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INTRODUCTION

THE DIALECTICAL SELF

No sooner had the warm liquid mixed with the crumbs touched my
palate than a shudder ran through me and I stopped, intent upon
the extraordinary thing that was happening to me. An exquisite
pleasure had invaded my senses, something isolated, detached,
with no suggestion of its origin. And at once the vicissitudes of life
had become indifferent to me, its disasters innocuous, its brevity
illusory—this new sensation having had on me the effect which love
has of filling me with a precious essence; or rather this essence was
not in me, it was me.
—Marcel Proust, Swann’s Way
Think you’re escaping and run into yourself. Longest way round is
the shortest way home.
—James Joyce, Ulysses

Trauma and Mimesis
Ours is a fractured age. Born in the crucible of World War I, the promise of a
progressive philosophy encompassing the totality of our spiritual and sociopolitical lives—a promise last tendered by G. W. F. Hegel—came to seem a
fool’s crusade at best and, at worst, a rationalization for imperial destructiveness. Whereas we had once been able to imagine Western civilization as a
universalist project delivering rational enlightenment to humankind,1 with
Hegel’s thought representing a particular highpoint, the sheer destructiveness
of World War I shattered this s elf-image, revealing that it might only run skin
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deep. And what began with World War I only intensified in the decades to
follow, as the examples of the Holocaust and Hiroshima, National Socialism
and Stalinism, and the Cold War and decolonization all seemed to provide
tragic proof of a will to domination that existed as the hidden foundation of
the Western project. In the ensuing wreckage, it seemed like a new era of
rupture had begun.
As early as 1920, Sigmund Freud captured something of this zeitgeist.
Turning to the question of trauma in Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Freud
offered a clinical analysis for a phenomenon of unfortunate familiarity following World War I, as he argued that trauma entailed a rupture in our ability to
construct a cohesive mental representation of the world.2 For Freud, our attempt to make sense of the world was a necessary developmental step in the
growth of personal autonomy, as it allowed us to navigate the world.3 However, as our understanding derives its impetus from self-preservation, it was
necessarily complicit in domination, insofar as we want to understand the
world so that we can control it.4 And since the world is simply too complex
for intellectual confinement, this made radical ruptures—be they personal or
political—a foregone conclusion.
Freud’s insight was not new, if its psychological application was. Prior to
World War I, thinkers like Friedrich Nietzsche had long predicted the dissolution of Western thought, seeing within its insistence on reason a hidden will
to domination, and thereby creating a body of thought easily adaptable to the
lived reality of post–World War I European intellectuals. For Nietzsche, the
Western project was itself a nihilistic project intent on domination; however,
as with Freud, it also served the developmental role of saving individual autonomy because it offered us a meaning by which to live—“man would rather
will nothingness than not will.”5 Nonetheless, if the Western project was little
more than a veiled will to power, investing our faith in its promise set the stage
for a massive cultural b
 reakdown—a breakdown evidenced by World War I.
Therefore, when Freud offered his postwar theory of trauma, he was offering
a clinical correlate to the prophetic claims of nineteenth-century intellectuals
like Nietzsche, who saw a cultural breakdown as imminent, because trauma
was the acute example of a general problem. The radical claims of the nineteenth century seemed verified by the lived reality of the twentieth.
If ours is a fractured age—an age in which all pretensions at universal
meaning are suspected of 
domination—
the story of 
nineteenth-
century
thought reinterpreted through twentieth-century events helps explain how we
got here. However, the pervasive sense of vulnerability and loss experienced
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by Western intellectuals following World War I—we might say their trauma—
not only made the insights of the nineteenth century particularly resonant but
also led to their distortion.6 Rather than interpreting the criticisms levied by
nineteenth-century thinkers as correctives to the Western project, the tumult
of events often led to their stark portrayal.7 However, for Freud, while meaning might be implicated in an attempt to control our surroundings, it could
only do so if it was somehow true, because our ability to control our surroundings depended on an accurate representation of them. This is what
Freud believed trauma was, after all, as trauma was the result of only those
psychic attacks that we did not foresee.8 It did not invalidate truth; it merely
demonstrated its limits. In this sense, what Europe had lived through was not
necessarily an invalidation of the Western project but an attack on the hubris
that believed it fulfilled. As Freud himself wrote when reflecting on the war,
our disappointment should not lead us to conclude that the promise of a
peaceful future is forever invalid but only that we have not traveled as far as
we once thought.9
The lessons of World War I were hardly momentary insights. The horrors
of the century to follow solidified these truths, as the twentieth century
seemed better proof of ethical, political, and philosophical pessimism than of
the optimism of earlier ages. While the trauma of war receded, becoming ever
more a memory and less a lived reality, what remained of this tumultuous
period was its deep suspicion of any sense of meaning that had pretensions of
universality. All told, we had come to embrace rupture rather than being surprised by it. However, as Freud argues, even the very breakdown of meaning
helps reveal universal truths against which it is hard to argue. Specifically,
while the meaning that we assert as true might be less than the full truth, our
endless attempt to create such meaning reveals underlying truths about ourselves. We might therefore become suspicious of all truth, even going so far as
to embrace a contemporary iteration of Nietzsche’s will to “nothingness,” but
the very activity of asserting the meaninglessness of the world proves its own
conclusions wrong. As Nietzsche knew, nothingness is itself a meaning by
which many of us live.
For an age in the midst of a b
 reakdown—an age of unprecedented
destruction—moderation, even in thought, is often the first value lost.10
Nonetheless, in its very attack on truth, the intellectual repetitions of the
twentieth century served to clarify a truth that was evident to some in the
nineteenth century. Interestingly, Freud’s work on trauma saw repetition compulsion as a primary mechanism for overcoming trauma, as an individual
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attempts to gain mastery over the rupture.11 More generally, the attempt to
rebuild a framework for interpreting the world, even if it was a framework of
infinite fragmentation, would be something that both Freud and Nietzsche
would recognize as the activity of s elf-construction. And while there is more
than a little irony to the fact that philosophies of rupture should help intellectuals overcome it, the concern of the present work is with this very process. It
is this process that lies at the core of what is here called the dialectical self.

The Owl of Minerva
For all of the rebellions against totalizing theories in the twentieth century—
rebellions intensified by historical events—the last such theory was that of
G. W. F. Hegel. For Hegel, the diverse spheres of human life, ranging from the
world of art to that of philosophy and from the world of religion to that of
politics, each embodied something of the “Truth,” albeit in a form appropriate
to that sphere. As an example, the symbolic medium of the religious sphere
contained humanity’s self-
representation, while the ethical and political
spheres then externalized our self-understanding into the world of action.12
For this reason, Hegel could write that “the institutions of ethical life are divine institutions” because “it is in the ethical realm that the reconciliation of
religion with worldliness and actuality comes about and is accomplished.”13
All told, by locating a fundamental truth, Hegel could then understand the
different areas of life as embodying this truth in their own way. Moreover, for
Hegel, truth became more evident over time, as history was the medium
through which a truth that was at first only latent later became manifest. The
entirety of human existence, including even its historical activity, thereby
found explanation within Hegel’s thought.
While twentieth-century Hegel scholarship had many highpoints, outside
of those who worked with Hegel, this century often lacked sensitivity in its
approach to his thought, going so far as to demonize him as a p
 roto-fascist.14
The totalizing nature of Hegel’s project, coupled with the preeminent value he
accorded to reason, made him an easy target. For instance, Hegel argued that
nineteenth-century Western civilization had finally become a truly rational
society, with the preeminent location being found in the “Germanic realm.”15
In the wake of the complete breakdown of European norms in World War I,
which was tragically compounded by World War II and the Holocaust, it became easy to treat Hegel as, at best, a joke and, at worst, precisely the type of
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rationalization for domination that the twentieth century had been eager to
expose. However, what critics often failed to notice was that for all of Hegel’s
problems—and problems do exist—his theory was ultimately a theory of freedom.16 If Hegel suffered from some of the problems latent within Western
thought, he was also the most developed repository of its promise.
While this promise was often hard to see from within the twentieth century, this was not the case from within the nineteenth. Granted, intense criticism of Hegel began as early as the decade following his 1831 death, most
notably in the work of the Young Hegelians. Moreover, a decade later, this
criticism would come into its own in the parallel projects of Søren Kierkegaard and Karl Marx. However, rather than lodging simplistic attacks, Kierkegaard and Marx represent a mature and sophisticated engagement with
Hegel’s thought, for which reason they remain profoundly indebted to it.17
While their disciples did not always recognize this debt, sometimes caricaturing their criticisms as entailing a complete rejection, Hegel’s legacy clearly
lives on in their work. Specifically, relying on a model of the dialectical self
that each borrowed from him, Kierkegaard and Marx are not only Hegel’s
most trenchant critics but also his most important appropriators.
Substantively, Kierkegaard and Marx jointly criticized Hegel for the philosophical form that his work took—his philosophical idealism—as both identified an inherent conservatism within it. In fact, Hegel himself identified this
conservatism, but argued that the project of philosophical understanding was
an unavoidably conservative task.18 However, for both Kierkegaard and Marx,
the challenge of philosophy was not the conservative task of merely understanding the world. Instead, the challenge was to change it, if Marx understood this at the universal level of political transformation, while Kierkegaard
understood it at the individual level of personal transformation.19 Therefore,
whereas Hegel understood his philosophical approach as primarily descriptive, Kierkegaard and Marx borrowed an essentially Hegelian conception of
selfhood but used it prescriptively. However, as each developed his parallel
criticism of Hegel’s idealism, freeing his conception of selfhood from its conservative formulation, what had once been imagined as a unity became fractured. Kierkegaard devoted himself to questions of religion, while Marx
devoted himself to questions of politics.
It is the task of the present work to reunite these divergent discourses,
demonstrating that Kierkegaard and Marx are simply two sides of the same
coin. Just as Hegel saw an underlying unity in religion and politics, Kierkegaard’s
thought offers a comprehensive and radical philosophy of s elf-knowledge, while
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Marx offers the complementary political philosophy. Consequently, insofar as
Marx and Kierkegaard continue to serve as significant foundations for contemporary thought, the unity of their thought also promises to serve as a way to
help synthesize the diverse strands of thought that flourished in their wake, so
that the Kierkegaard-inspired project of self-transformation can be wed to the
Marx-inspired project of political transformation. Moreover, it will become increasingly clear that the success of each depends on the success of the other, as
self-transformation is a necessary condition for political transformation, while
political transformation is a necessary consequence of self-transformation.

