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Soren KIERKEGAARD : Or , How is Human Existence Possible? 

Lecture given by Mr. Peter Drucker at 
Bennington College , May 20th, 1943. 

Four weeks ago Dr. Polany i opened these talks by asking 
the question: " How is society possible ?" My topic today is "HOw
is human existence possible?" And this is at the same time the 
inseparable companion t o Dr . Polanyi's question and its complete 
antithesis . 

Kierkegaard was one or t he very few during the 19th 
century who raised this question; and he was pre.ctically alone in 
answering it. This explains why he was for gotten for a long time; 
if people knew about him at all, it was as a. brilliant pr ose- wr iter 
- wr iting , however , in Danish , a minor tongue few knew - as a bold 
psychologist of r eligious experience, or an aesthetic critic . For 
all through the 19th century t he question : how is human existence 
possible? was not only highly unfashionable; it was apparently
s enseless and i r relevant . But this expla ins also why this Danish 
philosopher is becoming one of the major figures of our time, now, 
almost ninety years after his death. For no question is more r e -
levant today and more central than Kier kegaard' s : how is human 
existenoe possible ? On our ability to find an answer to it may 
de pend our futur e . 

As I eaid , the question: how i s human existence possible
was an extremely unpopul ar one in the c&ntury th.at ended with 
1914 and t ho First World War. For this century was dominated by 
t he other question, the one Dr . Polanyi posed: how is s ociety 
possible? Rousseau asked it, Hegel asked it and t he olassical 
economists asked it . Marx answered it one way , and " liber al" 
protestantismanother wo.y . But in whatever for m you ask it , i t 
always must lead to an answer which denies that human existence 
is possible except in society Toa may r emember Rousseau ' s 
answer which Dr . Polanyi related to us : whatever human existence 
the re is , whatever freedom, rights and duties the individual has , 
whatever meaning there is in i.ndividual life, is determined by 
society according t o the society's objective need of survival . 
Tho individual in other words is not autonomous. He is determined 
by society . He is free only in matters that do not matter . He has 
rights only because society concedes them. He has a will only if 
he wills what society needs . His life has meaning only insofar as 
it r e l ates to the social meaning and as it fulfills itself in 
fulfilling the objective goal of society . There is , in other words , 
no human existence , only socinl exi stence . There is no i ndividual , 
there is only the citizen. You may formulate this thesis in terms 
of Rous senu ' s "Gener a l Will" in terms of Hegel's concept of histor y 
o.s the unforling of ideas, or in the Marxian theorv of the deter-
mination of the individual though his objectively given class- situation. 



The resultwill always be the same as far as the question is 
concerned : how is human exis tence possible; there is no such 
existence , there is actually no such questionJ The one thing
that exists are ideas and citizens , not human beings . And the one 
thing that is possibl e is the r ealization of ideas i n and through
society. 

If you star t with the question : how is society possible? 
without asking at the same time also : how is human existence 
possible ? you arrive inevitably at a purely negative concept of 
individual existence and of f reedom : individual freedom is what 
does not distur b society. It is the sphere of social indifference 
that s ociety canafford to neglect . Thus f r eedom becomes s omething 
that has n o function and no autonomous existence of its own. It 
becomes a convenience, a matter of political str ategy or a demagogue ' s 
catch phrase . But it is nothing vital; indeed , there can only be 
freedom if the spher e in which it is allowed to operate , is not of 
vital impor tance . 

To define freedom as that which has no function, is 1 
however , to deny the existence of freedom . For nothing survives 
in s ocioty unless jt has a function . But the 19th century believed 
itselr far too secure in tho possession of freedom to r ealize this . 
Prevailing opinion in the 19th century not only failed t o s ee that 
to deny the r elevance of' the question: how is human existence pos-
sible? is to deny the r elevance of human f r eedom; it actually saw 
in tho question: how is society possibl e ? a gospel of freedom -
largely becaus e it is one of' social equality . And the breakingof 
t he olcl fetters of inequa lity appeared as equivalont to the 
establishing of f r eedom. We t oday have learned that the 19th 
century was mistaken. Nazism and Communism a r e an expensive educa-
t ion - a mor e expensive one perhaps, thanwe can affor d . But at 
l east we are learning thatwe cannot obtain freedol!l ifwe confine 
ourselves t o the question: how is society possible It maystill 
be t r uo that human existence i n f r eedom is not possibl e as i s 
assortocl not only by Hitler and the Communists but by all 
the other bel i.avcrs in tho sociall determination of man such as 
t hoso who preach applied social psycholoGY , propaganda or administr a -
t i on to be tho moans of molding and forming the individual . But 
at leastthe question : how human existence is possiblo , can no 
longe r be regarded as an irrelevant one; for those who profess to 
beliovo in freedom there is no more r elevant questions.

