a traditional

(and Kantian) scheme of the discipline of philosophy than it is a substantial division. In
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comparison to Kant, the critique of empirically cognitive consciousness does not get any
further than the transcendental aesthetic or “deduction of representation”. This is because the
approach to essence is not designed to exhibit the a priori empirical principles, but to exhibit
the constitution of empirical reality in general, as the condition for, and an element of, moral
self-realization.

The substantial aspect able to justify the distinction stems from the fact that there are two
fundamental tendencies present in the working out of the subject-object relationship: either
that “the ego posits itself, as determined by the non-ego” Grundlage, 48); or that “the ego
posits itself as that which determines the non-ego” (Grundlage, 165). In the first case, the
subject-object relation actualizes itself as a cognitive relation to the world; in the second case,
as an existential relation of action and influence. In so far as the cognitive relation — as the
constituting of an empirical object — is the condition for practical activity, it is ontologically
primary. However, this is true only to the degree that the practical is — in a significant sense
of the term — moral, i.e., based on self-reflection and consciousness of the ideal course of
action. Viewed anthropologically, the two forms of the subject-object relation are equally
original; the practical form is equally ontologically fundamental, as far as the constitution of
consciousness in general is based upon action, the absolute “action [Tathandlung]”. Fichte
can therefore say that “reason per se is only practical, and it becomes theoretical only in the
application of its laws to a non-ego which imposes limits on it” (Grundlage, 47).

In every subject-object relation, spontaneity and activity are always the fundamental
ontological elements. This conditions the working-out of consciousness as a passive-receptive
mode of existence, and thus as a theoretical-empirical consciousness. The spontaneity of
consciousness here limits itself by virtue of its own teleology. It is necessary to stick to the
given objective correlative in a cognitive relation in order to come into a practical and active
relation to it, that is, a relation, which is not merely immediately determined by feelings, but
is also purposeful.

The basic element in the constitution of this form of consciousness is the transcendental
imagination, which, by means of a dialectic of activity and passivity in general, actualizes the
given or the potential duality of subject and object. “The productive imagination solves the
problem of how a theoretical consciousness is at all possible: it is possible because and to the
extent that, this consciousness contains within itself the contradiction of being simultaneously
ego and non-ego”, Kroner writes.'” In Fichte’s words: “The capacity of the imagination is
this alternation of the ego in and with itself, since it simultaneously posits itself finitely and
infinitely — an alternation which is as it were at loggerheads with itself and thereby
reproduces itself, since the ego wishes to unite things that cannot be united. It attempts at one
point to absorb the infinite into the form of the finite, and then, when it is repelled, attempts
to posit it once more outside the finite, and at the very same instant attempts to absorb it again
into the form of finitude” (Grundlage, 134). The ontological point here is that the original

subject-object unity splits itself and thereby constitutes a primitive sense-perception or,
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rather, a sensory field. Only understanding or linguistic naming can limit it to a particular
sensory experience or object (cf. Grundlage, 152).

The individual successive elements in this constitution cannot be examined here. It is of
interest here only to give a general outline of Fichte’s concept of practical-theoretical
subjectivity. The principal point, relevant to anthropology, is that subjectivity constitutes a
functional whole, and thus a unity of consciousness and worldly existence. This unity, which
is obvious on a fundamental level — that is, in the methodical structure of the reconstruction
of consciousness — is clarified more concretely when one breaks through the external
doubling of consciousness into practical and theoretical parts. A good illustration, in this
respect, is the constitutional connection of sensory perception or the mental image with both
the transcendental imagination and with that which could be defined as the primitive life-
instinct, a phenomenon not treated within the framework of the analysis of theoretical
consciousness, but which is reserved for the practical “superstructure”. The life-instinct is the
spontaneous basis for consciousness, genetically reduced to its anthropologically primary
level; it is consciousness or the ego in its pre-conscious form. Because it develops in relation
to an external objective correlative, at a certain stage in its process of actualization, this
instinctive spontaneity will express itself as “representational instinct”. Regarding this, Fichte
writes: “Accordingly, this instinct is the first and highest expression of the instinct, whereby
the ego properly becomes intelligence [...] The very obvious consequence of this is the
subordination of theory to the practical element; it follows that all theoretical laws have their
basis in practical laws, and since there assuredly is only one practical law, therefore in one
and the same law; the complete system according to its essence follows this principle”
(Grundlage, 211).

In this we observe a programmatic expression of that which fundamentally separates
Fichte’s concept of subjectivity from Kant’s: that the practical consciousness is not only
moral reflection and action in relation to a theoretically-constituted world, but is rather the
fundamental constitutional dimension of consciousness in general. The radicalism in this
anthropological re-interpretation of critical epistemology only becomes plain when the
separation between theoretical and practical consciousness is interpreted as two aspects of
one and the same process, the constitution of moral subjectivity.

In the introduction to the practical portion of the Foundation of the Complete Science of
Knowledge, Fichte seems to claim that the analysis of theoretical consciousness is a
precondition for the analysis of the practical in so far as it has exhibited “the determinability,
including the reality of the non-ego” (Grundlage, 165); this must however, be understood as a
technical expression needed for the interpretation. It obscures the fact that the point of
departure for the subsequent analysis is not consciousness as “intelligence”, but as before the
absolute ego or the spontaneous ground of consciousness, which is the condition of
possibility for the existence of the intelligence. Theoretical consciousness is not a stage, the
basis for a “higher” form of consciousness, but a function of practical consciousness, which is

both “higher” and “lower”; that is, it covers both. The meaning of the idea of the primacy of
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intelligence is the following: “If the ego is not intelligence, then no consciousness of its
practical capability, indeed no self-consciousness at all, is possible” (Grundlage, 195).
However, the ego still exists as practical from the very beginning, prior to any consciousness
of this activity.

Hartmann claims: “The absolute ego must become theoretical, in order to become
practical. It must first create for itself the world of objects, in order to come into existence by
acting in relation to their resistance”.'’® However, he is really working with only half of the
concept of the practical, in so far as it is identified with purposeful moral action. The function
of the theoretical element is to make it possible for consciousness to be defined by the world
as an object. Viewed ontologically, because it is the product of the subject’s own activity
(which is the practical and spontaneous ground of consciousness), this form of consciousness
is the self-objectification of the subject. It is precisely this, which makes it into a condition of
possibility for the development of consciousness into practical-moral self-determination. “But
the dependence of the ego, as intelligence, must be abolished, and this is conceivable only on
the condition that the ego determines by means of itself that hitherto unknown non-ego to
which is attributed the impact whereby the ego becomes merely intelligence. This would
make the non-ego that is to be conceived something immediate, while the conceiving ego
would be mediate, thanks to the determination that is decided by the absolute ego; the ego
would be dependent only upon itself, i.e., it would be thoroughly determined by its own self;
it would be that which it posits itself as, and nothing else whatever” (Grundlage, 168).

The teleological structure of consciousness is the successive reproduction of the essence of
the ground of consciousness, the absolutely free development of the self or self-identity. It is
the effort striving “for total identity with itself” (Grundlage, 183), the synthesis of subject
and object. As has been mentioned, the principal form of this reproduction is the ontic
integration of the theoretical consciousness into the practical relation to the world. This takes
place through the development of both dimensions.

The immanent character of the reproduction is a guarantee to the necessity and actuality of
the integration. In that sense it is the case of a pre-stabilized harmony, a fundamental identity;
the absolute ego is connected in terms of teleology to its negation, i.e., the object in its
facticity as non-ego. “But if the non-ego is able to posit anything at all in the ego, the
condition of the possibility of such an alien influence must be previously established in the
ego itself, in the absolute ego, prior to all genuine alien influence” (Grundlage, 189).
However, this concept of identity is not primarily metaphysical — that is, an idea about
existence as a realization of the Absolute in Hegel’s sense — rather, it is anthropological. It is
the a priori explication of the necessary relation of consciousness to, and compatibility with,
a reality transcending consciousness. The Science of Knowledge is the genetic-
anthropological elucidation of the forms and the structure in this context.