The Parallel Postulate
To date, there exist no major comparative studies of Søren Kierkegaard and
Karl Marx.20 As Kierkegaard and Marx are Hegel’s two most important critics,
not to mention his two most important appropriators, it is striking that no
such work exists. It becomes all the more so the closer we look. Born on the
very same day but five years apart, both wrote dissertations that explored
ancient Greek thought—Marx on Democritean and Epicurean thought and
Kierkegaard on Socratic irony. Both had a literary penchant (both were lovers
of Shakespeare) and then later immersed themselves in more systematic philosophical study—intellectual proclivities that led to their respective attempts
to reconcile a more romantic outlook with philosophical idealism. Both began
their mature intellectual production around 1843, with some of their early
works containing penetrating and largely parallel attacks on Hegel. Neither
held an academic post, in large part owing to their respective radicalism, so
that they both borrowed the very best of the Western philosophic tradition
while bringing it outside of the halls of academe. Moreover, neither garnered
much philosophical attention until their respective intellectual receptions in
Germany following World War I, when their work then received the attention
it deserved. While this is but a partial list of the very basic details of their lives
and thought, even this simple list would seem to warrant serious comparative
study. The question, then, is why it has not.
One of the major reasons lies in the nature of their intellectual receptions.
Not given their philosophical dues until interwar Germany, Kierkegaard and
Marx found themselves on center stage in what was also the twentieth century’s first major epoch of Western thought. However, during this radical moment in time, for all the intellectual boundaries that were being transgressed,
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it was also a moment in which many lines were being drawn, and these lines
were just as much political as they were intellectual. While Kierkegaard helped
inspire many schools of thought, from existentialism and phenomenology to
a major revival of Protestant thought, Marx inspired the diverse array of
thinkers who came to constitute Western Marxism. Yet, while Kierkegaard
and Marx pervaded the intellectual climate, this coincided with the rise of
National Socialism, and many of those inspired by Marx happened to be Jewish, or else political opponents of fascism, whereas those inspired by Kierkegaard were sometimes complicit in Nazism, or else tending toward political
quietism.21 What resulted was that Kierkegaard became a victim of attacks
waged against his appropriators, a problem that was likewise true for Marx, as
what they actually wrote often became secondary to their role in German
intellectual and political life.22 Therefore, for all the rich thought they inspired,
they also inspired many unwarranted prejudices, many of w
 hich—outside of
their respective fields of study—continue to endure today. And these continue
to keep them apart. Born in the same era, rediscovered in tandem, and then
interpreted and misinterpreted through the lens of German interwar strife,
even the misinterpretations that have kept them apart stand as further reason
to put them together.
Interestingly, this problem is perhaps most acute within the world of political thought. The foundations of contemporary Western thought are often
located in the intellectual rebellions of Kierkegaard, Marx, Nietzsche, and
Freud.23 Yet, Kierkegaard is the only figure who is wholly absent within the
discipline of political thought. However, Nietzsche and Freud are no less conventionally “political” than is Kierkegaard, but this has not stopped their incorporation into the canon. Moreover, Kierkegaard was clearly being read by
many of the twentieth century’s most important political minds, and often
quite intensely. For instance, a partial list of those who have written on Kierkegaard includes Georg Lukács, Theodor Adorno, Herbert Marcuse, Jean-
Paul Sartre, Albert Camus, Jacques Derrida, and, more recently, Judith Butler,
Alain Badiou, Slavoj Žižek, and Jürgen Habermas.24 Beyond this list, anyone
educated in interwar Germany, post–World War II France, or the United
States and England in the 1960s—perhaps the most fruitful moments in
twentieth-century Western thought—would be hard-pressed to have avoided
reading Kierkegaard. He was in the very air they breathed, but outside of the
works they wrote about Kierkegaard directly—themselves typically minor
affairs—it would be hard to locate even a single explicit reference in their
other, more political works.
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More strikingly, many of these thinkers were directly involved in attempting to achieve exactly what Kierkegaard’s thought offers: a theory of subjective
emancipation that can be married to an objective sociopolitical critique. In
order to achieve this, many intellectuals explicitly drew on Hegel’s theory of
subjectivity (such as the dialectic of Lord and Bondsman) and others upon
Marx’s theory of alienation, but all the while, these intellectuals were simultaneously reading an entire body of thought dedicated to this exact problem.
Therefore, for those who have spent time understanding Kierkegaard’s
thought and who are also well versed in the canon of twentieth-century political thought, it is hard to avoid seeing traces of Kierkegaard everywhere.25
Unfortunately, those who straddle these two worlds number but a few. And
this is only compounded by the fact that when twentieth-century political
thinkers spoke directly about Kierkegaard, rather than acknowledging their
debt to him, what they typically offered was little more than criticism. While
this is partially explained by the political intrigues of German interwar intellectual life, the full answer is found in a more difficult question. It is found in
the question of religion.

Religion and Politics
For all the twentieth century’s embrace of difference, the difference between
religious and secular discourse continues to seem insurmountable. This is
hardly true, as this work demonstrates; however, this problem reveals a more
fundamental underlying one—we lack the repertoire for thinking about religion and politics. While it is easy to oversimplify this point, among sociopolitical thinkers, there is pervasive tendency to look with suspicion upon
anything remotely suggestive of religion, a point that is perhaps even truer
among the many diverse disciples of Marx. Marx did famously write that religion “is the opium of the people,” and lines like these seem to justify no end
of contempt, as religion is uncritically equated with its conservative sociopolitical forms.26 Reciprocally, religious thinkers often see the political world as
something to be ignored, or as little more than an interpersonal realm that can
be improved through a private ethics, as they lack the critical tools—or they
simply reject them outright—for thinking about political life in a systematic
way. Politics is uncritically understood as a compromise of ethics, not their
fulfillment. If religion is an opiate to some, it is as if politics does not exist to
others.
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Yet, there is a depth in Kierkegaard and Marx that forces us to go beyond
this simple opposition. For all of Marx’s attacks on religion, including his
pronouncement that it “is the opium of the people,” there is a sophistication
to Marx’s understanding of religion.27 Even within this famous passage, if we
read beyond this narrow excerpt, we see Marx is more sensitive than he is
sometimes made to appear. For Marx, “Religious suffering is at one and the
same time the expression of real suffering and a protest against real suffering.
Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world
and the soul of soulless conditions. It is the opium of the people. The abolition
of religion as the illusory happiness of the people is the demand for their real
happiness.”28 For Marx, the deep anguish and yearning expressed in religious
discourse is an expression of real anguish and yearning, as is the promise that
religion makes. The problem is not that religion is patently untrue; it is that its
expressions and promises are the illusory form of something that should be
real. Politics will bring the same fulfillment that religion promises, but that it
cannot deliver.
As for Kierkegaard, his turn inward, away from the material world, has
seemed to many to be a renunciation of political engagement. Truth is inside,
Kierkegaard argues; it lies within subjectivity and not in the external world.29
Any political solution to the question of human fulfillment is therefore itself
an illusion and not vice versa, as Kierkegaard seems to swing to the exact
opposite pole of Marx. In a passage that approximates Marx’s thoughts on
religion, albeit in this case on the question of politics, Kierkegaard writes that
“the religious is eternity’s transfigured rendition of the most beautiful dream
of politics. No politics has been able, no politics is able . . . to think through
or to actualize to the ultimate consequences this idea: human-equality,
human-likeness . . . Ultimately only the essentially religious can . . . effect
human equality . . . [because] the essentially religious is the true humanity.”30
For all his criticisms of politics, he does not dismiss politics outright; he simply calls it illusory—much as Marx spoke of religion. And just as Marx validates the content of religion while criticizing it, Kierkegaard also validates the
content of politics—its “most beautiful dream” of “human-equality”—while
criticizing it. It is not that the dream of politics is a lie; it is that politics cannot
deliver on it—only religion can.
What we find here is a striking opposition between Kierkegaard and
Marx—we might say a dialectical o
 pposition—that is hardly the type of antithesis we can easily dismiss. If each simply criticized the other, that would
be one thing; however, what we see is that each appropriates the other.
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Religion is only a lie because politics holds religion’s truth; politics is only a lie
because religion holds politics’ truth. Ignoring our conventional ideas about
what constitutes religion and what constitutes politics, this brief analysis
should be more than enough to suggest that beneath the surface of this terminology, something profound is taking place. If Marx’s politics appropriate
religion and Kierkegaard’s religion appropriates politics, this suggests that
what they are talking about is actually the same. This would have been little
surprise to Hegel, as he developed his religious thought alongside his political
thought, seeing them as different expressions of the same truth, but it is likely
a surprise to us. Yet, referred to by different names and developed in different
directions that ultimately illuminate its different dimensions, there is a deep
unity beneath their work. That unity is the self.

Freedom and Selfhood
The concern of the present work is to articulate the idea of selfhood that unites
Søren Kierkegaard and Karl Marx. And as was the case with Hegel, Kierkegaard and Marx understood the fundamental nature of the self as entailing a
substantively rich conception of freedom. Therefore, understanding the self
and understanding freedom are one and the same. Moreover, this idea continues to provide a foundation for contemporary thought, if it is rarely acknowledged with the clarity that they brought to it. Instead, it has become an
almost unspoken—and even unacknowledged—assumption by many thinkers. This owes more than a little to the radical intellectual break that World
War I represents, and to the many violent ruptures that seemingly define the
twentieth century, as it became difficult to see any continuity between prewar
and postwar thought—beyond the nineteenth century’s prophetic and radical
critiques. In other words, the twentieth century appropriated much of the
nineteenth century’s critical insight and less so the positive philosophy; it appropriated a suspicion of Western thought without its promise of freedom.
However, Kierkegaard’s and Marx’s criticisms of Western thought were
meant to clarify its promise, not to discard it wholesale, so that a return to
their thought allows us the possibility of marrying a radical critique with the
promise of a substantive understanding of freedom and selfhood. Moreover,
it is through this understanding that we can reclaim something of the unity of
thought that was lost following World War I, as the intense polarizations that
began there have endured. For all of our radical critiques, we seem less able to
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cross intellectual boundaries than ever before, as was the case for someone
like Hegel, whose thought spanned religion and politics, history and art, and
everything in between. This is why Marx and Kierkegaard prove so
promising—they are bastions of freedom, clarified through radical critique.
However, Marx and Kierkegaard are not without their own problems; for
all their insight into selfhood, they each carry but one part of a larger whole.
While their respective interests in religion and politics do not preclude the
possibility of a shared sense of selfhood, and instead only help reveal a complex unity beneath their work, it does indicate that each developed it in a
one-sided way. In other words, religion and politics speak to different aspects
of the self; they do not determine it, as they are ways we have for understanding and developing the complex nature of the self that they reflect. So, in order
to understand selfhood, we need to reintegrate these back into a whole. Therefore, this work maintains a commitment to this idea of the self, first and foremost, so that it, rather than Marx or Kierkegaard, dictates its direction.
With this in mind, the trajectory of this work follows a narrative of the
self ’s appropriation of freedom. Part I introduces the idea of the self as freedom but does so by discussing the question of bondage, or freedom’s absence.
Contrasting Kierkegaard’s concept of despair with Marx’s concept of alienation, we will see how these two problems are phenomenologically identical.
If Kierkegaard subjectively deepens our understanding of bondage, Marx
completes the picture by situating it within a larger political whole. Part II
transitions from bondage to emancipation. Demonstrating that Kierkegaard’s
idea of a leap of faith is a narrative of emancipation, we will see how Marx
situates a similar process within political reality, thereby helping us understand the nature of revolutionary subjectivity. Part III proceeds to a discussion
of freedom itself. Beginning with Kierkegaard’s metaphysics of freedom, we
complicate this metaphysics by using Marx to situate it historically, before
proceeding to situate it communally. We therefore begin with an understanding of freedom as lived by an individual considered alone, and then move on
to a discussion of such an individual if situated historically, before examining
what a community of free individuals looks like. Last, in Part IV, we examine
the question of praxis. It is here where Marx and Kierkegaard most diverge. If
the dialectical self unites their work, their respective focus on religion and
politics reflects a choice each made about how best to cultivate its freedom.
For Marx, the answer was politics, and for Kierkegaard, religion. We therefore
conclude with a discussion of how their respective understandings of praxis
explain why their work appears so different, yet is nonetheless united by a
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shared concern for the self. More important, we will see the necessity of uniting these two forms of praxis if the promise of freedom is to be achieved.
If our own interest in freedom is to be complete, we need to learn to be
attentive to the spiritual and ethical nature of freedom and to its social and
political dimensions, to religion and to politics, to Kierkegaard and to Marx.
Kierkegaard’s vision of religion speaks to the subjective nature of freedom,
offering us a full and rich picture of human interiority, while helping make us
aware of our fundamental commitment to those around us; Marx’s vision of
politics helps us think about the nature of that commitment to others, urging
us to realize that the impediments to freedom are not solely subjective, as
there are overwhelming social and political forces with an interest in maintaining our bondage. It is only by uniting these concerns—by attending to the
subjectivity of those around us while simultaneously combatting the objective
political forces that stand in our way—that freedom will ever come to be. As
Kierkegaard might say, politics without religion rings hollow, to which Marx
might respond, religion without politics is blind. However, together, we find
truth. And that truth is freedom.