I amnot trying to say that Kierkegaard was the only 
thinkerduring the 19th centur y who saw the di r e ction in which 
Rouss oo.u ' s questionwas leadingthe Western world . That would 
be obvious nonsense . There were the Romanticistswho clearly 
roalizod what was coming . There was the futi lo and suicidal 
revolt of Nietzsche - a Samson whose gigantic power pulled down 
nothi ng but himself. There was above all Balzacwho analyzed a 

inwhichhuman existence was no longer possible , andwho 
drew an Inferno more t c:rr iblo than Dante' s in that thoro is not 
even r. 3urgatoryabove it . But although those rais ed the quostion : 
how is human existencepossjble , none but Kierkegaard answorod it . 
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II . 

Kierkegnard ' s answer is a simple ono : human existence is 
possibl e only in tension - in tension between man's simultanoous 
life as an individunl in the spir i t , and a s a citizen in society . 
Kier kegaar d e::xpr essod the fundamental tension in a good many 
ways throughout his writings . In and through it he develops his
psychology, his aosthotics and his ethics . But the essence of 
his thought s hows most clearly in that formulation which describe s 
the tension as ono between man ' s simultaneousexistence in eter nity 
and in time . He took this formu lation from St . Augustine; it i s 
the intellectual climax of St . Augus t ine 's Confessions . But Kierke-
gaard gave t o this antithosis a meaningthatgoes far beyond St . 
Augustine's speculatiDn in logic . 

Existence in time is existenceas a citizen in this world.
In time we eat and drink and s l eep , fi ght for conquest or f or our 
lives , raise childr en and societies , succeed or fail . But in time 
we alsodie . And in timo ther e is nothing l oft of us after our 
death . In t ime we do not , ther cforo , oxist as individual s . We are 
only members of a species , links i n a. chain of generations , cogs in 
t ho wheel of time . Tho species has an autonomous life in time,
specificcharacteristics , an autonomous aim; but the member has no 
life , no character istics , no a im outside the spocios . He exists 
only i n and t hr ough tho species . The chain has a beginning and an
and; but each link only serves to tiethe pr eceding links of the 
pas t to tho succeeding links of tho f utur e . Outs ide t he chain 
it i s just scrap iron. The whee l of time keeps on turning; but 
the cogs are replaceableand interchangeable The individual ' s 
dee.th doos not end the species or end society; but it ends his l ife 
in time . In time man has thereforeno existence of his own; 
he exists only as a member of spcoety Human existence in time 
is not possible., only society is possible i n timo . 

In eternitya however , in the r oalm of the spirit , "inthe 
s i ght of God" to us e ono of Kior kcgaar d ' s favoritet c terms it is 
societywhich does not existwhich is not possible . In eternity
only t he individual does exist . In eternity each individual is 
unique ; healone all by himself, without neighbors and friends , 
withoutwife and children, faces the spiri t in himself . In time , 
in the spher e of society, no man beginsat t he beginning and ends 
at the end ; each of us receives from those befor e us the accumulated
inheritance of the ages , and carries it for a. tiny instant t o hand 
i t on t o thos e after us . But in the life of the spir it each man is 
beginningand end . Nothing his father s hnve experienced ca.n be of 
any he l p t o him. It cannot even be convoyed to him; for the 
experiences of tho spirit can be undarstood only by those ''Jho have 
 undergone t hem themse lves . Thus , in the life of t ho spir i t it i s 
only the individualwho has existence In awful loneliness , in 
complete unique singleness he faces himselfas if there were
nothing in the entire universe but he and the spirit in himself . 
In eternity on ly the individual exists. Human existence is thus 
existence two levels. existene in tension.
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Ther is no point on which .ierkegaard is more insistent 
than on that of tho antithesis be twoon time and et er nity • . It is 
impossible to even appr oximate ot e rnity by piling up time ; mor e 
time, even infinitelymoro time , will still onlybo time . And it 
also is impossible to r each time by subdividing etorni t y ; for 
eterni ty is insoparablo and immeasurable You might as well try 
t o ohtain a pear by piling up npples a.s to reach et ernity by piling 
up time. It i s not as st. Augustine had se.id , t hn t time is within 
eternityty , cree. ted by eternity s uspended in it . The two are on 
diffe r ent planes They are antitheticand incompatiblewith each 
other; ye t it is only i n simultanoous existence on both planes in 
existence in the spirit and i n existence in society that human 
existence is possible . 