The first and primitive form of identity or self-determination is the actualization of the ego
into a “dynamic” objectivity or of the universal life-instinct through delimitation by means of

an objectivity, which is “given beforehand”, the negation of the ego by “a contrary positing”
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(cf. Grundlage, 170f.). “It is quite simply posited, as something [...] - as something fixed,
firmly established. [...] However, a self-producing endeavor that is something firmly
established, determined, specific, is called an instinct” (Grundlage, 204). Through the
development of the instinct, the individual reaches a position in which he can experience the
limitations by which the instinct is determined. This means, in the ontological sense, that the
individual reflects upon himself, actualizing him self as a dawning consciousness or
subjectivity. “The ego endeavors to fill out infinitude; at the same time, it has the law and the
tendency to reflect upon itself. It cannot reflect upon itself without being limited: with regard
to the instinct, it is limited by a relationship to the instinct” (Grundlage, 205).

This self-reflection determined by instinct is the primitive experience of subjective
activity. This activity develops in accordance with its own inner teleology, by means of
qualitatively different stages, from the passive and receptive self-consciousness of feeling (cf.
Grundlage, 206), through a gradual definition of the content of feelings, reaching on this
basis ideality or the mental image, which is the primitive consciousness of the subject-object
split. “Through the limitations thanks to which only the direction outwards is abolished, but
not the direction inwards, that original power is as it were divided: and the remaining power
which returns into the ego itself is the ideal power” (Grundlage, 211).

The subjective dimension will always prove to be superior in the interchange between the
subject-object poles. This is in the essence of consciousness. Furthermore, this necessarily
leads “the feeling one” — by experiencing himself as the site for the emotional reaction
(“action aims at action”) [Tatigkeit geht auf Téatigkeit]” — to become “posited as ego”
(Grundlage, 215). In accordance with this pattern, primitive subjectivity will develop itself
into practical-moral self-determination, or freedom, as the harmonious unity of “instinct” and
“action” (cf. Grundlage, 2421t.).

However, this form of consciousness, with which the analysis of the genesis of
consciousness in the Science of Knowledge ends up, is in terms of ontology essentially a
possibility or a requirement; it is a possibility of the unity of subject and object, of
consciousness and the world, and not immediately this unity itself. Fichte presupposes the
categorical imperative — subjectivity as absolute self-determination — and ends up with it as
well, because he has shown how this subjectivity is constituted anthropologically. The
primacy of subjectivity does not mean that the object is derived on the ontic level from it, but
only that the ontological significance of the object, i.e., , its character as reality, is given by
the relation to subjectivity. Since subjectivity is fundamentally action, this significance is
furthermore only possible when there is a fundamental and indissoluble contingency between
existence, as the expression of the primacy of subjectivity, and existence, as the present and
potential contents of consciousness. The unity is a functional anthropological relation, and
not a logical, “speculative” identity, as with Hegel. While Hegel lets his analysis of the
genesis of consciousness follow from an exposition of the Absolute as a logical system, moral
philosophy is the natural counterpart to the description of consciousness as possibility for

moral self-determination.
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In System of Science of Morality among other places, Fichte further develops the paradigm
of moral self-determination: the constitution of personality as the unity of “instinct” and
“action”. The unity of consciousness and existence is here demonstrated as a historical and
moral process. It takes the form of personal and concrete freedom when, as a result of self-
reflection, theoretical self-objectification functionally subordinates itself to consciousness of
the teleological activity of the subject (cf. System, 128). The concept of instinct takes on a
broader significance in this further development of Fichte’s notion of self-determination.
Instinct becomes a major systematic category, the sum of the activity-functions of human life
in general, from reaching development of the life of the senses (the “material” basis of self-
determination) to self-determination itself as an “intelligible” instinct (cf. System, 144). “As
we have seen, the ethical instinct is a mixed instinct. It takes from the natural instinct the
material towards which it is directed; i.e., the natural instinct which is synthetically united to
it and blended into one with it has the same aim of action, at least in part. But it takes its form
only from the pure instinct. It is absolute, like the pure instinct, and demands something in an
absolute manner, without any goal lying outside its own self” (Sittenlehre, 149).

Fichte's moral philosophy is developed on the basis of the reconstruction in Science of
Knowledge of the genesis of consciousness, and therefore may in principle not go beyond the
confines of that system, specifically, the assumption of the facticity of the subject-object split.
In this sense there is in Fichte thus no question of a genuine (speculative) philosophy of
identity, but only of a conception of identity within the framework of an analysis of
consciousness, which is the personal-moral self-identity. Hegel’s description of Fichte’s
philosophy illustrates its distance from the speculative conception of identity: “In Fichte there
always dominates the problem of how the ego is to cope with the non-ego. No true unity
between the two sides is achieved here; the unity remains only something that ought to exist,
because from the very outset the false presupposition is made that ego and non-ego are
something absolute in their separation, in their finitude”.'”’

The decisive reversal in relation to Kant’s critical epistemology can be generally expressed
as follows: the regulative functions of consciousness are understood as constitutive at the
moment when the fundamental philosophical problem is changed from being a question of
the conditions for theoretical experience of reality to a question of the basis for the capacity to
experience — and thus for worldly existence — at all. Absolute knowledge, i.e., the idea of
unity of subjective activity and objective effect, is understood by Fichte as the condition for
consciousness in general. In accordance with its essence, consciousness is a dynamic-
teleological totality. “The Idealists deepen this trait in Kant so that it becomes a radical
metaphysical actualism [Aktualismus]. All Being is life, action, pure activity, creative power
that flows forth from itself, freedom”, Heimsoeth writes.'”® However, the metaphysical
elaboration of this point of view must first and foremost be ascribed to Schelling and Hegel,
not to Fichte, at least not to the major early works investigated here.

The intention of the present exposition of Fichte has been to emphasize the

anthropological and genetic framework for his analysis of consciousness. This model for
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philosophical reflection becomes decisive for the development of German idealism.
Philosophical knowledge thus becomes conceptually defined as self-reflection.

With regard to Kierkegaard’s “dialectical” relation (in both the implicit and the explicit
sense) to idealist philosophy, the following may be said: To the degree that idealist
philosophy, in the persons of Schelling and Hegel, breaks with Fichte’s perspective of
immanent consciousness, and elaborates itself as a philosophy of the Absolute, it is Fichte’s
variant of idealism which is closest to SK’s analysis of existence. “Among the Idealist
philosophers, it is Fichte who stands thematically and methodologically closest to
Kierkegaard in the concrete application of the dialectic of existence”, Fahrenbach
maintains.'” If T have a tendency to stretch this area of agreement even further than
Fahrenbach, it is connected to the fact that I cannot agree with Fahrenbach’s claim that SK’s
analysis of existence (seen from the perspective of Fichte) “keeps to the level of the ‘common
consciousness’ or to the ‘standpoint of life’”."* This objection remains in place, even though
it cannot be denied that SK’s analysis does have a didactic and ethical character that Fichte’s
philosophy first takes on in his more “popular” works, such as Die Bestimmung des
Menschen (The Destiny of Man) and Anweisungen zum seligen Leben (Directives for the
Blessed Life). As indicated earlier, the methodical structure of the analysis of existence
involves integration of an abstract and genetic reconstruction of the forms of consciousness
with epic and concrete interpretations of existence. However, in comparison to Fichte’s
analysis of consciousness, the former aspect in SK’s structure is both less explicit and also

more systematically limited.