PART I

BONDAGE

We are what we pretend to be, so we must be careful about what
we pretend to be.
—Kurt Vonnegut, Mother Night
The self is not the relation but is the relation’s relating itself to
itself.
—Søren Kierkegaard, The Sickness unto Death
Why am I trying to become what I don’t want to be? What am I
doing in an office, making a contemptuous, begging fool of myself,
when all I want is out there, waiting for me the minute I say I know
who I am! Why can’t I say that, Willy?
—Biff Loman, in Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman
Labour-power is a commodity which its possessor, the wage-
 orker, sells to the capitalist. Why does he sell it? It is in order to
w
live.
—Karl Marx, Wage Labour and Capital

CHAPTER 1

SELFHOOD

The Non-Identity of the Self
At the heart of Hegel’s philosophy lies an elegant theory of subjectivity, and it
is against this backdrop that Kierkegaard’s thoughts on the self can best be
understood. Most directly expounded in the passage on “Lordship and Bondage” from The Phenomenology of Spirit, for Hegel, it is through a process of
recognition that individuals develop into the self-conscious beings that we essentially are.1 In other words, our fundamental nature resides in our potential
for self-consciousness, but it is only in recognizing ourselves as self-conscious
beings that this potential is actualized. So, while Hegel argues that self-
consciousness is the uniquely distinguishing feature of the human species, he
also realizes that it is a quality that necessarily unfolds over time. After all,
while we might be born with the potential to become self-conscious, it is only
when we use our consciousness to apprehend the truth of o
 urselves—that
is, when we self-consciously recognize ourselves as self-conscious beings—that
this potential becomes an actuality.
However, for Hegel, the actualizing of this potential does not happen in a
vacuum, but in relation to another s elf-consciousness. Specifically, it is in perceiving an other, and in being perceived by that other, that our self-
consciousness emerges.2 As Hegel writes, “Self-consciousness exists in and for
itself when, and by the fact that, it so exists for another; that is, it exists only
in being acknowledged.”3 While this confrontation initially develops as a
struggle for dominance, with one individual “being only recognized, [and] the
other only recognizing,” it is through the dialectical experience of being both
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recognized and recognizing that our s elf-consciousness emerges, because s elf-
consciousness entails both of these positions.4 After all, as self-consciousness,
we are both subject (recognizers) and object (the recognized); or, as Axel
Honneth would write of Hegel (using terms borrowed from George Herbert
Mead), human beings are both an “I” and a “me.”5
Hegel’s insight partially lies in recognizing that we live through the ideas that
we have of ourselves. While philosophers had previously relied on a similar conceptual apparatus to argue for the necessity of developing new and truer ways of
seeing ourselves—for instance, Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s citoyen—the full significance of Hegel’s insight lies in his ability to abstract from any particular content
that we might use for our s elf-definition (i.e., for our identity), in favor of identifying this very process as constitutive of the self. That is, rather than willing
particular identities into existence, even if they are identities as universal as “citizen,” it is our very potential for doing so—our s elf-consciousness—that constitutes our fundamental nature. Consequently, the challenge of s elf-actualization
resides in learning to see ourselves for the self-conscious creatures that we are
rather than for the specific identities to which we might subscribe. Moreover,
Hegel imagines the unfolding of this process as the activity of spirit, which unfolds not only on the temporal scale of our own individual lives, but also at the
world-historical scale, as world cultures progressively arrive at a truer understanding of themselves too.6 Ultimately, at the end of this process, we arrive at
authentic rather than alienated selves, because in arriving at a true understanding of ourselves, we reconcile ourselves as both subjects and objects. That is, our
“I” and our “me” become one and the same, because we have finally recognized
ourselves for what we are—self-conscious beings.
With this in mind, we can turn to Kierkegaard. In his mature work, The
Sickness unto Death, penned under the pseudonym Anti-Climacus, we find
his own definition of the self that is replete with Hegelian undertones. For
Kierkegaard, “A human being is spirit. But what is spirit? Spirit is the self. But
what is the self? The self is a relation that relates itself to itself or is the relation’s relating itself to itself in the relation; the self is not the relation but is the
relation’s relating itself to itself.”7 Kierkegaard is clearly appropriating Hegelian
language in his understanding of selfhood, which is a departure from his
usual writing style, as Kierkegaard typically writes with a style that is both
personal and metaphorical, rather than Hegel’s impersonal and abstract style.
However, whereas Hegel deploys this language in the interest of philosophical
clarity, Kierkegaard’s use of it is more strategic, and helps reveal a significant
difference with Hegel.
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To begin, Kierkegaard equates selfhood with spirit, as does Hegel, and further equates both with “a relation that relates itself to itself.”8 The language of
relation is clearly a reference to self-consciousness, insofar as self-consciousness
entails a relationship between ourselves as a subject and as an object, between
our “I” and our “me.” More simply, when we think about ourselves, we are both
the thinker and that about which we are thinking, and so, a relation exists. And
this relation constitutes the structure of self-consciousness. Thus far, Kierkegaard has hardly strayed from Hegel.
However, immediately following this brief Hegelian introduction, Kierkegaard corrects himself and begins charting his difference with Hegel. And so,
rather than continuing with his equation of self-consciousness and selfhood,
he withdraws this earlier definition and clarifies that “the self is not the relation but is the relation’s relating itself to itself.”9 And in redefining the self as
the relation’s “relating,” Kierkegaard is trying to draw our attention to the
volitional nature of self-consciousness.10 That is, in relating ourselves to ourselves, our “I” to our “me,” Kierkegaard does not see the self in any of the
self-definitions we might apply to ourselves (our self does not reside in the
relation); instead, he sees it in the agency driving the very activity of self-
consciousness (the relation’s relating). In other words, there is will behind
self-consciousness, and it is in this will that selfhood resides. However, even
in this we can find a Hegelian influence, insofar as Hegel’s notion of spirit
evokes the generative activity driving the process of s elf-understanding forward, both in biographical and world-historical time.11 And so, substantively,
Kierkegaard has yet to stray far from Hegel.12
Where we begin to find the emergence of a larger difference resides in
Kierkegaard’s use of the word “not.” Kierkegaard could have begun his definition of the self with what he takes to be the correct definition—“the relation’s
relating”—but he does not. Instead, he begins with a faulty definition and then
corrects it. While it has been argued that Kierkegaard is invoking this phraseology as an ironic parody of Hegel’s thought, against whom it is believed he is
arguing, it is hard to support this position given that his corrected definition
of the self as the “relation’s relating” remains quite Hegelian, if the stress is
placed on activity rather than consciousness.13 Instead, Kierkegaard’s decision
relates to the role that this negation plays in regards to his readers. That is,
rather than attempting to offer a philosophically coherent definition of the self
(which he nonetheless does offer), Kierkegaard is instead using language to
draw his readers’ attention to their own self. And this refusal of the standard
method of speculative philosophy has important philosophical significance.
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As we will see in subsequent chapters, Kierkegaard’s critique of Hegelian
t hought—and German idealism, more broadly—lies less with its substance
and more with its form.14 Unlike the project of philosophical understanding
that preoccupied Hegel, Kierkegaard represents a Socratic turn toward the
project of self-knowledge.15 Yet, in many ways, Kierkegaard draws upon
Hegel (and Kant, among others) for the content of his understanding of subjectivity, while changing the form, so that his works are less concerned with
offering a coherent speculative philosophy than they are with provoking self-
knowledge among his audience.16 And in this passage on the self, we can see
evidence of this.
First, Kierkegaard does not use the language of “self-consciousness” to
speak of self-consciousness but instead writes of “a relation that relates itself
to itself.”17 Whereas the former term might not engender any s elf-reflection
due to its succinctness and philosophical clarity, that which is signified by
Kierkegaard’s chosen phrase is not at all clear. As a result, readers must reflect
on themselves in order to determine that to which it applies, and can only
understand it when they identify the process of self-consciousness—the
relation—within themselves. Second, by first drawing his readers’ attention to
their own s elf-consciousness, he then negates that definition, but only to draw
their attention to something that lies hidden beneath. That is, he draws their
attention to the relation’s “relating,” or to the active dimension propelling their
self-consciousness along. Had Kierkegaard used the standard terminology of
German idealism, his readers might not have engaged in self-reflection at all,
but in choosing the language that he does, the only way to understand Kierkegaard is through such a process of self-reflection.
Following this initial description of the self, Kierkegaard continues and
offers substantive content to fill in his definition by arguing that human beings
are comprised of a synthesis of several pairings of qualities that our self, as
relational, relates. These qualities are “the infinite and the finite . . . the temporal and the eternal . . . [and] freedom and necessity,” to which he soon
thereafter adds the duality of “the psychical and the physical.”18 In their substance, these qualities will be explored in later chapters, but what is important
for now is the way that Kierkegaard describes the relationship between them.19
First, he writes, “In the relation between two, the relation is the third as a
negative unity,” while also indicating that such a self is not quite a self.20 This
becomes clearer if we look at the last example he offered, that between the
physical and the psychical, where he writes that “under the qualification of the
psychical the relation between the psychical and the physical is a relation.”21
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Here, Kierkegaard is referring to the duality of mind and body by pointing out
that most apparent syntheses between our mind and our body are actually
“relations” we are effecting in our mind. That is, rather than truly synthesizing
our constituent elements, we merely construct an intellectual idea—a self-
identity—in which we imagine that they are synthesized. And this relationship, or idea about ourselves, is merely a “negative unity” in which “a human
being is still not a self.”22
However, as Kierkegaard continues, if “the relation relates itself to itself,
this relation is the positive third, and this is the self.”23 Here, we get to the essence of Kierkegaard’s thought and to a process that will preoccupy much of
the present work. For Kierkegaard, the type of selfhood we have as a consequence of merely existing is a minimal (or negative) form of selfhood. In
contrast, true selfhood, positive selfhood, only emerges through an existential
act of s elf-appropriation that many commentators have come to refer to as the
activity of “self-c hoice.”24 This should not be confused with the types of choices
with which we are usually presented, such as those that relate to courses of
action or even matters of belief or identity. For Kierkegaard, underlying them
all is a more fundamental choice pertaining to the very way in which we relate
to ourselves. It is a choice prior to the types of choices with which we are
usually concerned, but it is a choice that provides the underlying foundation
on which those later choices are made.
To better see this choice, it helps to return to Kierkegaard’s definition of
the self as the “relation’s relating” and to Kierkegaard’s use of negation in arriving at it. Unlike other aspects of selfhood, it is impossible to focus our
conscious attention on a self that is essentially a verb. That is, to see the relation’s relating, we have to look past the specific activities in which our self-
consciousness is engaged, such as the particular identities through which we
might be seeing ourselves, so that we can identify that there is a willfulness to
our doing so. In other words, the relation’s relating is not found in any of the
particular content that occupies our s elf-conscious relation to ourselves, but
is instead found in the fact that we can identify a sense of agency behind them.
Therefore, rather than focusing our gaze on the substantive content that we
identify as constituting ourselves, Kierkegaard instead asks us why we have
identified ourselves in this way, because it is this question that directs our attention to an underlying agency. And by learning to ask this question, we can
begin to see that the willful activity of our self-consciousness might be motivated by reasons that are psychological and spiritual rather than by a wholly
dispassionate interest in self-knowledge.
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Problematically, the moment we identify ourselves we have lost ourselves,
because the moment we see ourselves in a specific way—even if the content of
our self-identity is as abstract (and truthful) as Hegel’s definition of the self as
self-conscious spirit—we find ourselves back within “the relation” rather than
looking beneath it. In other words, identifying the self is an activity that takes
place within our self-consciousness, as we come to see ourselves in a particular
way, and this means that we are no longer looking beneath this activity but are
instead residing within it. What follows is that self-choice is not an activity of
choosing a particular identity for ourselves, no matter how truthful that identity might be, so much as it involves an act of s elf-appropriation whereby we
take responsibility for the underlying volitional nature of s elf-consciousness.
For instance, whereas the identities we adopt might legitimize certain activities that proceed from those identities, in the way that national identities legitimize certain forms of state violence, Kierkegaard’s argument is that we
need to remain attentive to the underlying choice of s elf-identity by which
those actions are later legitimized. For Kierkegaard, the very way we see ourselves rests upon a choice, and the avenue t oward a responsible appropriation
of our self entails looking past the specific identities to which we ascribe, so
that we might instead ask why we have done so. The answer to this question
will help reveal qualities of the underlying self that are never directly apparent,
because if they were, we would not actually be looking at them.
Last, this also helps flesh out Kierkegaard’s argument with Hegel, which
will be fully explored in subsequent chapters, while it also opens the door for
the beginning of a conversation with Marx. Substantively, Kierkegaard’s disagreements with Hegel are often minor and certainly do not themselves warrant the stature that Hegel often plays in Kierkegaard’s thought.25 After all,
many of Kierkegaard’s ideas about the self find parallels within Hegel’s thought.
Instead, where we find significant disagreement lies in Kierkegaard’s broad
critique of philosophy. Insofar as speculative philosophy is interested in providing an objective description of the nature of subjectivity, Hegel gets much
right. Yet, insofar as Hegel offers definitions of the self, however true they
might be, they can serve to maintain ourselves within “the relation” rather than
looking beneath it. In other words, objective philosophical ideas can serve as
identities through which we see ourselves, and they therefore maintain us
within the activity of self-consciousness. However hard they might try, their
very form lends to this problem. Yet, if our concern lies in drawing readers’
attention to their own selves, so that they might engage in the act of responsible
self-appropriation, such speculative philosophy can be counterproductive.
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Philosophically, they might be true; however, from the point of view of individuals and their struggles with s elf-appropriation, believing in them can serve
to blind us to the truth. Put differently, while philosophy might be able to offer
coherent definitions of the self, there is also something about the experience of
the self that defies identification, because to identify it is to have lost it. Instead,
for Kierkegaard, the challenge is to be it.