It is this answe r t hat oonstitutos Ki or kcganr d ' s 
essential par adox. To say that human exis tonoo is possible only 
in tho t onsion between existence in eternity and oxistenco in 
time is simp l y saying that human existence is only possible if 
i t is impossible . For wha t oxistcmco on t ho ono l evo l r equir os is 
forbidden by existence on t he othor . For instance oxistonce 
in socie ty r oqui r os that the society' s objective need for sur vival 
determine t ho functions and the actions of tho c i t i zen ; Dr . Pol anyi 
has clearly shown that i n t his talk four weeks ago. Dut existence 
in tho s pi r it is possiblo only if the r e is no l aw and no r ulo 
except that of the c omplot o ly isolated indi vidual unto himself . 
Because man must exist in society, thoro can bo no feedom except 
in matters thatdo not matter Because man must exist i n the 
spirit , ther e can bo no socia l rule no social constraint in matters
that do matter. In socioty man can only exist as a socinl being; 
as husband father child, neighbor , colleague fellow-citizen.
In the spir it man canonly oxist a-socially alone isolated , 
completelywalled i n by his own consciousness; o.s Kierkegaard
quotes from Luke 14:26 : " If nny man como tome , and hate not his 
father and mothor , and wifo e.nd children, and br othr on and sistor s , 
you andhis own lifo also, he cannot be my disciple. Mind you, 
tho gosp0l of Lovo doos not s ay: lvoe these l oss than you love me;
it says : hate . 

Existence in society requires thatman accept ns real
t he sphere of social vnluc s and be liefs , rewards and punishments, 
But existence in the spir it, existence "in the sight of God" 
existence in eternity requires that man regards all social values
andbe liefs as puro deception as vanity as untrue invalidand 
unreal To say t hnt human existonce
 is possible only o.s oxis t onco 
in tim0 on cru.ns i n tween two is thus ila bleethic it is possible 
And that means if botwocn re t han the mockery of cru nbsolutos . 
And human existence - it possible tha.n tho existence of cr ue l gods -
Humant existence to Kierkegaard is only ten oxis t cnco in d trembl
in dread and anxiety and above is in desp in foo. r o.ncl 
in and anxiety and aboveall, indespair.
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III . 

This seems n. v or y gloomy and pessimistic view or human
existence .. and one hardly worth having. To the 19th oontur y i t 
appeared as a pathologicalaberration. D\1t before ZH dismiss 
Kierkegaard, let us seewhere the optimismof the 19th century
leads to . It was the ve ry essense of nll 19th centerycroed that
eternityty canc.nd will11 be reached in time; thatt truth oo.n be estabb-
lis hed insocietyand through majority deoiGion, thc.t permanence
canbe obtained through change. Thio is the substance of t he 
belief in 3rogress which was tho representative bolief of t ho 
19th oontury and itsvery own contribution t o tho thinking of
humanity You may take the creed of Progr ess in its naivest - and
therefore i to most engaging - forms t hrJ oonfidonoo that Man
automatically and through his very sojourn in time becomes better . 
mor o porfoot , more closelyapproaching tho divine . You may take
the creed in its mor o sophisticated form t ho dialectical schomes 
of Hegel and Marxin which t r uth unfolds itselfin tho synthosis 
b etween thesis and anti thesis - eachsynthesis becoming in turn 
the thesis of a new dialectical integrationon a higher and more
nearly perfect level. Or you may take tho creed in tho psoudo-
scientificgc.rb of the thoory of' evolution through natural selection.
ln each form it has the same substance o. ferventbeliefthat by
piling up timo we will attainotorni ty; by piling up matter wewill
become spirit ; by piling up change we will become permanent; by 
pilingup trialand error we willfind truth. For ..ierkegaard
the problom of t ho finalvaluewas ono of uncompromising conflict 
between oontr c.dictory qualities. For t ho 19th century tho probl em 
was pur t) ly one of quantity . 