D. Schelling

In order to have a reasonably complete sketch of the outlines of the intellectual ferment which
led to Hegel’s version of idealism, a short sidelong glance should at least be given to
Schelling’s conception of human existence, with particular attention to the way in which it
differs from Fichte’s.

Thus, in comparison to Fichte’s demonstration of the self-constitution of consciousness as
constitutive of existence in general, Schelling’s “speculative” philosophy of nature (proto-
physics) will be seen to represent a unique philosophical approach to the question of
existence. Schelling’s philosophy, therefore, represents a shift in the understanding of
existence at large, and thus also in the understanding of human existence. In his intention to
correct Fichte’s concept of Nature as a function of ethical self-determination, Schelling
breaks with the Kantian schema of critical epistemology within which Fichte’s Science of
Knowledge had formally operated by rehabilitating the idea of Nature as a teleological reality
not dependent on knowledge. However, Schelling does this while still remaining within one
dimension of Kant’s critical epistemology, namely the concept of a teleological mode of
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interpretation. = The so-called intellectual view understands the essence of consciousness as

absolute self-activity (as with Fichte), but consciousness at the same time here giving access
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to the Absolute “I” as a reality transcending consciousness, namely by means of a “de-
potentiation” of consciousness as a “potency” of the Absolute. “Schelling believes that it is
possible through contemplation to go beyond thinking and to arrive at the point towards
which all thinking strives: for him, contemplation is what for Spinoza the third and highest
validity of knowledge, the precise knowledge of God”, Kroner writes. '**

On this level of knowledge — sub specie aeternitatis — empirically established knowledge
of Nature is transformed into a system of a priori necessary relations. “It is not we who know
nature: it exists a priori, i.e., every individual thing in it is determined in advance by the
totality or by the very idea of nature. But if nature exists a priori, then it must also be possible
to know it as something that exists a priori, and this is the really the meaning of our assertion”
(Introduction to an Outline of the System of the Philosophy of Nature [Einleitung zu dem
Entwurf eines Systems der Naturphilosophie], 279). Nature as an a priori Idea is the Absolute
defined as Nature. Consequently, it can be maintained, as the first principle of the philosophy
of Nature, that it “absolutely possesses reality (...) has its reality from its own self — it is its
own product — a totality organized out of its own self and self-organizing” (First Outline of
the System of the Philosophy of Nature [Erster Entwurf eines Systems der Naturphilosophie],
17).

The relevant consequence of this ontologizing of critical epistemology and of the
knowledge of Nature for anthropology is that consciousness — by virtue of the comprehensive
perspective of identity-philosophy (the synthesis of a philosophy of Nature and
transcendental philosophy) — emerges as a stage within a cosmological process. It is only for
finite and reflective reason that consciousness is an irrevocable point of departure. This is a
methodological restriction which transcendental philosophy overcomes.'® In that sense, one
may say that transcendental philosophy is reduced to an element in the philosophy of Nature
and is supplemented by a theory of art as the objective reproduction, by consciousness, of the
absolute identity of Nature and consciousness.'™ It is only as anthropology — as a theory on
the constitution of consciousness in the subject-object split — that consciousness could be
understood as a product of the dialectic between spontaneity of form and sensory “Anstoss”
[resistance]. Anthropology has here fundamentally the same methodological status as the
philosophy of Spirit has in Hegel’s ontological system found in his Enzyklopddie der
philosophischen Wissenschaften (Encyclopaedia of the Philosophical Sciences).

With reference to the development of a consistent position for an identity-philosophy, it
can be said that with Schelling the so-called “idealism of consciousness” — created by Kant’s
“Copernican” revolution - is broken through,'®* and the decisive basis for Hegel’s later clash
with this “philosophy of reflection” established. According to this outlook, the mere fact that
consciousness is understood as an element of the Absolute, as the product of the logical self-
realization of the Absolute in the subject-object relationship, produces a certain conceptual
unity of consciousness and existence. As Hegel writes: “But it was necessary, for the true
progress of philosophy, that the interest of thought should be drawn to a contemplation on the

formal side, the ego, consciousness as such, i.e., the abstract relationship of subjective
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knowledge of an object, that the knowledge of infinite form, i.e., of the concept, should be
introduced in this way. However, in order to achieve such knowledge, it was necessary to
strip off that finite determination in which the form exists as ego, as consciousness”.'™

This conceptual unity, however, i.e., the deduction of Nature and consciousness from the
Absolute as a logical system, is not attained by Schelling, because he gives methodological
priority to “intuition” [“die Anschauung”]. This intuition can only grasp the Absolute as pure
indifference, and this necessitates a two-fold point of departure, namely, in the two forms in
which the Absolute manifests itself: Nature and consciousness. The philosophy of Nature
cannot provide an adequate account of the genesis of consciousness, because, as a
rationalization of empirical natural science, it is limited by its program — “to explain
everything on the basis of the forces of nature” (Einleitung, 273) — and thus necessarily
reduces the essential self-activity of consciousness to an action of Nature. It can only assume
an identical source for these two forms of activity and reality (cf. Einleitung, 271). In this
sense there is a general connection between the philosophy of Nature and transcendental
philosophy. They are accounts of the Absolute as unconscious and as conscious activity,
respectively. But they cannot be concretely synthesized, because the separation, by being
grounded in the Absolute itself, is an absolute separation, “which can never give way to a
unity” (System des transzendentalen Idealismus [ The System of transcendental Idealism], 3).

By virtue of this relative ontological dualism (established by critical epistemology),
Schelling’s transcendental philosophy appears as a recapitulation of Fichte’s analysis of
consciousness. On the basis of the given subject-object split and the principle of the
ontological primacy of the subject, it constitutes an anthropological reconstruction of the
genesis and the stages of consciousness. The difference, first and foremost, is that
transcendental philosophy functions as a complement to the philosophy of Nature, and that it
is rounded out with an “aesthetic-speculative” presentation of the idea of identity, which is in
clear contrast to Fichte’s concept of “personal-ethical” identity.

As with Fichte, the differentiation and the forms of the subject-object relationship are
analyzed under the rubrics of theoretical and practical consciousness, that is, in accordance
with the two principal levels of the actualization of the original essence of the ego as “self-
consciousness” (cf. System, 23). The terminal point of theoretical consciousness is the
constituting of the world as the field of empirical understanding. Anthropologically, this
means relative freedom or self-determination in reflection upon that which is given to the
senses. “It (intelligence) appears to itself as limited by productive contemplation. But the
contemplation as action has gone down into consciousness, and only the product remains. To
know itself to be limited by productive contemplation means therefore to know itself as
limited by the objective world” (System, 193). Empirical consciousness is swallowed up by
its objective correlate and does not know itself to be an activity that produces objectivity, i.e.,
the empirical world.

It is this possibility of knowledge of the self, which is realized by practical consciousness,

and in this sense also denotes the first real “beginning of consciousness” (System, 200). Here
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it becomes that which it, according to its essence, is: consciousness of itself through self-
objectification. “As long as the ego is only productive, it is never objective as ego, precisely
because the contemplative always aims at something other than itself [...] Only in the act of
willing is this also raised to a higher potency, for this makes the ego the totality that it is, i.e.,
both subject and object at the same time, or something that produces itself as object (System,
202). As a volitional reality, practical consciousness is the unconscious reproduction of the
ego as original spontaneity, that is, a reproduction on a higher level than the theoretical-
cognitive sphere, where spontaneity is completed in a receptive and passive form of
consciousness. This does not “annul” the constitution of empirical reality in the form of a
reflexive insight into the transcendental ego as the ontological ground of this reality; it lifts
itself, as the ideal or as moral intention, over and above this objective reality by making this
the field of its activity. “For precisely in that intelligence contemplates itself as productive,
the merely ideal ego separates itself from that ego which is both ideal and real at the same
time, i.e., now wholly objective and completely independent of that which is merely ideal.
[...] This is why the world appears to it as truly objective, i.e., already existing without any
contribution on the part of the intelligence” (System, 204f.).