The Self’s Activity
While Kierkegaard adopts a Hegelian framework for understanding the self,
he then places the stress on the individual act of s elf-appropriation rather than
the philosophical task of speculative understanding. This is similarly true of
Marx, who also borrows much from Hegel, while shifting the stress toward
political transformation rather than Kierkegaard’s focus on individual s elf-
appropriation.26 And yet, when writing about political transformation, Marx
often speaks the same language of self-appropriation.27 For instance, in his
1844 Manuscripts, Marx writes that we should think of “ Communism . . . as
the real appropriation of the human essence by and for man.”28 Granted, Marx
typically imagines the act of self-appropriation on a universal and therefore
political scale, but his political imagination relies on insights into subjectivity
that he shares with Kierkegaard.
However, Marx rarely charts the intricacies of the activity of our subjectivity, such as we find in passages from Kierkegaard’s The Sickness unto Death,
whose intention is to draw our attention to the internal activity of our self-
consciousness. Instead, Marx’s gaze is oriented t oward the world, because it is
there—in our worldly a ctivity—that he thinks we can best see and become
ourselves. As Marx writes in the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of
1844, “The whole character of a species—its species-character—is contained
in the character of its life activity; and free, conscious activity is man’s s pecies-
character.”29 However, despite Marx’s outward gaze and Kierkegaard’s inward
one, the subject of their discussion is much the same. As with Kierkegaard,
the self does not reside in any of the specific things that we might be or do, but
in the very activity behind these things.30 And so, as much as Marx’s gaze
looks outward, we will see that his thoughts on human activity encapsulate
the subjective activities with which Kierkegaard is concerned, if Kierkegaard
allows us to see these subjective dimensions in greater detail.
As is often the case, the place to begin is with Hegel. Returning to the
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passage on “Lordship and Bondage” from The Phenomenology of Spirit, Hegel
argues not only that it is through a process of recognition that we come to see
ourselves truthfully but also that this occurs through the activity of work.
While at first we live an unreflective life, it is only by externalizing ourselves
through the activity of work that we, like the bondsman, come to see ourselves
in the objects that we create. For instance, speaking of the work into which the
bondsman is forced, Hegel writes that “in fashioning the thing, he [the bondsman] becomes aware that being-for-self belongs to him, that he himself exists
essentially and actually in his own right. The shape [of the thing] does not
become something other than himself through being made external to him;
for it is precisely this shape that is his pure being-for-self, which in this externality is seen by him to be the truth.”31 In other words, we are not present to be
recognized by ourselves until we place ourselves into the world, and as Hegel
argues, we do this through work. Consequently, labor that was once compelled
and alienated takes on an essential role in the process of self-discovery, because
“through this rediscovery of himself by himself, the bondsman realizes that it
is precisely in his work wherein he seemed to have only an alienated existence
that he acquires a mind of his own.”32
Marx captures this same dynamic when he writes about “objectification,”
a process that entails an interaction with the world in which we transform it
in our own image.33 For Marx, “It is just in his work upon the objective world,
therefore, that man really proves himself to be a species-being. This production is his active species-life. . . . The object of labour is, therefore, the objectification of man’s species-life: for he duplicates himself not only, as in
consciousness, intellectually, but also actively, in reality, and therefore he sees
himself in a world that he has created.”34 As Marx clearly notes, the “duplication” of ourselves in our consciousness is similarly a process that unfolds in
our w
 orld-
oriented activity. That is, the intellectual process of self-
identification that Kierkegaard describes is also a process that occurs out in
the world, insofar as the identities we construct for ourselves and the material objects we create in the world are both examples of the activity of s elf-
objectification, as we try to objectify ourselves so that we might render
ourselves meaningful. In the first case, we objectify ourselves in the intellectual realm of ideas, and in the second case, we do so in the material realm of
work, but ultimately, both activities similarly reflect back upon the self that
is doing the objectifying. Therefore, just as Kierkegaard thought that identifying these i dentities—the r elation—was a necessary step t oward identifying
the underlying activity, Marx similarly realizes that the material objects we
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create are likewise an avenue through which we might identify the activity
by which we do so.
To better see this, we can look to the way that Marx differentiates between
the activity of animals and human beings. For Marx, animal activity is directly
determined by their specific natures, so that they always act in a way that is
immediately consistent with that n
 ature—bees always build hives, while bea35
vers always build damns. However, human beings, unlike other animals,
produce in a universal fashion, which is to say, rather than producing the
specific objects that are consistent with our nature, we have the universal quality of production and can therefore produce anything that we might imagine.
For example, “The animal is immediately one with its life activity. It does not
distinguish itself from it. It is its life activity. [However] Man makes his life
activity itself the object of his will and of his consciousness. He has conscious
life activity. . . . Therefore . . . his own life is an object for him. Only because of
that is his activity free activity.”36 For Marx, what distinguishes animal life
from human life is that human beings determine their own life activity, as we
can think about ourselves and then determine how we want to act. In other
words, unlike animals, human beings are free. Consequently, “man knows
how to produce in accordance with the standard of every species . . . [and]
therefore also forms objects in accordance with the laws of beauty.”37
Marx is clearly arguing that human beings are not self-identical to any of
the material objects that we create, but that the activity of creating such objects can help reveal our underlying nature. Moreover, Marx is beginning to
draw Kierkegaard in a more worldly direction, because he realizes that Kierkegaard’s interest in identity formation is similar to his own interest in the
creation of material objects, because they are both captured in his broad concept of objectification. In both cases, we are objectifying ourselves, with the
primary difference being that the activity of identity formation occurs “in
consciousness,” whereas labor allows us to do so “in reality,” so that we might
also see ourselves “in a world that” we have “created.”38 That is, in the former
case, we objectify ourselves for ourselves, and in the latter case, we do so for
others too, but the underlying activity is that of our free self. Therefore, the
challenge remains that of overcoming the desire to overidentify with these
objects, be they intellectual or material, so that we might instead identify with
the underlying activity.39
In drawing the activity of the self out into the world, Marx also believed
that this universal truth had become historically manifest. Whereas the possibilities latent in human activity have always been limited by the state of
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social and technological progress, the bourgeoisie—through capitalism—had
finally unleashed our universal character as “free, conscious activity.”40 While
Marx was certainly a fierce critic of capitalism, he also stood in awe of it, because the bourgeoisie had revealed the latent potential of human activity. According to the Communist Manifesto, “The bourgeoisie . . . has been the first
to show what man’s activity can bring about. It has accomplished wonders far
surpassing Egyptian pyramids, Roman aqueducts, and Gothic cathedrals; it
has conducted expeditions that put in the shade all former Exoduses of nations and crusades.”41 In our current capitalist world, the limitations on what
we imagine as possible are more often grounded in the social and political
limitations that might circumscribe our lives than in any actual failure of
imagination. We all live in a world in which what we are capable of producing
seems only limited by our collective will to do so and by the forces allied
against us, and this places us in direct contact with our universal nature as free
creatures.
Herein lies the source of Marx’s political optimism, as well as the political
corollary to Kierkegaard’s argument about the non-identity of the self, because Marx believed that capitalism had finally created the conditions by
which we might each grasp our true nature. However, the possibility emerges
not only via the awesome productivity of the capitalist form of labor but also
via its dynamic nature. Returning to the Communist Manifesto, Marx notes
that all prior forms of economic production depended on static social relationships, such as those of “freeman and slave, patrician and plebeian, lord
and serf, guild-master and journeyman.”42 As a result, those occupying the
Hegelian position of the bondsmen were forced to work in a very specific,
rather than universal, way. Therefore, while slaves, plebeians, serfs, and journeyman were all engaged in the type of universal activity from which they
might potentially gain a true sense of self, their activity was also circumscribed into a particular form, so that their work might provide only a more
limited self-awareness. That is, they might mistake themselves for their
identity—they might mistake the “relation’s relating” for “the r elation”—by
identifying with their particular class activity rather than with the universal
activity underlying it.
Capitalism, for Marx, had finally altered the economic system in a way
that helped prevent such narrow class identification. Whereas all prior forms
of economic production depended on the maintenance of a status quo, capitalism requires a constant “revolutionising” of production, because its underlying principle is that of competition.43 That is, the existence of a competitive
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marketplace ensures that all producers are constantly seeking to produce
goods more cheaply, because if they do not, their competitor will. And this
results in constant change in the productive process and, therefore, in the jobs
we hold. Consequently, it becomes harder to identify with our form of economic production because no particular manifestation of it lasts for very long.
Therefore, “all fixed, f ast-frozen relations, with their train of ancient and venerable prejudices and opinions, are swept away, all new-formed ones become
antiquated before they can ossify. All that is solid melts into air, all that is holy
is profaned, and man is at last compelled to face with sober senses, his real
conditions of life, and his relations with his kind.”44 In Marx’s reading of economic history, the universal process of self-appropriation had now become
more of a historical possibility because history itself was provoking self-
appropriation, in much the way that Kierkegaard intended to do by way of his
destabilizing form of writing.