(Where... Kierkegaard conco1vos of tho human situationas

essentially a tragic ono , the 19th century overflowed with
optimism. It always saw tho millenium .iuet r.r ound the c orne r . 
Not since tho year 1000 whenallEur opo confidently expected tho 
second coming of the the Messiah, has thor o boon a generationwhich
saw itJ so close tothe fulfillment of time as did tho man of
the 19th century Sure, therewere impurities in tho existing
fabric ofsociety but the Liberal confidently expected them to 
be burnt away withina generation or , at the most withina
century by the failystrengthening light of reason. Frogr oss 
was automaticc; and though tho f'or oos of darkness a.nd super stition 
might seem to gain at times thatwas pure doo . eption. That i t is 
lways darkest justbefore theddawn is a t r uly liberal maxim- and
one incidentallyas false in its literal as in its metaphysical
sense. The final apogee or this naive optimismwas the book 
which famous hil logist, Ernst . Haceckol1 wrote justat tho turn of 
the century andwhich predictedthatall1 t ho remainingquestions would
 ur fin:\lly nnd dccio ivol~· o.nawor oi3 within n e;onorntio:i by 
'.l: rw.inbn bioJvg" o.nd N'lv1tonia.n physion . It 1R por hnpo th·"> bo:;t 
COT!"'l •nt .. r;.r 071 th .,. fr...tc of th1J 19th c .mtury or1ind th::!.t th~ book 
r.olil lr: t.Jy, mill i"'nr. in tho i:;onor c.ti o!\ cif cinr ~r::mdfo.thnro - you 
;-·t.il 1 ~"ind it ~v >rywhcM in o.ttios c.~'U O~\ old bnokeh?l''r>s - vihilo 
:-.t. t!·- s .H1 ti-iu the: ve r y univvr s :> of D;M''ini.c.11 biol or,y a.nd 
1'!·.r•l.o!.i::'.r. !>1.y:;ics disintoe;r c. tod o. lno:1t ov·1r nic;ht . 
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To those whom tho naive optimism of Libero. lism or Dar winism 
faile~l to satisfy r.~r7' offer ed the more complicated but also in!'initel!' 
mnr o profoun~ v)sion of a mil leni\lf.\ that hntl t o come precisely 
b nonuso thP. world was so corrupt and so inpor rect . You cannot undor-
:-tan'l "'Arx or his uniq110 place in the moder n \71'1rld unless you ri:?alizo 
that h)s is a tru l y mystical mecsa ge in whi ch tho ir.ipossible, t he 
a ttr.inrient or the permanent perfection of t he class l "ss society , is 
prot'lised precisely becnuse it js il"lpOCR)ble . In n.o.rx the 19th 
century optimism thus admits defeat - only t o uso defent a s a proof 
of c orto. in victor y . 

In t his creed or imminent perfection in which every progr ess 
in time monnt pr oe;r ess toward eternity, perllt.l.n enoe o.nd truth, there 
... :a~ no roo~1 for tra~edy t the conflict of two absolute for ces , or of 
tno nbcolute lam; . There VJO.S not even r oom for catastrophe . You 
ca n see every'\':horo in the 19th century tradition how the tragic 
is ex orcised, how catastrophe is suppr essed . This shm·1s in the 
o.ttornpt - so very popular these last f ew year s - t o explain as 
catacly~rnio a phenomeno~ a s Hitler antl Uitl orism in t erms of 
" faulty psycholo~ical adjus tment"; that is , as som9thing that has 
nothiu0 to do •1'\.th t he spirit but is oxclusively a mnttor of 
t ochniquur. . Or , in a t otally diffor ont spher e , c ompar e Shnkcspea r 1J 's 
Antouy nnd Cleopatra 'flith Flaubort ' s l/je.dnmo Bovnr y a nd s oe how the 
os-S<;ntinlly trngfO ""lroros" becomes puro " aox" - ps~rchology , phys iology, 
cv on paasion, but no longor a tragic , i . o., an unc olvablo conflict . 
Or you might , as ono of t he triumphs of tho nttompt to suppross 
cr.tastropho, tab:i tho rnor a or less official Ccmnunist oxplanation 
of Uazi - ftlAciam as " just tl necc.s3ary stago in tho inavitnblo victory 
of tho Prolnt i.:. r io.t". The.r e yon h.'lvo :in pur vst form tho offioia.l 
crucid tlmt viho.tovor happons in ti"'O m1!st bo good , howovcr bad it 
iG . N..>i thur on tas troph·-:: nor trag0dy oa.n o:xist . 