It must therefore be incorrect, as Schulz states, that: “The intelligence is now able to grasp
that it produces out of itself that first world — the world of objects — just as much as it
produces this second world — the moral world — the production of which takes place
consciously”."” The correct view is that practical self-determination is a prerequisite for
transcendental philosophy’s recourse to the absolute ego in the intellectual intuition. But for
moral consciousness as such, it is the case that the difference between subject and object
continues, that it “can attain freedom only through being affected in a certain way from
outside” (System, 216).

The unity of being and consciousness — in Schelling’s sense of a total unity — thus cannot
be realized within the framework of moral self-realization. This concept of moral freedom as
the formative authority in relation to a resistant “material” reality (cf. System, 226) is on a par
with Fichte’s concept of “the ethical instinct as a mixed instinct”. The decisive separation
between the anthropological positions of Fichte and Schelling is not visible in this element of
the genetic reconstruction of consciousness. In both cases, the spontaneity of the primeval-
ground develops through a dialectics between spontaneity of form and empirical receptivity.
The absolute unity of consciousness with existence furthermore expresses itself only as an
infinite striving.

As has been mentioned, what is unique about Schelling’s understanding of existence is the
neutralization of transcendental philosophy implied in the primacy given to the philosophy of
Nature, that is, the view that Nature is an all-encompassing locus of being in relation to a
dialectics of consciousness or of existence. “Nature attains the highest goal, that of becoming
wholly an object to itself, only through the highest and ultimate reflection, which is nothing
other than the human person, or (in more general terms) what we call reason, and only

through reason does nature return totally into itself” (System, 9). The function of
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transcendental philosophy is to show how nature as the Absolute becomes an object for itself,
and thus actualizes itself as consciousness. At the same time, transcendental philosophy will
clarify how the process of consciousness, with its immanent pretension of exhibiting the
identity of Nature and consciousness — i.e., as the Absolute’s being-for-itself — ends in a self-
negation. Consciousness is constituted in the subject-object split and cannot come beyond it.
“It is, however, not possible to demonstrate this identity itself in the free action, since it
abolishes itself precisely for the sake of free action (i.e., so that that which is objective can
become objective)” (System, 274).

Schelling thus goes beyond Fichte’s infinite dialectic of consciousness by means of a
negation of consciousness as a self-reflective practical activity. This negation becomes
philosophically effective with the demonstration of the existence of a unique form of
consciousness, which realizes this negation concretely and anthropologically, namely the
activity of the artistic genius. The artistic genius is characterized by the immediate unity of
natural determination and self-determination. Here, as in the philosophy of Nature, it is
Kant’s regulative concept of identity from The Critique of the Faculty of Judgment that is
ontologized. The unity of the unconscious and of consciousness manifests itself objectively
and concretely in art. “Only the work of art reflects for me that which is not reflected through
anything else, that absolute identity which has already been separated even in the ego; thus,
what the philosopher allows to be separated already in the first act of consciousness, and what
is otherwise inaccessible to any view, is radiated back upon us by the miracle of art from
what it produces” (System, 294).

With the rounding out of Schelling’s philosophy in his Presentation of my System of
Philosophy [Darstellung meines Systems der Philosophie], this annulment of the dialectic of
consciousness is taken yet another step further, when the distinction between art and
philosophy seems to fall away. “The system lays claim to, and preserves the closed quality,
the calm, the absoluteness, hitherto conceded only to the work of art”, Kroner writes.'®®
Fichte’s anthropological re-interpretation of critical epistemology — that is, the concept of the
subject as productive basis for consciousness as a practical-theoretical whole — is converted
by Schelling into a philosophy of the Absolute, demonstrating the Absolute as the “static-
rational” basis for being, both for Nature and for consciousness. “Nothing is finite, when
considered in itself” (Darstellung, § 14). In the later (unpublished) revisions of his Science of
Knowledge Fichte makes an analogous retrogression to the Absolute as “Being” in relation to
“knowledge” as its “appearance”.'® However, it is undoubtedly Schelling’s philosophy that
is the decisive beginning for Hegel’s development of idealism, because, for Hegel, it was
only Schelling’s philosophy that could be reckoned as a system of identity.

Thus Hegel writes of Fichte in his Difference between Fichte’s and Schelling’s
Philosophical Systems [Differenz der Fichteschen und Schellingschen Systems der
Philsophie]- “The principle of identity does not become a principle of the system; as soon as
the system begins to form, the identity is abandoned. [...] The subject = object thus becomes

something subjective here, and it does not succeed in abolishing the subjectivity and positing
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itself as something objective”.'” By deducing the world of things from the ego, Fichte
exchanges the “external” captivity of the subject with a new captivity, un-freedom in the
“interior”, in the subject’s contingent states of mind."”’ On the other hand, with reference to
Schelling it is said that: “The principle of identity is an absolute principle in Schelling’s entire
system; philosophy and system are coterminous; the identity is not lost in parts, still less in
the result”.'”? The basis has been laid in principle for the presentation of the Absolute as a
logical system, in which Schelling’s “intuition” is replaced by controlled access to this
superior dimension of being, namely by way of the critique of self-experience as a new

epistemological theory.

E. Hegel
The purpose of the foregoing sketches of the systems of Fichte and Schelling has been to

show how what we may call an anthropological question arises with the breaking away from
Kant’s framework for the analysis of consciousness. It has also been shown that this
reconstruction of the genesis of consciousness figures as an essential element when the
framework of the analysis of consciousness is exploded by means of a regression to the
Absolute as a reality transcending consciousness. This is evident also in Hegel, when carrying
Schelling’s beginnings further.

The juxtaposition, by the present work, of SK and idealism, has a methodological and
hermeneutical character, and for this purpose a brief outline of Hegel’s philosophical position
is sufficient. This outline will be based on the view already taken, namely that the movement
from critical epistemology to an ontological system includes an anthropological problem
field.

In comparison to the “transcendental” deductions of consciousness carried out by Fichte
and Schelling, a novelty in Hegel’s analysis of consciousness is the attempt to incorporate
systematically the historical-real dimension, as is the case in Hegel’s first major work,
Phédnomenologie des Geistes (Phenomenology of the Spirit). The tradition is carried further
due to his genetic approach to the problem; the analysis of the history of consciousness.
However, with Hegel it is not only a matter of the transcendental and a priori genesis of
consciousness — the ontogenesis — but also matter of phyllo-genesis, a real, collective history.
The a priori structure of consciousness only becomes visible in and with its a posteriori
contents, and for Hegel these contents are given in shared human history and not, as with
Kant, first and foremost through natural-scientific knowledge. Consciousness is the phyllo-
genetic realization of the ontogenesis. Consciousness “creates” itself through the historical
and concrete experience of its essential possibilities. It is the logic of his “phenomenological”
method, Hartmann maintains, to adhere to consciousness in relation to the appearance of
these possibilities. “He keeps strictly to what the subject ’experiences’, what is given to it,
and how it portrays itself to itself in this circumstance. Thus he de facto derives nothing either
from the subject or from the object. He simply describes the epiphenomenons he finds

already existing from stage to stage”.'”
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Hints to such an understanding of consciousness as “historical product” may also be found
in Fichte and Schelling, e.g., in Schelling’s theological dissertation, where history is defined
as the self-development of Reason,'” and in Fichte’s philosophy of history, the Grundziige
des gegenwdrtigen Zeitalters (Fundamental Characteristics of the Present Age), which, in
similar fashion, defines history as a rational system of epochs.'”” However, these hints are not
integrated into the systematic reconstruction of the history of consciousness, which of course
(for Fichte and Schelling) already has an unshakable and non-empirical point of departure in
the intellectual intuition of the essence and telos of consciousness.