Recognition and Individuality
Marx and Kierkegaard devote much of their writing to the process of s elf-
appropriation, either at the individual or universal level, and this process provides the overall narrative direction for the present work. However, the focus
of this chapter remains the nature of the individual self, both in terms of its
inner and outer activity. Thus far, however, the focus has been on such a self
from the perspective of a self yet to be appropriated. That is, Kierkegaard’s
intention was to draw attention to the “relation’s relating” because we have
presumably not yet appropriated ourselves, and this was similarly true for
Marx, whose discussion of the self ’s activity takes place in the context of the
unique education that capitalism potentially provides. While Part III will offer
a comprehensive picture of an appropriated self, at this point, it is useful to
offer a brief sketch.
For Kierkegaard, in recognizing ourselves as the self ’s internal a ctivity—
the relation’s relating—we necessarily recognize others that way too. That is,
insofar as we have overcome the tendency to see ourselves as any of the identities we proffer and instead come to see ourselves as the underlying creative
act through which these are born, we similarly overcome the tendency to see
others as s elf-identical to their identities. This also applies to the universal
definition of the self; if Kierkegaard’s s elf-appropriated individuals see themselves and others as the universal, they would be the Hegelian individuals
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against whom Kierkegaard is arguing, and not the individuals who have appropriated their individual—albeit universal—selves. Unlike other universal
qualities that might define animal species, that which defines human b
 eings—
our freedom—is a paradoxical quality. Whereas other universal definitions
subordinate individual difference to that which is held in common, so that
different animal species can be said to be governed by a shared nature, our
shared universal of freedom is the very mechanism by which we differentiate
ourselves. Freedom does not eclipse our individuality; our individuality presupposes freedom. And this is a point that we will repeatedly encounter in
Kierkegaard’s work, such as in Fear and Trembling’s pronouncement that
“Faith is namely this paradox that the single individual is higher than the
universal.”45 For Kierkegaard, therefore, recognition of our universal nature
entails recognition of our individuality.
This is similarly true for Marx. However, whereas Kierkegaard clearly asserts that the activity of authentic recognition entails the recognition of the
individuality of the other, he does not much explore what this means in a
more concrete way. Yet, with his focus on objectification as the outward directed activity of the self, Marx is in a much better position to describe the
intricacies of the intersubjective interactions of self-appropriated individuals.
In overcoming the tendency to mistake subjects for objects, we come to see
objects as the expressions of subjects. Therefore, “man does not lose himself
in his object only when the object becomes for him a human object or objective man. This is possible only when the object becomes for him a social object, he himself for himself a social being, just as society becomes a being for
him in this object.”46 When we come to see ourselves as subjects creating objects, we likewise come to see other objects as the creations of other subjects,
and the objective world is duly transformed into a human and therefore social
world.
Furthermore, with the ability to recognize objects as objectifications of
subjects, the endless richness of human interiority finds expression in the
world, thereby provoking the deepening and broadening of our own subjectivity. In a concrete sense, given that we are each specific individuals, the experience of the objectifications of others often reveals new dimensions of our
shared humanity. Most clearly demonstrated in the realm of aesthetics, painters like Picasso teach us to “see” in new ways just as composers like Stravinsky
teach us to “hear” in new ways, because each objectifies something new about
the human experience. For instance, for Marx, “music awakens in man the
sense of music, and just as the most beautiful music has no sense for the
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unmusical ear . . . it can therefore only exist for me insofar as my essential
power exists for itself as a subjective capacity; because the meaning of an
object for me goes only so far as my sense goes (has only a meaning for a sense
corresponding to that object).”47 Whereas we fail to see the humanity latent
within objects prior to self-appropriation, following self-appropriation, the
entire world takes on a social dimension, and we are consequently faced with
the true diversity of the human experience.48 Confronted with this, we learn
how to perceive the intricacies of this experience in the objects with which we
are presented. More simply, we really do learn to listen and to see in new
ways—for Marx, “the eye has become a human eye”49—because our experience of the world becomes the activity of interpreting the endless diversity
that others create within it.
Human history is thereby transformed into a dialectical process of humanization in which we objectify ourselves, and these objectifications then
provoke the receptive capacities of others, and vice versa. Therefore, our lives,
both individually and as the collective history of the species, are transformed
into the progressive process of humanization. For Marx, “Only through the
objectively unfolded richness of man’s essential being is the richness of subjective human sensibility (a musical ear, an eye for beauty of form . . . either
cultivated or brought into being. For not only the five senses but also the so-
called mental senses, the practical senses (will, love, etc.), in a word, human
sense, the human nature of the senses, comes to be by virtue of its object, by
virtue of humanised nature.”50 With each passing day, we learn about ourselves
in our own objectifications, learn about others through theirs, and collectively
develop the capacity to interpret these objectifications for the rich subjectivity
shared within them. Consequently, the “forming of the five senses is a labour
of the entire history of the world.”51 Regardless of whether we ascribe to Marx’s
broader historical narrative, he is clearly describing the intersubjective experience of s elf-appropriated subjects. Our world speaks, and as time passes, it
both has more to say and we also become better at listening.
Last, Marx poetically refers to such individuals as “rich human beings.”
For them, the authentic objectification of their unique selves has become a
necessity, just as they also come to need such richly imbued objectifications
from others. Consequently, “in place of the wealth and poverty of political
economy come the rich human being and the rich human need.”52 And such a
human being is one for whom their own “realisation exists as an inner necessity” and in which this necessity can only be satisfied by “a totality of human
manifestations of life.”53 In other words, the rich human being is one who
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experiences the most profound of human needs—the need for other human
beings.54 Under socialism, therefore, “not only wealth, but likewise the poverty
of man . . . receives . . . a human and therefore social significance. Poverty is
the passive bond which causes the human being to experience the need of the
greatest wealth—the other human being.”55 True wealth and true poverty relate not to the possession of currency or material goods but to the wealth and
poverty of ourselves and our social reality. In truly becoming ourselves, it is
from this poverty that we suffer and for this wealth that we yearn.

CHAPTER 2

DECEPTION

Alienation
While Marx offers a new understanding of wealth and poverty that relates to
the humanization of ourselves and our world, he also identifies a contradiction in the modern economy. As much as capitalism has unleashed our productive potential, it has paradoxically led to an impoverished world for
workers. For Marx, “The worker becomes all the poorer the more wealth he
produces, the more his production increases in power and size. The worker
becomes an ever cheaper commodity the more commodities he creates.”1
However, this is not a hyperbolic or polemical assertion, but a sophisticated
insight into an underlying dynamic of capitalism. Specifically, for Marx, “The
devaluation of the world of men is in direct proportion to the increasing value
of the world of things.”2 Making use of the conventional account of wealth as
something that is a quantitative measure of value, Marx is arguing that the
more productive workers are in this conventional sense, the more they become impoverished according to his more expansive and qualitative sense of
poverty. And this dynamic lies at the core of Marx’s concept of alienation.
To better understand Marx’s point, it helps to see it as a superimposition of
Hegel’s insights into work atop those of Adam Smith. According to Smith, the
productivity of capitalism occurs because of the division of labor, which creates
this increase by allowing for three things: the increase in the specialization of
labor, the decrease in transit time between different aspects of the labor process, and the increase of mechanization.3 However, the cost of this increased
productivity is a diminishment in workers’ quality of life, because the activity
of work is increasingly reduced to its lowest common d
 enominator—rote
repetition—