Tho r e hac nev0r been a century of Wos t tJrn h:l s tor)' so far 
r l;movc.cl frorl o.n a\mr onc:rn of tho t rag ic ns that which buquonthod 
t o us t\..o Y1orld war s . It hns tro.inod all of us t o :rnppr oss tho 
tragic , to oh\Jt our 0yes to it , to dony i"';s o:xist<:mco . Hot quito 
200 v ·.;t. r c Cl.t; O - in 1755 t o b3 exo.ct - tho tio~ t ·. of 15 , 000 non in 
th~ LiGbon rJur thquakc.: was ~nou;;h to brint; do;:n tho str 11cturc of 
trc.l'\itiorul Chrictian b•Jlief in 3ur opo . Tho c ontompor a r ios could 
not w.a:~o sonso of it, they oould 11ot r oconc i l o t his horror wi th 
tho oonoopt of nn nll - m<Jroirul God , thBy oould not r.oo cr:ry ons\vcr 
to n pur o.dox or catnctropho of suoh mn3ni tudo . Now, wo dnill' 
l oar n of slaughtor and destruction of V'".stly gr oator numbers , o£ 
llhol ... p~oplor ' bvitl!; sturvod or o:T.tormiu.utod , of whol o citios ' 
be; ing lov:illod ovor nit;ht . And it i3 fti.r more diffi c ul t to oxplnin 
th·:.3., r:nn-n r.do cr.to.atrophns in t '3r ::::- of our 19th oontury r tttionality 
th::.11 it u ... s for tho 18tl1 contury t o o:xplnin t ho oorthqunko of 
Liabon in tho terms of th::: r ntionnlity of 18th contury Christinnity. 
Y ... t , I de 11ot think th:'.t thoso conto?':lporc.ry catas trophos hLvo shaken 
th.; optimism of thoso thouso.nrli:i of c cmuni ttoos thnt n r o dodicnt od 
t o t~n.1 bolwf tlu.t p•irrrr..nunt poo.cc und prospor ity will inovit r.bly 
is:.u.; frc;i,, thic wa r . Sur 1 : , thuy a.r o ~mr.:-c of the fnots , nnd o.r o 
duly outru;i;orl by thorn. But thoy rc:;f uso to soo thorn ti.fl cr.tc.s trophos . 
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Y-:; t , h~1ovor succossful tho l~th century \7:\s in sup1lr ossing 
thv tragic in C1r dor to Ii'~l:"o possi.blo humc.n oxist ... nco oxclusiv.-, ly 
in timo, t her e is on.; f nct \'lhich could not bo supprossod 1 onu 
f a ot th~.t r orra ins out:iido of timo 1 doc.th . It is t ho ono fnct t ho.t 
onnnot b .; m=.do r;onor :::.1 but r ennins uniqu :> , t ho on•) fc.ct that o:::. nnot 
b o s oc i t-. lizod but rum ins iudi vidu::i l . Tho 19th contury mndo ovar y 
offort to str ip do~th of itc i ndivi dua l , uniquo a nd quu l itn tivo 
~- 3PC" t • It nr.d1i dor th un i:ic idvnt in vit:1 l 3't:1tistios , moasura b lo 
q\.1t1nt:i t r. tivo ly, prudict:.bL.> accor ding to tho r.ctu~.rin l l nws of 
prob:.:.bility. It tl'iod to e;ot c.round do:.th by orgc.nizing c.vmy its 
conGo qu:moos . This is tho mcunin~ of lifo insur c..ncl1 which promises 
to t nko tho oon s oquoncos out of dor.th. Lifo insura nce is per haps 
t h., ·•os t r opr tJs onttivc ins titution of 19th century mottlphyaios ; 
for '-ts prOI:lis ,, " to sproad tho r isks" shows most o l o::irly tho Ih'.turo 
of this :~ttcmpt to 1"\o.~, !:o of dJa th :::.n i ncident in hum:n lifo , instcc.d 
of its t c r minc.tion . 

It \IC.S t)io 19th oontury r1hich invcnt.Jd Spirituo.lism with 
i t s o.tt .mpt to c ontr ol lifo c.ftor death b)' mochc.nic~ l mo:ms . Yot 
d 1' th p~rs ists . Society rni&ht r. .. "'.l<~ d.::c.t h taboo, mi&ht l o.y d<mn 
t '.<; rul f') t~·.t i t is ocd ?nnnor:; t o S T)(;t !- of doc.th, 1;1\ight substitute 
" hy£;ionio" c r :>nntion for thoso horribly p\lblio runor als , end might 
co.11 e;r .... vo digger s morticio. ns , Th,-, le~ r nod Pr or ocuor Ho.o~kol 
m·i.c;hi: hJnt br o:-.d l y t hc.t Dnrvtinio.n biology ia just nbout t 0 mt.k 'J uc 
livo pen-n1~ortly ; but ho did not ~kc good his promis e . And c.s 
l orlb C\S do~. t h por Rists , man r omo.L11s ni th ono polo of his oxistonoc 
outs ido or oooloty ~nd outc ido or tiroo. 

As l ong ns do~th per s ists, tho optimistic conoopt of 
lifll , t ho b ol i of thnt e t e r nity oC\n bo r o:-.ohod throue;h timv , r.ni:l 
thn t tho individur~ l cc.n fulfi ll himsolf in scciot y can the;r'Jfor o 
h~~v :> only ono outoomo i dosp•. i r. Thor o muat oomu c. poi.nt in tho 
lifo of' nv ,,1-· t!l('.n ·:1h , n he suddonl y f i!lds h ims a l!' f(,c~ d oc.th. 
And ~.t t .i1i o point h -:z is :!ll ::. l on~ ; h ."J is c..11 individn~l. I ." ho 
lives i n c.n JJ~st.mco \":hic''I. :is pure l y oxistono0 i:. sooioty, h o 
i r> l ost; '.1i& ·xic~:moc. boccr.1~0 3 r•.J~r.i n:;lo :;s . Y. '.. r !-ot;M.r d Ylho first 
di Ar;11oc" <l t h0 ph~nc-r.i.:inou c.nrl prod i.ot or! r:1ior ,· it would l oo.d t o , 
o~ llod i t. t!-10 " <l ... s p:'.ir :~+- not \;Un ·:;; t o uo c.n il'l.d ividur. l ". 
Suporfi.c:i:. 11~· 't~v· i 11div iaur. l c ... n r c oov or from thia onoo•"t."ltor with 
t h r r oblon of cxictm.c~ i n ot c rni ty. Ho !l'C)' oven r org .;t it for 
CL\,hilo . 9ut h ccn ncvor r ob-in hi s c onfid .... noo i~ h i:: oxistoncc 
i n a oci..;"tv : l>.ci cc- lly 1'·"J r~m:. ins in d .;c ?-=. ir . 