And it is precisely this concept of intellectual intuition, which Hegel attacks in
Phdnomenologie des Geistes (cf. 12, 15, 20, 23, 26, 31). He maintains that experience of the
Absolute is the result of philosophical analysis and not its point of departure. In a certain
sense this is a “regression” to Kant, to a model of philosophical reflection, which gives
critical epistemology or the analysis of consciousness the status of guide to the concept of the
Absolute. In a manner similar to Kant’s critique of theoretical reason, which indirectly
showed that moral reason is the sphere for adequate access to the Absolute as unifying basis
of worldly existence, Hegel’s anthropological demonstration of the forms or stages of
consciousness leads to “absolute knowledge”, that is, an access to the Absolute as a logical
system. The identity of subject and object, of consciousness and existence, is not immediately
obvious; it cannot be so, in so far as philosophical reconstruction of the history of
consciousness is a “recollection” of its factual history (cf. Phdnomenologie des Geistes, 27,
33). It is only demonstrable by means of experiences which consciousness, the finite subject,
has in relation to the totality of its objects, that is, its total life situation.

The fundamental idea, the basic ontological vision, is the same as in Schelling, namely that
consciousness is the manifestation of the Absolute. The difference consists in the fact that
here the Absolute does not emerge as the “irrational” ground of being, but as a system of
logical categories. It constitutes the a priori dimension, not only in consciousness, but also in
the world and consciousness. “Its concepts are just as much essential forms of that which
exists, the functions which shape reality, the general and necessary essential property of
things and of all that is objective, as they are a priori conditions of knowledge”, writes
Heimsoeth."®

However, this abstraction from the concrete contents of consciousness has the status of a
definite “propaedeutics”, through which it is demonstrates how consciousness itself develops
such a possibility of self-negation. It is precisely this, which is dealt with in Phdnomenologie
des Geistes. “Since its perfection consists in knowing totally what it is, its substance, this
knowledge is an act of going into itself, in which it abandons its existence and hands over its
form to memory” (Phdnomenologie des Geistes, 563, 590).

Philosophy cannot itself start in an abstraction such as in intellectual intuition, but must
follow “the path of natural consciousness, which presses on to true knowledge [...] the path of
the soul which passes through the sequence of its forms like stages marked out for it in

advance by nature, in order that this may purify it to become spirit, in that by means of the
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total experience of itself it may attain knowledge of what it is in itself” (Phdnomenologie des
Geistes, 67, 72). The method of the analysis of consciousness is not constructive and
deductive, but “the pure act of on-looking” (Phdnomenologie des Geistes, 72, 77), the
observation of the self-experience of factual consciousness, “the pure apprehension of what in
and for itself appears to us” (Phdnomenologie des Geistes, 73, 79).

Even by means of this passive method of observation, consciousness still reveals itself and
the history it constitutes to be a dynamic teleological process. That is, it reveals itself in the
same way as it did in intellectual intuition. For Hegel this insight is not an “axiom” but a
“vision”, a schema for the reconstruction of practical experience. The factual and general
point of beginning for the progression of consciousness is “the immediacy of substantial life”
(Phdnomenologie des Geistes, 11, 13). The totality of its stages — of which Hegel (or his
philosophy) already has a “regulative” concept (as “the true”) at the outset — can consequently
be defined as “a living substance [...] the movement of self-positing or the mediation of
becoming other with one’s own self” (Phdnomenologie des Geistes, 20, 23). “Absolute
reason is absolute life, eternal presence of knowing, active self-organization”, writes
Heimsoeth."’

The unity of world and consciousness shows itself again (as with Schelling and Fichte) as
a dialectical development through antithetical forms. This is the antithesis arising due to the
substantial unity of life continually splitting itself into object and apprehension (Wissen).
“Consciousness knows something, this object is the essence or the essential property; but it is
the essential property for consciousness also, so that the ambiguity of this truth comes into
view here” (Phdnomenologie des Geistes, 73, 78). By means of this ambivalence, meaning
the “reflection” of consciousness upon its own knowledge or spontaneous activity as the real
object — “the relative objectivity of this essential property” (Phdnomenologie des Geistes, 79)
— consciousness is driven beyond itself and its given condition to a new level of knowledge.
“This new object contains the nothingness of the first: it is the experience that it had of the
first object” (Phdnomenologie des Geistes, 73, 79).

This process, by establishing the duality of knowledge and existence through the activity
of consciousness itself, simultaneously constitutes the experience by consciousness of a
fundamental harmony with itself: “the moving equality with its own self” (Phdnomenologie
des Geistes, 21, 25). This implies that consciousness gradually becomes aware of itself as the
basis of worldly existence, i.e., that it realizes its essence as absolute self-consciousness.
“Only the intellectual is real; it is the essence or the essential property — that which is relating
and determined, the otherness and autonomous — and that which remains in itself in this
determinacy or ecstasy; — or it exists per se” (Phdnomenologie des Geistes, 24, 28). This total
transparency of consciousness, its unity with the Absolute as the ontological ground, is what
is brought to its culmination in “das absolute Wissen”. It is the philosophical completion of
the immanent and necessary developmental course of consciousness, and basically the

“progressive” transition from experience to “self’-experience.
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The concept of consciousness as a dialectical-historical life process here finally takes on
its deepest meaning; the life process manifests itself as a sheer process of concepts. Thus
consciousness annuls itself when it becomes transparent to its “inner” basis. “The elements of
its movement no longer appear as determined forms of the consciousness, but rather (since
the distinction this makes has returned into the self) as determined concepts and as the
organic movement of these concepts, based on the concepts themselves” (Phdnomenologie
des Geistes, 562, 589). Consciousness does not actually “constitute” the world through its
categories in the Kantian sense, but consciousness is itself a “product” (Erscheinung), the
presentation of absolute being as a conceptual system, “the aspect of its reality”
(Phdnomenologie des Geistes, 562, 589). It is created by the Absolute’s “expropriation, in
which the spirit portrays the process of its becoming spirit in form of a free contingent event,
looking on its being as space” (Phd. d. G., 563, 590). Thus, as with Schelling, it is viewed in
the double form of nature and of history.

It is only with this — the exposition of the Absolute as a conceptual system — that there is a
basis on which to work out a genuine anthropology, a reconstruction of consciousness in an a
priori deductive form. Furthermore, based on the concept of the Absolute as a logical self-
movement, in this ontogenetic perspective that consciousness necessarily appears as a
dialectical reality of life, that is, as it appeared in its historical-real progression. But the
structure of this anthropological dynamic will manifest itself more clearly if its empirical and
contingent contents here constitute only an illustration of the a priori reconstruction. “This is
why philosophy must understand the Spirit as a necessary development of the eternal Idea
and make the contents of the particular parts of the science of the Spirit un-fold purely from
the concept of the same” (Philosophie des Geistes [Philosophy of Spirit], 14).

The general view of consciousness in the ontogenetic perspective is, as Schelling
maintained, that it grows forth as a stage of objective Nature, being Nature’s self-negation by
virtue of the breaking-out of the Idea from its unreal “element of externality” (Philosophie
des Geistes, 18). “For us, the Spirit presupposes nature, of which it is the truth and thereby
the absolute first element of nature. Nature has disappeared in this truth, and the Spirit has
emerged as the idea having attained its autonomy, with the concept both as its object and as
its subject” (Philosophie des Geistes, 17). This formula anticipates the notion of the total
progression of consciousness toward Absolute consciousness or Spirit (where
“consciousness” cannot really be spoken of, in so far as the term denotes the Spirit as finite).