which renders work a dehumanizing activity rather than a
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humanizing one. As Smith notes, capitalism made the “labouring poor” “as
stupid and ignorant as is possible for a human creature to become,” which was
a process that hardly stopped with their intellectual faculties, because work
also “corrupts even the activity of ” their bodies.4 This inalienable tendency
within capitalism prompted Smith to call for public education, which he
thought might help counteract it.5
When Marx wrote his manuscripts in 1844, he clearly drew upon Smith.
For instance, in the opening pages of the section on alienated labor, he writes
that a criticism of the economy does not even need to go further than what
the discipline of political economy asserts, because “political economy itself,
in its own words, [has shown] that the wretchedness of the worker is in inverse proportion to the power and magnitude of his production.”6 That is,
capitalism itself presupposes that the cost of higher productivity is the degradation of workers. However, for Marx, the degradation of workers goes far
beyond what Smith imagined. For instance, when Marx earlier wrote that “the
devaluation of the world of men is in direct proportion to the increasing value
of the world of things,” his reference to the devaluation of the world of men is
a clear reference to an understanding of work informed by Hegel.7 That is, the
increased “ value . . . of things” is a quantitative measure of that which we produce, but the devalued “world of men” is a qualitative measure of our human
reality. And so, the cost of the quantitative increase in productive capacity has
been a spiritual one.
This dynamic lies at the core of Marx’s theory of alienation. For Marx,
rather than a world in which work expresses the subjective need to objectify
ourselves, we instead live in a world where 
work—
our capacity for
objectification—serves an instrumental goal. Specifically, because capitalism
does not produce goods according to the human needs they serve but according to the potential profit they make, our human capacity for objectification
is subordinated to the instrumental logic of capitalism.8 As a result, rather
than finding validation in the objects we create, “the object which labour
produces—labour’s product—confronts it as something alien, as a power independent of the producer. . . . Under these economic conditions this realisation
of labour appears as loss of realisation for the workers; objectification as loss of
the object and bondage to it; appropriation as estrangement, as alienation.”9
While objectification should be a process that leads to the humanization of
the world, it instead becomes a process of dehumanization, because every day
spent laboring is a day in which the world is increasingly transformed into
one that does not belong—neither spiritually nor in terms of legal ownership—
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to those who create it. Rather than seeing ourselves in the world, it instead
confronts us as an alien object. Therefore, the more that a worker works, “the
more powerful becomes the alien world of objects which he creates over and
against himself, [so that] the poorer he h
 imself—his inner w
 orld—becomes,
the less belongs to him as his own.”10
In this we find Marx’s understanding of “private property,” the name he
gives to the unique form given to the objects produced under capitalism. As
Bertell Ollman puts it, private property is alienated labor “viewed from the
angle of . . . [its] product.”11 However, for Marx, private property is both the
cause and the effect of alienated labor. Private property is the cause of alienation because authentic objectification is usurped in the interest of producing
it, but it is also the effect of alienation, because only objects disinvested of
their essential subjective content can be viewed as interchangeable measures
of a purely quantitative sense of value. For Marx, therefore, “on the one hand
it [private property] is the product of alienated labour, and . . . on the other it
is the means by which labour alienates itself, the realisation of this alienation.”12
Consequently, within capitalism, it is neither workers’ creation of an object
that confers ownership nor consumers’ need. Instead, the only criterion of
ownership that is recognized under a regime of private property is money,
which reflects a failure to respect a sense of possession that is more meaningful. In our world, it is mine only because I bought it.
While objectification is the outward-directed activity of the self, underlying our alienation from the objective world is a more profound sense of
alienation—that from ourselves. That is, insofar as objectification is the activity of the self, when labor becomes an instrumental activity in the service of
capitalism, we are ceding away our very self. As Marx writes, “The external
character of labour for the worker appears in the fact that it is not his own, but
someone else’s, that it does not belong to him, that in it he belongs, not to
himself, but to a nother . . . [this is also] the loss of his self.”13 Rather than using
the activity of the self to express ourselves, by rendering work instrumental,
we instead express the will of another. And insofar as our self is its volitional
activity, in conforming our will to that of another, it is as if our very self becomes that of another. Consequently, not only do we become alienated from
the world that we create, but the underlying phenomenon is that we become
alienated from ourselves.
The instrumentalization of labor under capitalism thereby comes to define
the relationship that we have with ourselves. In pursuit of the wages that are
the reward for capitalist work, we render our free self a means to an end. Or,
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as Marx writes, “In degrading spontaneous, free activity to a means, estranged
labour makes man’s s pecies-life a means to his physical existence.”14 In the
prior chapter, we saw how Marx distinguishes between the work of animals
and that of humans by arguing that humans produce universally and thereby
creatively, whereby animals produce only that which is immediately determined by their nature.15 However, because we use our human capacity in an
instrumental way, we find ourselves returning to a form of life similar to that
of animals, because our work is now determined rather than free. Consequently, the worker “only feels himself freely active in his animal functions—
eating, drinking, procreating, or at most in his dwelling and in dressing-up,
etc.; and in his human functions he no longer feels himself to be anything but
an animal. What is animal becomes human and what is human becomes animal.”16 In rendering our most human capacity for freedom an instrumental
activity, we remove the joy that attends the creative exercise of our freedom,
so that our most human capacity comes to feel like the most inhuman, while
our most animal activities are those left for us to enjoy. More simply, capitalist
labor instrumentalizes our freedom, so that we do not enjoy work but only
freedom from it, or “leisure.”
Finally, insofar as “free, conscious activity” constitutes our “species-
character,” alienation from oneself is not solely a phenomenon of the individual but of social life too. Specifically, in losing access to that which makes us
human, we likewise lose the medium through which we authentically relate
to others. Therefore, “the proposition that man’s species-nature is estranged
from him means that one man is estranged from the other, as each of them is
from man’s essential nature.”17 Not only do we lose our own authentic selves,
but we also lose those of others. Consequently, we come to live in a lonely
world. And this loneliness will help make sense of Kierkegaard’s chosen world
for alienation—despair.
However, before turning to Kierkegaard’s understanding of self-alienation,
there is one last feature of Marx’s concept of alienation worth noting, especially as it will help draw a comparison with Kierkegaard. Given Marx’s volitional understanding of the self, the activity of alienated labor is transformed
into the very activity of self-alienation, as the alienated activity in which our
self is engaged is also the activity by which we become self-alienated. Self-
alienation is therefore a phenomenon in which we are actively involved.
Rather than using the activity of the self in a process of s elf-development and
self-discovery, we instead use the self in a process that distances ourselves
from ourselves. For Marx, “The product [of alienated labor] is after all but the
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summary of the activity, of production. [Therefore] production itself must be
active alienation, the alienation of activity, the activity of alienation.”18 In other
words, insofar as our self is its free activity, not only do we become alienated
from that activity, but it is this selfsame activity that is the agent of our alienation. Or, as Kierkegaard will note, we will our own despair.

Despair
While The Sickness unto Death offers the clearest definition of Kierkegaard’s
idea of the self, the substantive focus of this work is his concept of despair. It
also happens to be one of Kierkegaard’s most complex and mature works, so
that in exploring the concept of despair Kierkegaard manages to subsume
many of his diverse concerns under this one broad framework. Despair is
therefore not only the central concept within The Sickness unto Death, but it
is also a concept that succinctly captures the problems with which his work
had always been struggling. Early in the work, Kierkegaard defines the self as
the “relation’s relation,” and as he continues, despair emerges as the malady
from which such selves suffer. Writing about despair, Kierkegaard offers this
universal definition: “To despair over oneself, in despair to will to be rid of
oneself—this is the formula for all despair.”19 For Kierkegaard, despair is a
condition in which the self does not want to be the self that it is and instead
tries to will itself away. Hardly an exceptional situation, Kierkegaard sees despair as a nearly universal condition. “That one is in despair is not a rarity; no,
it is rare, very rare, that one is in truth not in despair.”20
In The Sickness unto Death, Kierkegaard categorizes the different forms of
despair according to their intensity, explaining that consciousness of our own
despair is the cause of its intensification.21 In subsequent chapters, we will
explore the more intense forms of despair, but for now, we will explore its least
intense form.22 This form, which Kierkegaard describes as a form of despair
that is ignorant of being in despair, is the most common form of despair, and
also one that best helps explain its more general nature.23 And as far as this
form is concerned, Kierkegaard refers to it as a kind of spiritlessness, broadly
equating it with the Danish bourgeoisie but extending it beyond them too.24
As he writes, “This form of despair (ignorance of it) is the most common in
the world; indeed, what we call the world . . . is despair but is ignorant of the
fact.”25 This equation of “the world” with despair is quite telling, especially in
light of Kierkegaard’s broad argument with Hegel. Specifically, in the prior

34 Chapter 2

chapter, we began to see how Kierkegaard’s criticism of Hegel relates to their
differing aims, with Hegel’s interest residing in the speculative challenge of
describing the self, while Kierkegaard’s interest lay in the practical challenge
of making individuals aware of their self. Now, with Kierkegaard explaining
this form of despair by comparing it to “the world,” Hegel’s political thought
can help unpack Kierkegaard’s meaning.
In The Philosophy of Right, Hegel discusses world history as it progressively actualizes a greater measure of the truth of spirit.26 For Hegel, the state
serves as the embodiment of our progressively truer self-identity, with custom
then serving to mediate between the state and individuals.27 Given that the
state is the entity in which the truth is actualized, individuals most truthfully
see themselves when their particular self-identity conforms to the collective
self-identity offered by the state.28 In fact, for Hegel, the state and the individuals who comprise it must be operating in sync because the “validity” of the
“universal” depends on the “volition of the particular.”29 That is, the universal—
the state, or what Kierkegaard more generally refers to as “the world”—exists
as the consequence of the uniformity of our individual wills.
If we think of “the world” along these lines while also imagining individuals as the “relation’s relating,” Kierkegaard’s point becomes clearer. The Hegelian individuals who possess the shared identity that their state proffers are
those who are most incapable of realizing the non-identity of their selves. That
is, in uncritically adopting the identity that their society proffers, such individuals are also those who are most likely to be unaware that their identity is
a creation of their self, and not their actual self, because their social identity
is the only identity they have known. Moreover, its apparent truth is only reinforced by the conformity of their peers, as the ubiquity of their shared identity lends it the feeling of universality. And so, this form of despair is
characterized by a kind of thoughtlessness in which individuals fail to realize
that they are a self, or, as Kierkegaard asserts, this form of despair is characterized by a lack of self-consciousness.30 Self-satisfied, such despairing individuals are “ignorant of the fact” of their despair.31
At times, Kierkegaard comes close to claiming that this form of despair is
not despair at all. For instance, in the opening pages of the section discussing
it, he writes that “it is almost a dialectical issue whether it is justifiable to call
such a state despair.”32 However, this is merely a rhetorical move, as Kierkegaard also asserts: “The common view has a very poor understanding of despair [because] it completely overlooks that . . . not being conscious of being
in despair, is precisely a form of despair.”33 This wavering makes sense if we
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read it in light of Kierkegaard’s general formula for despair, where he defines
despair as the activity of willing “to be rid of oneself.”34 Specifically, Kierkegaard is trying to draw our attention to the psychology underlying social conformity, because it is easy to conclude that such thoughtless individuals are
ignorant in the sense that they merely lack s elf-knowledge. However, for Kierkegaard, such an understanding ignores the volitional nature of ignorance,
especially as it pertains to self-knowledge.
As we have seen, Hegel believes that social conformity is a volitional act,
insofar as conformity—
which Hegel would argue is actually an ethical
activity—occurs by synthesizing individual wills.35 Or, as many commentators
have noted, the development of world spirit does not occur merely as an intellectual activity but as a volitional one.36 On this point, Kierkegaard agrees,
insofar as he similarly understands that identity is maintained through the
volitional nature of the self. However, if the self is this volitional activity rather
than the identity willed into existence, then the Hegelian formulation comes
to appear quite different. In willing a particular identity, instead of moving
closer to s elf-knowledge, such individuals are actually moving further from
it. And their will is the instrument by which they do so, or, as Kierkegaard
writes of despair, they are willing “to be rid of oneself.”37
For this reason, Kierkegaard defines the shared sense of identity that pervades most societies as a stubborn form of despair. The willfulness with which
we maintain our own society’s values and identities is precisely a willfulness
that seeks to avoid the actual truth about ourselves. Therefore, “if a man is
presumably happy, imagines himself to be happy, although considered in the
light of truth he is unhappy, he is usually far from wanting to be wrenched out
of his error. On the contrary, he becomes indignant, he regards anyone who
does so as his worst enemy, he regards it as an assault bordering on murder in
the sense that, as is said, it murders his happiness.”38 For Kierkegaard, ethical
thought tends to presuppose that individuals desire to do good and that ethical failure entails an absence of knowledge and not the presence of a “bad”
will. However, as he argues, ignorance of the truth about ourselves is not well
explained as an absence of knowledge, but is better explained as a willed absence, because we develop a stubborn attachment to the untruth. That is, even
when we do not know any better, we do know better, which means we sin.
In redefining despair as sin, Kierkegaard is therefore attempting to redefine ignorance—insofar as it pertains to ethics and s elf-knowledge—as a volitional act. As he writes, “Sin is ignorance. This, as is well known, is the
Socratic definition, which, like everything Socratic, is an authority meriting
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attention.”39 While Kierkegaard asserts that the Socratic definition similarly
asserts that sin is ignorance, Kierkegaard is beginning to demonstrate that the
pre-Christian understanding of sin is inadequate. If unethical acts are merely
symptomatic of the absence of true ethical knowledge, as he attributes to the
Socratic definition of sin, then sin does not truly exist, because sin implies a
willful immorality. Therefore, for Kierkegaard, “If sin is being ignorant of
what is right and therefore doing wrong, then sin does not exist. If this is sin,
then along with Socrates it is assumed that there is no such thing as a person’s
knowing what is right and doing wrong, or knowing that something is wrong
and going ahead and doing wrong. Consequently, if the Socratic definition is
sound, then there is no sin at all.”40
As Kierkegaard argues, we are inalienably the self that we are. So, whereas
an approach to self-knowledge that treats ignorance as the absence of truth
might counsel that the development of our rational faculties can lead to true
knowledge of the self, Kierkegaard’s approach is different. The impediment to
self-knowledge is not the absence of truth but the presence of untruth. For
Kierkegaard, “If sin is ignorance . . . is this an original ignorance, is it therefore the state of someone who has not known and up until now has not been
capable of knowing anything about truth, or is it a resultant, a later ignorance?
If it is the latter, then sin must essentially lodge somewhere else than in ignorance. It must lodge in a person’s efforts to obscure his knowing.”41 While
Kierkegaard attributes the earlier view to Socrates, the degree to which this
actually applies to him is overstated, insofar as most Socratic dialogues recount encounters with interlocutors who stubbornly adhere to false beliefs.42
Moreover, as works like The Republic demonstrate, Plato was similarly a ware—
aided, no doubt, by the execution of his m
 entor—of the way that self-
knowledge was a deeply psychological affair.43 In fact, given that Kierkegaard
praises Socrates to a degree that he reserved only for Socrates and Jesus Christ,
it seems more likely that his actual target was the rationalist prejudice within
Western thought.44 Regardless, in reformulating despair as sin, Kierkegaard
shifts stress from the content of our beliefs to the rationale behind our believing in them. That is, rather than asking about the substantive content of our
false sense of self, Kierkegaard instead asks why we have chosen to believe in
it. As we will see in later chapters, this has important consequences for any
discussion of ethics and s elf-knowledge.
With all of this in mind, the conversation about despair—or our self-
alienation—subtly but importantly changes. For Kierkegaard, despair is not
constituted by the actual abdication of ourselves—our willing them away—
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 ecause the will is a fundamental and inalienable part of our anthropological
b
composition. Instead, in willing to be a self that is not our actual self, we are
instead acting to blind ourselves to the true activity of our self, by trying—and
necessarily failing—to become something that we are not. Or, as Michael
Theunissen notes, “We will to be what we are not.”45 And so, insofar as neither
the will nor its consequences can actually be abdicated, Kierkegaard’s claim
amounts to the claim that despair entails an abdication of responsibility for
ourselves. Unless we know ourselves, we cannot be responsible for ourselves,
because we remain willfully ignorant of our true nature and activity. Despair,
then, is the activity of willing to be something that we are not, so that we do
not have to accept responsibility for what we are. And this is remarkably similar to Marx’s claim that s elf-alienation is the volitional activity of the alienated self.