Sooic~r must tlrns c.tto..,..,t t o nP.l- o it poss iblo for ron t o 
cJj o if i t \"r.nt R hir.: to b~: .:bi ., t.C' J j v o oxclus i.vo l~· in soci. o~' • Thor c 
ir on) l ' \~ "'"·Y '..n \•:'1ioh s od.,'!;-' c ::.!' do tho.t: b;• t-i:-.ldng indivj duo.1 
i~r its· l~ ::-i::~.ni~lccG . If ~rou »'.T o ncthinr; but c. l or.f or. tho 
tr J~ c-f' t h •. r ::..co , c. coll in thu b ody Clf s oo ict-' 1 t hen you r do:. th 
\.,; "let r c:::lly :-. rlur-. t h ; it is 011l y n pr.r t of t'1' life of the \•;hole . 
Yo·' o .'1 !t:irdlv r;v·:m ta.lk of' tlo~.th ; y nu bJttor cr. 11 it c. procoso 
of' cc.J J ictivc r og1)n,1 r :.t i on . But t lvJn , 11f cmirs o, your l:i f c) i:: 11 ot 
r. r •.i'", l lifr, r;ith'J r; i t i :; jur,t t • .run')t:io11t. l pror:o3c ' lithi. u the lifo 
of th1.> \iholo d :.>v o1 d of :.u~; 11Jnl'i.n,.; ox c.·pt L• t orx of the. who l ·J· 



Thus you cc.n c o ... ·whc.t ricr kog<'.c.rd saw clor.rly ~ htmdrod y oc.r c r.go: 
t h .. t t h o optimic::o of n ~r: .... d t nr_t !'roclnim.s hun:.n oxistcnco ~s 
oxiaton~c i n sooioty, mur:t l oc.d str:dg;ht t o dospo.i r, r.nd t hc.t tho 
docpnir l or.cls stro.ight to tot:llito.ri c>.ni~m . And you can c.lso Si:>o 
thc.t thn ossonco nf tho totalitnr ian cr ucd is not ho\/ t o livo, but 
hoc: t o die . To m".J··o d:Jr. t h bonr r...blo , indi viduc. l lifo ho.s t o be, 
rode \·:orthlosr, c.nd mco.ningl oss . Th~ optimistic crood t >utt st:irt!3 
out by rnr.king life in t his n orld mo~n cvorythinc , l o:ids str r. i 5ht 
tn th'> }T~, zi (; l orific~tion of s olf- immol c.tio:i r.s t he only c.ot in 
;1hich m n onn rnor.ningfully exist . Despai r bocomos t~1c ossonoo of 
lifo itself . 

The 19tl1 oontury t hua r or.chcd t ho vory point tho pc.gem 
1·1or l d h:.d r cachod i n t he n go of Euripidos , or in t h.:;.t of tho le. t o 

·:Ronr...n E1:tpir o . And like nntiquity, it triod to find n wo.y out by 
osc:lping into t ho puroly othic~l, lrJ csc:::.ping into vir tuo a.s tho 
oss i:>nco of humc.n oxiatonco . Ethio~l Cul turo nnd thnt bro.nd of 
li b·w-:.1 Protoata.ntism t h.clt s cos i n J osus tho " Best mo.n ovor livod" , 
t he Golden Ru l o c.nd Y...'lnt •s " Cnt ogor ico.l Impor~tivo" • tho s c.tisfo.c -
t ion of s orvico - t hose and othor formula t ion a of o.n othico. l con-
ce pt of life bocamo cs fo.mili~r 1n t ho 19t h oontury ~s mos t of thom 
hr. d bcicn in antiquity . And thoy f uilod t o provide r. be.sis for 
h1mcn oxistonco o.s muoh ns t hoy ~.d fc~i l od t wo thous~nd yonr s a.go . 
Ir• :its noblest ndhor onts tho othico.1 conoopt l onds t o n stoic · 
r o:;ign.:i.tion which give s .oour ngo nnd ste::ldfr.stnoss but doc s not 
~ivo monning oithor to lifo or to deat h . A..~d its futi l i t y is 
shO\W by its r o l i:lncc upon suicide a.s tho ultinc. t o r emedy though 
to t he s toio doo. th is tho end of ov orything a.nd or nll oxistonoo. 
ri or koea nr d r ir,htly 0C111sider od t his pos)ticm t o bo 0110 of o~on 
gr oo.tor dospa.ir t h:\n t ho optimistic ono ; ho o~lls it 11 tho dospnir 
~t willini to bo nn individual~. 