The total developmental structure must here be neglected, with attention given only to
individual elements particularly suited to demonstrate the anthropological dialectic within the
basic progression of consciousness from “Nature” to “consciousness”, as the “finite”
expression of its dynamic character. According to the interpretive perspective adopted here,
this anthropological dynamic represents the general line of connection between SK'’s analysis
of existence and Hegel’s philosophy of Spirit, and thus also the reconstructions of

consciousness carried out by Fichte and Schelling.
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Nature’s self-negation and its growth forward into consciousness take place by means of
the inner antithesis between “form” and “essence”, between “externality” and “inwardness”
(Philosophie des Geistes, 24). It leads in the direction of the “ideality, i.e., the abolition of the
otherness of the idea” (Philosophie des Geistes, 18), the “for-it-self” or “subjectivity”
(Philosophie des Geistes, 38, 41), which is the general essence of consciousness.

More concretely, Hegel shows how, by means of sensory receptivity, the brutish organism
develops a form of primitive subjectivity, denoting a naturally-determined break with
Nature’s unique form of existence, its “state of mutual separation [Aussereinander]|” and
“externality” (Philosophie des Geistes, 19). In so far as man, as conscious being, is also a
natural reality, the developmental stage preceding and conditioning consciousness — namely,
“the mind’s immediate unity of corporeality and perception (cf. Philosophie des Geistes, 41)
— will reproduce this breaking away from Nature’s form of existence within the brutish
organism. This will take place by means of the self-development of sensory receptivity
(Empfindung) (cf. Philosophie des Geistes, 95). Sensory receptivity is the first step in the
subject-object split which constitutes consciousness, in the form of simple “determination
only against another determination” (Philosophie des Geistes, 18).

Through experience of its object, consciousness develops successively into spiritual
reality, consciousness of itself as freedom, because it identifies with its own object, it “makes
the Other standing over against it something which itself has posited” (Philosophie des
Geistes, 31). “However, the freedom of the spirit is not merely something outside the Other,
but an independence of the Other that is achieved in the Other. This is not the result of flight
from the Other, but of overcoming the Other so that it becomes reality. (...) This power over
all contents which is present in it, constitutes the basis for the freedom of the spirit”
(Philosophie des Geistes, 26f.). The essence of consciousness is an image of the logical ur-
ground, the Absolute as self-determination. As derivative or finite, it can still express this
essence only as a relative determination, by the subordination of facticity to the ideality of
consciousness, i.e., in linguistic determination.

Against this background-sketch of the genetic structure of consciousness the present study
will in order to illuminate the character of consciousness as a life process pin down a number
of points in the concept of “subjective spirit”, points showing the connection between
naturally-determined life-development and the progression in the forms of consciousness.

The general developmental structure of consciousness is that it intensifies the mental life’s
transcendence and its relative control of bodily existence. This implies that the body has been
emancipated, reduced to “a sign, the representation of the soul”. Consciousness is the fact that
“the soul (transcends itself) through the negation of its bodily existence to the pure ideal
identity with itself, becomes consciousness, becomes ego, and exists autonomously vis-a-vis
that which is its Other” (Phi. d. G., 41). The individual is torn loose from the substantial unity
(or symbiosis) with the context of natural influences when “the ego reflects upon itself from
out of its relationship to something Other” (Philosophie des Geistes, 41). Consciousness is

thus constituted by means of a relative self-reflection, and to this extent it is self-



71

consciousness. The difference is defined as “stages” in the progression of consciousness, thus
as the “transition” from consciousness to self-consciousness based on the function of self-
reflection.

From this perspective, the concept “concupiscence [Begierde]” must be understood as an
expression for a necessary element in the constitution of consciousness and self-
consciousness. The empirical relationship of consciousness with the world by means of “the
understanding”, presupposes self-consciousness as an abstract unity, that which Kant calls
transcendental apperception: “I know about the object as my own (it is my idea), and I know
about myself in it” (Philosophie des Geistes, 213). But consciousness is not conscious of this
situation; to express it anthropologically, consciousness relates itself to its objective
correlative as a naive reproduction of it. “The immediate self-consciousness does not yet
possess the ego = ego, but only the ego as its object, and is therefore free only for us, not for
itself” (Philosophie des Geistes, 213). The purely empirical consciousness is swallowed up
by the empirical external appearances with which it is confronted. Furthermore, it has “the
form of an existent, of something immediate, something that is as yet filled with externality,
despite or rather precisely because of its as yet undifferentiated inwardness” (Philosophie des
Geistes, 214).

Genuine self-consciousness is first constituted by means of the annulment of the antithesis
between subjective possibility and objective actuality. This takes place when even the passive
and receptive situation is experienced as a reality, which really “is [...] posited subjectively by
the ego” (Philosophie des Geistes, 214). Consciousness, in its passive form, is integrated into
self-consciousness as a mode of its self-activity.

The first stage of this process is what is defined as “concupiscence” or “the concupiscent
self-consciousness”. This involves consciousness establishing itself as an autonomous being
(Seienden) in relation to empirical objectivity when it “without being determined by thought,
is directed towards an external object, in which it attempts to find its satisfaction”
(Philosophie des Geistes, 215). This expression of life is an experience of freedom, because it
implies a “certainty” that “the immediate external object has no genuine reality, but is nothing
in relation to the subject, something possessing a merely apparent autonomy” (Philosophie
des Geistes, 216). This corresponds also to the goal of the development of self-consciousness,
which is to come to full and actual certainty about this situation — in accord with the essence
of spirit as absolute freedom — that it “grasps itself as that which posits its own Being, as
itself its own Other” (Philosophie des Geistes, 31).

It is not necessary here to investigate in more detail the individual elements of instinctual
consciousness and the progress of such consciousness toward “universal self-consciousness”.
My present intention has been only to point out the fact that the Hegelian concept of
consciousness is connected to the idea of human reality as a biological process, and to
describe in general how this connection is formed.

I will in conclusion briefly show how this same dialectic is also operative at a higher stage

in the process of consciousness. What is in question is the step at which there is an annulment
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of the contingency in the subject-object split within consciousness, that is, an annulment of
the dependent character of the object in general (cf. Philosophie des Geistes, 231, 236), so
that consciousness appears as a fundamentally spiritual or rational reality, where it “is
concerned only with its own specifications” (Philosophie des Geistes, 236), just as the
primitive constituting of consciousness took place by means of an objectification of the
mental capacity. The development of consciousness thus implies an increasing degree of self-
determination, in which a previous stage is integrated as an instrument for a higher activity.
In this way it becomes the concrete manifestation of the Absolute as self-activity.

The significant self-determination or “reason-existing-in-itself” (Philosophie des Geistes,
42) is constituted by the further development of the two principal forms of general
consciousness: the essentially receptive pole (consciousness), and the active pole (self-
consciousness). The first aspect consummates itself in the development of its “theoretical”
capacity or its “intelligence”. Its essence consists in annulling the passive character of the
relation to the object, because the object here “contains the form of something recalled,
something subjective, universal, necessary and rational. [...] Thus the object no longer
possesses, as at the standpoint of consciousness, the specification of something negative to
the ego” (Philosophie des Geistes, 237). The other aspect is developed in the form of a
necessary “modification” of the essential subjectivity of intelligence. The domination of the
world by means of abstract and logical definitions manifests itself as one-sided or insufficient
in relation to reason’s immanent ideal of a unity between the subjective and the objective (cf.
Philosophie des Geistes, 42, 236). Consciousness must thus manifest itself as will or as acting
reason (cf. Philosophie des Geistes, § 468).