Coercion and Complicity
Considered from the point of view of the self, Marx’s concept of alienation
and Kierkegaard’s concept of despair are therefore phenomenologically identical.46 For both, these phenomena are constituted by a self that is understood
as volitional and whose very willful nature is the medium through which self-
alienation occurs. This has served to inspire the diverse twentieth-century
discourses revolving around questions of alienation and authenticity, if this
confluence has also been treated in broad terms that fail to appreciate the
acuteness of the overlap between Marx and Kierkegaard.47 In part, this failure
owes to the apparent differences in their work, given that Kierkegaard’s psychological and religious concept of despair seems quite different from Marx’s
economic understanding of alienation. However, when these phenomena are
understood on the basis of their underlying unity, their actual differences
become clearer. Marx and Kierkegaard do not disagree about the existence or
the essential nature of this problem; they disagree about its cause.
Turning first to Marx, his understanding of the cause of alienation is
simple: coercion. As he writes in Wage Labour and Capital, “Labour-power
is a commodity which its possessor, the wage-worker, sells to the capitalist.
Why does he sell it? It is in order to live.”48 Under capitalism, the survival of
workers depends on their “willingness” to work in exchange for the wages
that they need to purchase the necessities of life. Furthermore, beyond the
lowest common denominator of physical survival, coercion is a feature of
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more remunerative forms of work too, insofar as the reproduction of workers’
lives depends on wages. That is, regardless of the rate of pay, all workers need
their wages in order to maintain their lives. And this gives employers tremendous power over their employees. Writing in the 1844 Manuscripts, Marx expresses a similar sentiment, arguing that “labour is therefore not voluntary,
but coerced; it is forced labour.”49 And by rendering labor a “means” to the end
of wages, rather than the “satisfaction of a need” itself, labor loses the sense of
fulfillment that objectification should provide.50 As a result, rather than a self-
affirmative activity, it becomes an activity of “self-sacrifice, of mortification,”
so that most of us only engage in this type of s elf-sacrificing labor when we
must.51 And we must because our lives depend on it.
That said, many of us do find satisfaction in our work. However, Marx’s
comment is not only meant to capture the affective dissatisfaction that many
have with their jobs, and that renders these jobs a “plague” to be “shunned.”
Instead, his point relates to a structural feature of capitalism. Specifically, any
satisfaction that we find in our work is merely accidental, as the actual reason
our job exists is because of the profit—or “surplus value”—that it produces for
capitalists, and not because of any personal or social value that it might provide.52 More simply, what makes a worker a worker is not the specific job that
this person does, but that he or she is selling his or her labor power to a capitalist. Capitalists then use that labor to produce goods that they sell, after
which they return part of that value in the form of wages—the rest of which
the capitalists keep (less other expenses) as profit.53 Therefore, workers might
sell their work in order to survive, but capitalists buy it solely because it produces profit, and not because of any personal satisfaction or social utility that
it provides. These qualities might exist, but they bear no relation to the reason
our job exists. In other words, the necessary and sufficient condition for the
existence of our job is its production of surplus value—this is its essential
nature—rendering any other aspect of our job, such as the fulfillment it might
provide or the substantive good or service we produce, wholly extraneous.
And given that the entire economy is structured in this way, the “freedom” to
find another job with greater personal satisfaction is not the freedom to pursue work that is intrinsically meaningful, because no such work exists. Instead, facing the necessity to earn wages, workers are coerced into choosing
between different forms of alienated labor. That is, the choice that workers
face is a choice about how and for whom they will make a profit—if they even
have this choice at all.
This helps reveal the power relations that are produced and reproduced by
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capitalism. While workers sell their “labour-power . . . in order to live,” this
exchange reflects the relative impoverishment of workers.54 That is, workers
sell their “labour-power” because they have nothing else to sell by which they
might maintain their lives. Moreover, an implicit clause of the contract to
exchange labor for wages is that workers necessarily relinquish any ownership
claims to the objects they produce. That is, workers do not own their products;
the capitalists who employ them do, and this ownership arrangement is an
underlying assumption of capitalist production. Or, as we have seen, alienated
labor entails the loss of the objects that are produced.55 However, what this
also means is that with every day of work, the volume of property owned by
capitalists increases, thereby intensifying the power that they have over workers, who remain left with nothing but their labor to sell. For Marx, therefore,
“if the product of labour does not belong to the worker, if it confronts him as
an alien power, then this can only be because it belongs to some other man
than the worker. If the worker’s activity is a torment to him, to another it must
give satisfaction and pleasure. Not the gods, not nature, but only man himself
can be this alien power over man.”56
The qualitative spiritual loss that attends the loss of our objects similarly
entails an increase in the power of those for whom we work, because the objects that we produce are the same objects that we need in order to reproduce
our lives, let alone to simply survive. And so, when Marx writes that “the devaluation of the world of men is in direct proportion to the increasing value of
the world of things,” he is expressing not only the relationship between the
quantitative increase in commodities and the qualitative decrease in our spiritual lives, but also the inverse relationship between the power of capitalists and
that of workers.57 Or, put more colloquially, “the rich get richer and the poor
get poorer.” In a world governed by money, the rich get more powerful too.
Herein we find the capitalist dialectic of alienation. While coercion is the
cause of alienated labor, it is alienated labor that creates the power of those
who coerce it. Specifically, the distinction between workers and capitalists is
a distinction between those with nothing but their labor to sell, and those
who own a sufficient amount of productive capital that they can hire laborers
to be productive with it, while keeping that which is produced.58 However,
such productive capital is merely the product of earlier laborers who worked
under similarly alienating conditions. As a result, the very power that capitalists have over their workers is a power that has been “given” to them—
albeit under conditions of coercion—by their workers. As Marx writes,
“Capital is dead labour, that, vampire-like, only lives by sucking living labour,