I n most c:.cc.s , howovor , t ho othicr.l position docs not 
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lond t c- o.nything ns ;:i oblo o.nd t.s cons istont cs the Stoic philosophy. 
Nor~.l l y i t is :-iothing but sug~.r-oo=-..ting on t ho piJ l of tot~litari:lnism. 
Thi:; ::.t kt:st is my f ooling nhout tho positton of the yo'.lllg J~rx as 
r e l a t ed t o us so bo~u'{;ifu.lly by J,1r . };lendor shnuson, c. position in 
which t he pious hop--:; ti'l~t m:i.n vlill fi nd i:l.dividu:.l rulfillmcint in 
t ho nthi c:.:.. l go.-i. l of m..'lking his no i &hbor ~-:'PY , ii: r ognrdod o.s 
cuffioicnt to offcot t ho r on l i t y of tC1tnlitL~ricnism. Or tho othicn l 
pos i tion bocoru~s puro s ontimonto.lism - t hu po::;ition of t hose who 
bo liovo t h .. •t evil c::m bo o.bolish·Jd , hc.rmony b o ostnblishod by tho 
spro~ding of SWQotnoss. l ight c~d good ~i ll . 

Arid i n o.11 oc s e s t ho othic~. 1 positi on is bound t o 
d ::ic; ·.m· >r~to int o rur o r ·:il ntivism. For if virtue ir. to bo f ound in 
r.r:n , ov or ything t :lr.t io o.ocupt od by nn:-i nust bo vi r tuo . Thus a. 
pc:: i ti on tli:-.t stl'.rt3 out - c.s did Rouss c<.a.u r.nd K:int 175 y o:lr s ngo -
t o cst~blish m:\n- m:-.du ethical o.bsolutc s ous t ond in J ohn Dowoy Qnd 
ir: the cor.lpl ot o d .:>n1~-.l of nbs ol ut e;s r.r.d , vii t h 1 t, t ho cornpl ot o 
dc ni:.l of tho por.::;i bili ty of o.n ethicnl po:.i ti on. This vio.y t hor o 
ic 110 csc:;,p.; fr o1n d j ::;1x-.ir . 



IV. 

Ir. it thon our conclusion tho.t humnn oxistonco co.nnot but 
b~ 0xi~tnnc0 i~ trage dy and dospnir? If so , thon tho s~gos of tho 
E:ist :i.r o r ight who s oc in the dostruction of tl10 s olf, in tho sub-
m~rsion of man into the 1Jirvnnn , the nothing- noes , t ho onl~' enswor . 

Nothing c ould bo furthor from Kiork:;go.o.rd . For Ki or ko-
gr.ard h..".s nn o.nsV1or . Hu:rnc.n existence is por.siblc o.s cxiDtenco not 
i :i dospc.ir , nc o::dstcnco not in trngocly - it is poss iblo c.s ex ist.-;ncc 
in fa.i th. Th0 opposite of Sin - t o uso tho tro.di tionc. l t (!rro for 
cxi.o t oncCJ pnro ly in socie ty - is not virtue ; it is faith . 

Feith is tho b e lief tha t in God tho impossible is possible , 
thnt in Him tirao c~nd otcrnity ttr c ono , tho.t both life nnd death 
n r G moa.nin&ful. In· my f uvori t o c.mong Kior kogo.c.rd ' s books , n li ttlo 
volu."!lo called " Fonr o.nd Tr embling", Kiorkogar.r d r r-.isos tho question: 
Wha t is it t hci.t distinguishe s Abruho.m ' s willingne ss to so.orifico 
his son, Is::tuc , from ordinc,r y murder? If the distinction v1oulc1 b o 
tho.t Abrn~m never illt ondod to go th.rou&h with tho sncrifico , but 
intond:id a ll tho time only to mnk:o o. shor1 of his obodicncc to God , 
thor.. Abr::-.hrun indood vmuld no't ho.v.tJ b oen c>. lnurdcrcr , but he would 
h o.v..: boon something moro dcspionblos o. fra.ud o.nd a. ohoa.t . If ho ~d 
not loved Iso.nc but hn.d boon indifforont, ho would hf.vo boen willing 
to bo n mur der e r . But AbrcLhO.l!'. wa.s o. holy mnn; c.nd God ' s comrrc..nd 
\W.s for him nn a. bs oluto c ommr.nd to be cx:ioutod with out r es orvn ti on. 
And wo ~re told thct he lovod Isa.no more th~n himself . But Abrnhn~ 
h a.I) fa. :i. th . HtJ boliov.:id t ho.t i n God th.;; i mpossible would b ooomc 
poss i blo ; thnt he could mcocuto God ' s oruor r~ud y e t r ote. in Iso.o.c . 
If you lookod into this littla volumv on "Foo. r ::tnd Trembling" you 
muy h::ivo s oon from tho introriuction of t hu t r n.nolutor thc.t it doo. l s 
syinbolioc.lly with Kiurl~cgnr,rd's i nnor most soorot , his gr oat o.nd 
trugin lovr) stor y , c.na th~-..t ho t n l ks of hi~clf \•hon ho t a. lks of 
Abruhmn, cind of his love whon ho tn l ks of Isunc - o. lovo ho hc.d 
skue;!1torod although ho lovod it more tho.n he lovod himself . But 
this moo.ning o.s n symbolic o.utobibgro.phy is only incidontn l. . The 
tru·:. , th;, univorsul m:J:mi~g is thnt hun:.<n c:x.iatc.: ri.c::> is po3sihlc. ,, 
onlr T?Ossnlc , in fnit•1. I n fo.ith tho j.ndividun l b ocomcs thv 
unlvor ::ir.il , cor,s •: n to b :> isola.tCJd , be comes mco.ningful o.nd c.bsoluto ; 
hcHco in i':::d th thr,r r, is n truo ethic . And in fo i th oxistonco in 
scoiet"IJ h ocomos mco.ningful too as oxistc~.oo in true cho.ri ty. 