It is in this perspective that the phenomenon Hegel calls “instincts and arbitrariness” must
be understood. The phenomenon is a primitive level within the genuinely practical-moral
sphere. In contrast to intelligence, practical consciousness assumes the subject as an
autonomous and active authority: “it begins with such an individual thing, which it knows to
be its own” (Philosophie des Geistes, 42), or to define it more closely, “goals and interests
[...] and then proceeds to make these into something objective” (Philosophie des Geistes, 237,
cf. 289). By this form of consciousness, the individual enters into a qualitatively new relation
— in comparison with the sphere of cognition — to the world, because the world essentially
becomes part of the subject’s own actuality.

At this point it could be asked how consciousness — which in theoretical reflection
recognizes the empirical world as its own product — can in turn be confronted by the world as
the correlative for its self-understanding, as its necessary opposition in a “foreign” reality.
The answer, first of all, is that theoretical knowledge only produces its object implicitly; it
does not constitute absolute knowledge. Secondly, the transition between theoretical and
practical knowledge (as with Fichte and Schelling) is primarily a “transcendental” event,
which, from a psychological point of view, is a continual interplay between dimensions that

are equally original.
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Practical consciousness has its origin not in theoretical reflection but in “immediacy”
(Philosophie des Geistes, 289). Its development into “purpose” and “interests” can only take
place by means of a gradual theoretical and practical emancipation from unity with the
natural organism. At this point instinct — in the beginning, the amorphous instinctual
development — serves as a mediation of the passive feeling of life and “the idea” of
harmonious life or happiness. The instinct enables the basic emancipation from the passive
and symbiotic unity with the objective totality of life, which is the genetically primary form
of life for the individual. The instinct is itself constituted by a transcending of the general
reality of needs, “the entirely subjective and superficial feeling of that which is pleasant and
that which is unpleasant” (Philosophie des Geistes, 292).

The activity arises on the basis of the necessary inner antithesis within this emotional state,
“on the one hand as an objectively valid act of self-determination, as something determined in
itself, but on the other hand and at the same time as something immediately determined from
outside, as subordinate to the alien determination of affections” (Philosophie des Geistes,
293). The antithesis may be said to consist in a basically accidental agreement between the
“inner” and the “outer” spheres, insofar as the satisfaction of needs may fail to occur.
Consequently, the individual manifests himself as instinct or as will. “For this reason, the
individual cannot stop at the comparing of his immanent determination with something
external and merely at the discovering of the agreement between these two sides: he must go
on and posit objectivity as an element of his self-determination, and thus himself generate
that agreement, his satisfaction. This is how intelligence, in its act of willing, develops to
become an instinct” (Philosophie des Geistes, 295).

This volitional self-determination is not a “higher” or less primitive form of life-
expression than that which has been defined — within the framework of the constitution of
self-consciousness — as “concupiscence”. This is the sort of misunderstanding which appears
when one interprets the forms of consciousness as “developmental psychology”. The
volitional self-determination is the same phenomenon seen in a broader perspective, insofar
as the methodological starting-point for the analysis of “the Spirit” is the synthesis of
consciousness and self-consciousness. The power of instinct, or the immediate development
of life — in its necessary integration with the simultaneous conquest of the subject-object split
by the cognitive capacity — is here seen (by the philosopher) as “intelligent”. By virtue of this
integration, it takes on the totalistic character which is the essence of “Spirit”, such that it
“embraces a sequence of satisfactions — and thereby something total and general”
(Philosophie des Geistes, 296).

The “intelligent” instinct of the preservation of life is thus the primitive form of self-
objectification, which constitutes the essence of consciousness, or its “spiritual” form. The
unity of consciousness and the world is constituted by means of a dialectical succession of
such self-objectifications, until it becomes totally transparent to itself in certainty of itself as
a logical-conceptual totality and in recognition of the fact that it is grounded in “the process
of the subjective activity of the idea” (Philosophie des Geistes, 394).
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Our simplified presentation of Hegel’s analysis of consciousness concludes here, as does
this sketch-survey of idealist philosophy. The aim of the survey has been to show the
contours of the philosophical horizon and the universe of problems and concepts, which, in a
general sense, form the ground for SK’s thought, and specifically his anthropology. Special
pains have been taken to show how the ontologizing of transcendental philosophy creates a
breakthrough for an anthropological approach, which specifically provides a solution to
transcendental philosophy’s immanent problem of identity. More specifically, this means that
the reconstruction of consciousness develops as a dialectical relationship between “Nature”
and “consciousness”, that is, between naturally determined self-development and self-
determination. Viewed under the rubric of conditions and forms governing the unity of
existence (the totality of life), the principal approach of the present survey has been to focus
on the simple question of the relation between “world” and “consciousness”. In other words:
how can consciousness, as the proper name for human existence, get on properly with the
world as a reality transcending consciousness, when a consistent relation is here the condition
for its own unity? The fundamental and, in a general sense, shared answer to this question in
idealist philosophy is that these two dimensions rest upon one overall identity, the Absolute
as subject-object. Differences in the concept of identity depend on differences in points of
embarkation for the reconstruction of this unity. For this reason the responses to the
anthropological problem vary as well.

With Kant, anthropology never really breaks through in a proper sense, inasmuch as his
analysis of consciousness principally has to do with the a priori conditions for universally-
valid statements within disparate — that is, conceptually unbridgeable — areas of the activity of
reason. However, in the solution to this problem, critical epistemology also gains affinity to
the anthropological problem. This is true, in a general way, of the concept of logical
constitution, the idea of the primacy of the ideal or of the practical, and of regulative identity.
Fichte represents the breakthrough for this approach because he transforms Kant’s concept of
reason into a concept of a transcendental ego, which is defined as the productive basis for the
different forms of consciousness. Thus, the question of the unity of consciousness refers
unambiguously to personal-moral self-identity, that is, as the concrete reproduction of
original spontaneity. It was Schelling who first gave the concept of the identity of
consciousness and the world speculative elaboration, guaranteeing identity by means of a
concept of the absolute subject-object indifference. Hegel elaborates this concept of identity
into a concept of the Absolute as a logical system, by documenting an experiential access to it
via an anthropological and historical analysis of consciousness.

In what sense and to what extent this excursus on identity-philosophy may be fruitful for
any critical understanding of SK’s anthropology, can only be shown by carrying through the
actual investigation. There can be no question of presenting a casuistic comparison here. The
modes of presentation and the explicit approaches are too divergent for that. Agreement will
essentially be expressed indirectly, in so far as SK’s anthropology might take on an internal

coherence as the result of interpreting it in light of the theories of existence dealt with above.
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To anticipate, on a general plane it is possible to see the following principal areas of
agreement between SK’s analysis of existence and the idealist analysis of consciousness: in
its methodological tendency SK’s analysis may be said to constitute a genetic and
reconstructive presentation of the forms of consciousness, in accordance with the schema of
increasing self-objectification; furthermore, SK’s analysis is consequently fundamentally
oriented in relation to the concept of self-determination (Spirit, self), and thus also brings into
focus the dialectic between life-development, instinct, and natural will, on the one hand, and
consciousness, reflection, and moral will, on the other.

It must of course be emphasized that this agreement develops within a total
anthropological conception, which is anti-idealist in the sense that it breaks with the
fundamental assumption of identity-philosophy, i.e., the concept of a pre-stabilized harmony
between subject and object, between consciousness and existence. The explication of the
break, however, assumes an affinity in approach to this philosophy, that is, to the problem of
identity. Thus, the concept of identity is reinterpreted within the framework of other
ontological assumptions. The identity or unity of existence becomes problematic in a manner
completely different than in idealism, because idealism’s idea of the identity of consciousness
and the Absolute is not compatible with the idea of the divine as fundamentally personal. In
SK, identity can only be realized as individual identity, in the simultaneously inescapable and
free relation to the Absolute as personality: “in relating oneself to oneself and in willing to be
oneself, the self grounds itself transparently in the power which established it” (15:74).

This corresponds to the “dualistic” perspective in late idealism and in Danish personalistic
philosophy. However, as has been shown, the idea of a priori forms still plays a central role
here. These eternal structures reflect themselves both in Nature and in consciousness. What is
new, in comparison to Hegel, is SK's view on contingency — that is, that the a priori forms are
defined (in Kantian fashion) as “conditions of possibility”, and thus the actual “transition”
from possibility to actuality becomes a major philosophical problem (e.g., Schelling’s “the
falling away [Abfall]”). Viewed formally, the major problem becomes that of determining the
extent of this principle of contingency in relation to the a priori predetermination.

This transformation of the concept of identity is, in my view, the essential aspect of SK’s
relation to the idealist tradition; it is the substantial point in the more obvious historical-
hermeneutical (formal) connection. Concerning first of all philosophical language, it is the
same dialectic that Liff points at when writing: “It was not only because of his own believing
philosophy that Kierkegaard sees his opponent to be Hegelian Idealism: it is in fact only in
his attack on Hegel that his philosophy attained its peculiar pathos and its specific guiding
path”.'*®

That this reinterpretation of the concept of identity is not a matter of simple “return” to
Kant might be seen in the fact that Kant’s critique of reason also originates in identity-
philosophical assumptions, and, in addition, Kant does not really make room for the genuine
anthropological problem. SK’s formal agreement with Kant on the division between
“existence” and “essence” (cf. VIII 2 B 81: 1; X 1 A 66; X 2 A 328) covers only the
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“critical”, and not the “metaphysical” Kant. The “metaphysical” Kant assumes an identity
between rationality and the world, even though the form that its certainty assumes is only that
of a postulate or a priori-regulative ideality. However, when this metaphysical pretension is
excluded, it can certainly be said that there is in SK (in his theory of the understanding) a
general affinity to Kant’s delimitation of the sphere of theoretical objectivity and further to

his concept of moral self-reflection as an area of access to the Absolute.
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2. Kierkegaard’s Fundamental Anthropological Conception:

“Existence” as Transformation of the Idealist Concept of Spirit

Against the background of this interpretation of idealist philosophy as identity-philosophical
anthropology, I will now attempt to delineate the fundamental features of SK’s philosophical
position. In so doing, I will here set forth a unifying anticipation of the views to later be
developed more fully in the subsequent and more specialized analyses. It is only on the basis
of such a holistic view that both SK’s unity with idealist philosophy and his divergences from
it can be determined in a precise manner.

To repeat and clarify the general line of reasoning behind the present interpretation: SK
develops his ideas on human existential reality in explicit and implicit relation to idealist
philosophy, and it follows from this that there must exist some sort of agreement with regard
to ways of thinking about man and his world. A general consensus is required in order to
make any negation possible at all. A negation within the framework of a given position means
a transformation. And the general description found in the present work stands under this
rubric. This does not mean that I consider SK’s thought to be quite simply a new “answer” to
a “question” asked before (philosophia perennis), as that which could superficially be labeled
as an “answer” is of course intimately connected with a new approach to the question. Such
an approach could all the same be viewed as a form of continuity with the tradition, because it
is possible to see it as a negation of particular “answers” or points of view within that

tradition.

A. Immanent Difference and Synthesis

What unites SK’s thought with idealist tradition is, above all, the general view of man as a
potential-actual synthesis of heterogeneous elements. The antagonism forming the basis of
this synthesis is expressed on a general level by means of a multiplicity of oppositional pairs,
all according to the perspective under which human existential reality is viewed, e.g., “time”
and “eternity” (cf. 6;170; 9:80); “finitude” and “infinitude” (cf. 3:231; 15:87); “necessity”
and “freedom” (cf. 15:73); “body” and “mind” (cf. 6:173, 137); “possibility” and “actuality”
(cf. 10:21); “reality” and “ideality” (cf. IV B 1, p. 146). What characterizes these concepts is
that they are traditional (insofar as they are drawn from the established philosophical
vocabulary in a rather unmediated fashion) and, in keeping with this, they are also relatively
indefinite (both as individual concepts and in their mutual relations). In other words: the use
of these fundamental anthropological concepts is imprecise and unsystematic at its starting
point, and they can thus be said to have only indicative significance in relation to the totality
of meaning of which they are a part. Their significance may thus be ascertained more
precisely only through an analysis of this context.

The immediate common meaning of these concepts is clear, however. They express the

fundamentally “problematic” character of human life, elucidating the fact that man exists
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within a framework of fundamental difference or a series of such differences, and that this
opposition immediately forces the “problem of priority” upon him. This problem is, first of
all, a structural phenomenon arising on the basis of being conscious of this existential
difference, and is not an existential question of personal identity. The latter question
presupposes awareness of the former situation, that is, the fact that priority is already
established in the existential structure. For example, it is in the essence of consciousness that
“ideality” has priority in relation to “reality”, since the former — as the essence of linguistic
interaction — mediates the latter entirely, making “reality” present to the knowing subject by
way of constitution. This situation can further be interpreted as a form of the primacy of
“infinitude” in relation to “finitude”.

“Finitude” is the sum of all ways in which a person is factually determined, both with
regard to universally human and particular characteristics, i.e., a person’s total situation
understood as “condition” or facticity. The aspect of “infinitude” is the same situation
understood as change or as “transcendence”. The concept of transcendence must here be
understood in a very broad sense, insofar as it includes changes of qualitatively different
sorts. It is thus not here a question of two “sides” of human reality standing in an external
relation to one another, as two functions, but of a breaking-up within the framework of
factual determinations, i.e., the breakthrough of “infinitude” into “finitude”.

Because his orientation is based on Hegel, Hol/ omits this main point of the concept of
transcendence in his presentation of the relation between “freedom” and “necessity”. The two
dimensions are understood either as identical or as external in relation to one another. SK, of
course, must be characterized on the basis of the latter alternative; he is said to speak “at the
same time of a necessary and a desultory development”."”

For example, when it is said in The Sickness Unto Death that “imagination is above all the
medium of that which infinitizes” (15:88), this movement of transcendence has a double
relation to facticity. Imagination, making it possible, is on the one hand a factual-
psychological characteristic, that is, an aspect of the general human constitution as
“condition”. On the other hand, in its concrete development, imagination will necessarily
relate itself to something given, to a definite element of consciousness, as a material point of
departure. This is what imagination “broadens” and “infinitizes”. The negation presupposes
the position, both as subject and as object. The relation between “finitude” and “infinitude”
can thus be defined as a differentiation within the framework of a given totality. The Judge
expresses this when he says, with regard to “temporality”, that “the infinite and the finite
spirit in it are separated” (3:231).

Human reality is “composed” of dimensions in such a way that the one necessarily has
primacy in relation to the other. The one is the “determining” factor, as is “the mind” in its
relation to “the body” (cf. 6:218). It is this difference, with the primacy of one factor, which
in general makes human life a dynamic reality. This structure is the general significance of
the concept of “existence”. “But what is existence? It is the child which is begotten of the

infinite and the finite, the eternal and the temporal and therefore continually striving” (9:80).



85

The structure of human existence is such that it develops a “dynamics” as its general form of
actuality.

The primary meaning of the concept of existence — the fact that it stands for a structural
opposition — is obscured when existence is simply identified with “the factual that” "
Strictly speaking, this is only one element in the structure determining the dynamic. Existence
appears only as the self-annulment of facticity by virtue of the “ideal functions” which
introduce an essential and lasting transcendence.

This “becoming” (9:70) is the most fundamental condition of human life; it is the
circumstance leading to the problem of personal identity — “the synthesis” — arising at all.
Sheer “existence” is no realization of the human essence, but is, as Climacus says, “a self-
contradiction” (9:79). However, this contradiction points to “the self” as the only possible
locus for its “annulment.”

However, this probl