This f cdth is not what todo.y so ofton is cnllod a " mystic!ll 
oxpcric.mco11 - something th::-.t co.n o.pp::.rontl~r b o induced by ;t!'lo propor 
br ::mthir~g oxurcises , by f usting , by nr.rcotio drugs or by prolongod 
exposure to Bach with clos ed ·jycs o.i:d closed e:...r s . It is somothing 
thr.t c~n bo o.tt ainod only through despair , through tro.gody, through 
l onr.; , pniuful o.nd coc.solos::; str uggle . It is not irro.tionnl s onti-
m0nto l , Ol'l\Otionnl or spontc.noous . It comes n. s t ho r esult of ser ious 
thinkine; :-.nd lco.r ni!1g , of rigid discil,> lino , of c omplete sobriety, 
of hw:ibbnoss :l~d of suborcl inc.i.tion of t ho s e lf to a. higher ,,c.n 
a bs ol ute will . It 1.t somot hir1g f ow cnn uttni!l; but a. 11 co.n - o.nd 
shoul~ - s anrch for it-



Tide is ns f r.r ns I ccln go. I f you \7t.nt to go furthor ·, 
if ynu \1f•!1t t o know about t ho nc.turo of r o ligious o:>:por ionco , 
: bout t h·; wr.y to it . ~bont f c. it:t itsolf, yo\1 hnv:'l to r oad Kior ko-
e;r.r.r d . Evo"'l Rn yov TC~' s c.y t hr.t I h=.vo triod t o loa.d you furthor 
t h:ln I kJ1ow tho r o:.:d cysolf. You mr.y r opr ooch mo for c. ttorapting 
t o forc •J i n to n r igid philosophicc. l system t ho t hought of a. mc.n 
c.s bittorl:,r oppo:;.:id t o syr;toms a.s rm.a liorkoi;n~1rd . You my r oproo.ch 
mo fnr t rying to nn~:o Irfor kcen .r d o.coopt ~oci-~r ~ R r o:il ::.net 
t\()::mingful v1h ... r o1.::: h:i a.ctu:-. ll~,r r opudj r;.tod l t. You '!1'/J.y ov~n s ay thr.t 
I hnVtJ f c,ilod in r o le.ting f C'.i t h t o oxistonco in s ocioty. All those 
co1npla. i nt s \/oulu b t1 juntifiod , but I y;ou lcl not bo v or y rnach dia • 
turbc d "rJ.r t hom - c. t l east not ns f r.r ns t ho pur pose of t his ta l k 
is conot)r nc.•d . For ,.11 I uo.ntod to shrn·1 you is tho posoibility of 
hU.111".l '"! oxistcnco in f ni t h c.ud the nood for it. Todc :r in tho totnlit:lria.n 
orc-.;ds \ :-. h.:..vo ~ philosophy whtoh OllC.bloa :non t o dio . Do not 
u•1dcro:ltlr~.to t ho str cnr;th of such ~ philosophy• For in c. tirao 
of E;r v l t sorrm1 nnd cc tr'.s troplHi s uch c o \ 'IO hc.·1 1 to livo through, 
it i n ''- ;-;r •.m. t t hing to bo c.bl o to rlio . But i t i s aot enough. 
nr.r l··-.g· ·1r rl t nn onnblca ><!OU t o dio ; but his f .ith c.l so onc.,blc s 
t he •r. J.; Cl l i VO • 
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