40 Chapter 2

and lives the more, the more labour it sucks.”59 The power that coerces workers into ceding away their claim to that which they produce is the fact that
this has “successfully” occurred in the past, so that the living truly do serve,
“vampire-like,” the dead.
While coercion has always been a feature of economic production, be it
“freeman and slave, patrician and plebeian, lord and serf, [or] g uild-master
and journeyman,” capitalism has managed to perfect it.60 As Ellen Meiksins
Wood argues, by fully expropriating workers from the means of production,
capitalism has managed to largely eliminate the need for any noneconomic
forms of coercion, because purely economic coercion suffices.61 For Wood,
echoing Marx, “Because direct producers in a fully developed capitalism are
propertyless, and because their only access to the means of production, to the
requirements of their own reproduction, even to the means of their own labour, is the sale of their labour-power in exchange for a wage, capitalists can
appropriate the workers’ surplus labour without direct coercion.”62 More
problematically, the absence of extra-economic coercion makes it harder to
identify the ubiquity of economic coercion because the economy becomes
naturalized.63 That is, rather than seeing an underlying injustice in the necessity of abdicating our freedom to the control and benefit of others, and rather
than noticing that all of our jobs share the underlying structure of alienation,
we instead see justice in little more than the fairness of our wages. However,
to borrow a phrase from Rousseau (who Marx had studied prior to writing his
1844 Manuscripts),64 “Perhaps this is a good question for slaves to discuss
within earshot of their masters, but it is not suitable for reasonable and free
men who seek the truth.”65
Turning to Kierkegaard, it is not surprising that rather than locating the
cause of despair in the objective world, he instead locates it within subjectivity. However, as is often the case, the path to understanding Kierkegaard follows a circuitous route. We have already seen how Kierkegaard redefines the
absence of self-knowledge as a volitional—and therefore sinful—activity.
And, in order to explain the origins of this condition, Kierkegaard turns to the
doctrine of original sin. We find this explanation in an earlier work, 1844’s The
Concept of Anxiety, where Kierkegaard offers an unorthodox but compelling
account of original sin, by way of a novel interpretation of Adam’s fall from
Eden. As we will see, Kierkegaard argues that despair is an unavoidable consequence of the development of selfhood. However, as we will also see, there
are unacknowledged social dimensions to Kierkegaard’s narrative that help
avoid some of his more pessimistic conclusions.
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Kierkegaard begins his discussion by asserting the general validity of the
conventional view of Adam’s fall, whereby pre-fall Adam is understood to be
ignorant and therefore innocent, whereas the moral knowledge that he later
acquires is both his original sin and the sin that ushers him into a sinful “state.”
To this effect, Kierkegaard writes, “The narrative in Genesis also gives the
correct explanation of innocence. Innocence is ignorance.”66 While 1849’s The
Sickness unto Death would later argue that ignorance is a volitional act, which
might seemingly complicate this assertion, Kierkegaard now has in mind a
more honest form of ignorance—we might say a child-like innocence. However, he does note another problem with the n
 arrative—it seems like a trap.
After all, if we assume an omniscient God, Adam’s fall seems foreordained. If
so, it loses its meaning as an explanation for our own sin, because the attribution of responsibility seems to fall on God, at least in part. However, Kierkegaard takes this problem a step further, noting that Adam lacked the very
capacity to understand the prohibition. Lacking moral knowledge, he could
not understand God’s moral injunction. Therefore, for Kierkegaard, “When it
is stated in Genesis that God said to Adam, ‘Only from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you must not eat,’ it follows as a matter of course that
Adam really has not understood this word, for how could he understand the
difference between good and evil when this distinction would follow as a consequence of the enjoyment of the fruit?”67 As a result, eating from the tree is
an almost foregone conclusion, as it might be expected that Adam will eventually eat from every tree in the Garden. Granted, Kierkegaard notes that the
tone of voice used to proffer the injunction might have conveyed a sense of
fear that might have inhibited him, but the content of the injunction remains
incomprehensible to premoral Adam.68
With this in mind, Kierkegaard notes an additional problem. Not only is
the story problematic in itself, because God appears to be communicating
with Adam in a way that is meaningless to him, but it is also problematic because the story is communicating with its readers in a way that is meaningless
to them. Specifically, if pre-fall Adam is essentially dissimilar to us because he
lacks the essential human attribute of moral consciousness, then any meaning
we infer into his actions would seem to be inapplicable to us.69 That is, if we
imagine Adam as fundamentally different from us, his action cannot be an
explanation for our own sin, except as a purely external cause, because the
story would then offer a purely historical explanation for our sin rather than
an essential one. In other words, the original sin that ushers us into a state of
sin was committed by a creature that is essentially dissimilar to us, because
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when Adam engaged in his act, he was not yet human. The explanation for
our sin, therefore, is that we are paying for his mistake. Consequently, if Kierkegaard wants to find any meaning in the story of Adam’s fall—beyond pure
dogma—he has to find a way to integrate pre-fall Adam into the human world.
To do so, Kierkegaard first clarifies that pre-fall Adam has the constituent
element of a human b
 eing—a self. Keeping in mind his definition from The
Sickness unto Death that “spirit is the self,” Kierkegaard clearly foreshadows
this in The Concept of Anxiety.70 As he writes, “Innocence is ignorance. In
innocence, man is not qualified as spirit but is psychically qualified in immediate unity with his natural condition. The spirit in man is dreaming.”71 Kierkegaard’s claim, therefore, is that Adam has a self, but it is a self that is
“dreaming,” so that Adam exists in an “immediate unity” with nature. In other
words, because of the dream state of his self, which Kierkegaard has yet to
explain, Adam does not exist as a free individual but instead lives a life governed by nature. Therefore, Adam, as with animals in the natural world, exists
in a state of innocence.
To explain, Kierkegaard continues his analysis by distinguishing between
Adam’s animal-like existence and that of actual animals, by arguing that Adam’s innocence is qualified by anxiety. “In this state there is peace and repose,
but there is simultaneously something else that is not contention and strife,
for there is indeed nothing against which to strive. What, then, is it? Nothing.
But what effect does nothing have? It begets anxiety. This is the profound secret of innocence, that it is at the same time anxiety.”72 Whereas animals are
immediately one with their nature, Adam’s “dreaming” spirit allows him to
approximate this condition without fully achieving it. His is not true innocence but an anxious innocence. This anxiety exists because Adam’s innocence is disturbed by the presence of a dreaming spirit, which, if woken,
would wrench Adam into the human world of freedom rather than the natural
world governed by necessity.73
At this point, Kierkegaard elaborates on the nature of anxiety: “anxiety is
freedom’s actuality as the possibility of possibility. For this reason, anxiety is
not found in the beast, precisely because by nature the beast is not qualified
 re-fall Adam possesses a free self, but it exists as
as spirit.”74 For Kierkegaard, p
a possibility rather than an actuality. That is, Adam does not yet possess the
actual possibilities that freedom provides, but only a “possibility of possibility.” Therefore, Adam can exist in a state of innocence, but it is a state of innocence unlike that of animals, because Adam’s freedom does exist, if it exists
only as a “dreaming” spirit that will later wake. This thereby provides Adam
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with a vague intimation of his eventual freedom, but it does not evoke fear,
because fear is always oriented t oward “something definite”; instead, his spirit
is still only a “nothing,” and this nothing “begets anxiety.”75 And following this
rather esoteric discussion, Kierkegaard finally adds substantive content to his
analysis of Adam’s fall. “This anxiety belongs so essentially to the child that he
 den—
cannot do without it.”76 For Kierkegaard, the story of the Garden of E
and the explanation of original sin that it offers—is the story of growing up.
Kierkegaard’s point is that despair, as a volitional condition, can only exist
in creatures that have free will. Therefore, animals are excluded. However, if
we look at the life span of individuals, rather than merely looking at their
existence as adults, we can see that the will is something that emerges over
time. The younger a child, the more his or her life seems governed by the
immediacy of nature. As children grow, nature’s ability to directly determine
their behavior gives way to the free determination of their selves. Yet, children
must possess freedom as a latent quality, if not yet an actuality, unless we are
willing to imagine children as essentially dissimilar to a dults—in much the
way that Adam had seemed dissimilar to us. Moreover, as children grow, their
increasing awareness of this latent capacity—this “nothing”—evokes in them
an anxiety, because the comfort of having our lives determined is threatened
by our incipient freedom. However, this is not necessarily a sense of dread, as
anxiety can often be “pleasing,” manifesting itself in the childhood pursuit of
“the adventurous, the monstrous, and the enigmatic.”77 Foreshadowing Freud,
Kierkegaard recognizes that anxiety often beckons us into the unknown, as
part of the natural process of self-development.78
Returning to the biblical narrative, Kierkegaard’s equation of Adam with
the condition of childhood obviates one of the main problems with the narrative. Specifically, it establishes a connection between readers of the narrative
and Adam, so that the meaning we ascribe to the story can be applied to our
own lives. In other words, p
 re-fall Adam is unlike us, in that he does not possess moral knowledge, but his dissimilarity is not a dissimilarity pertaining to
an essential difference, but only to the dissimilarity between ourselves as
adults and how we were as children. However, one problem remains, and it is
by answering this problem that Kierkegaard finally offers his explanation for
the cause of despair. While Adam might now be a meaningful story for us,
God’s prohibition remains meaningless to him. After all, our own despair
cannot be blamed on a moral transgression that we made as children, because
we did not yet have the capacity to make moral judgments.
To remedy this problem, Kierkegaard returns to an earlier point and writes,
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“The prohibition induces in him anxiety, for the prohibition awakens in him
freedom’s possibility. What passed by innocence as the nothing of anxiety has
now entered into Adam, and here again it is a n
 othing—the anxious possibil79
ity of being able.” While it seems like Kierkegaard has returned to the problem of blaming God (or our parents) for Adam’s fall, insofar as he holds the
prohibition responsible for awakening in Adam a sense of the freedom of
“being able,” we can begin to see how a parents moral injunction toward their
child might begin to awaken a sense of their eventual moral nature. However,
Kierkegaard’s point is even broader: “the difficulty [of the narrative] is merely
one to smile at. Innocence can indeed speak, inasmuch as in language it possesses the expression for everything spiritual. Accordingly, one need merely
assume that Adam talked to himself. The imperfection in the story, namely,
that another spoke to Adam about what he did not understand, is thus eliminated.”80 And, to further clarify, Kierkegaard adds that “the imperfection in
the narrative—how it could have occurred to anyone to say to Adam what he
essentially could not understand—is eliminated if we bear in mind that the
speaker is language, and also that it is Adam himself who speaks.”81
For Kierkegaard, it is language—our very capacity for symbolic thought—
that is the ultimate cause of despair. Born with the latent capacity to symbolically represent both ourselves and the world, this capacity only manifests
itself over time. Until this occurs, we live lives governed by immediacy, because it is our capacity for symbolic thought that enables us to imagine different possibilities for action, so that we might gain control of our volitional
selves. Put differently, we always have a spirit, but without the s elf-conscious
capacity to think about ourselves, we cannot give it direction. It is therefore
adrift, or dreaming. However, once it is woken by an increasingly self-
conscious subject, that subject is already necessarily involved in the activity of
self-reflection. As a result, rather than identifying itself with the newly woken
and unrepresentable self, it instead identifies with the ideas that it has of itself. That is, as soon as Adam starts t alking—or thinking s ymbolically—he
increasingly comes to identify with his representations rather than with his
self. That is, he despairs. And so, for Kierkegaard, the cause of our despair
does not lie without but within, as part of the natural and inevitable process
of growing up.
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Culture and Capital
For Kierkegaard, language is the cause of despair. In broader philosophical
terms, it is our capacity for symbolic thought—our capacity to represent
ourselves—that leads to the problem of believing we are identical to our self-
representations (i.e., of willing ourselves away). However, with Marx’s understanding of objectification in mind, it becomes possible to imagine an
alternative to Kierkegaard’s pessimistic outlook. For instance, if the language
that we learn in childhood is an expressive and creative language, it is unclear
if despair necessarily ensues. Rather than losing ourselves in our creations, we
might instead be taught to use them to develop and explore ourselves. Or, in
Kierkegaard’s language from The Sickness unto Death, we might come to identify with the “relation’s relating” rather than “the relation.” Kierkegaard clearly
imagines this as a possibility for a self that has overcome its despair, with The
Sickness unto Death doing its best to help its readers do so, so it is interesting
that he would imagine despair as a necessary intermediary between childhood and authentic adulthood.
However, this problem is less perplexing with a slight correction to Kierkegaard’s claim. After all, Kierkegaard does not have a problem with an authentic use of language, but only a use of language in which we lose ourselves
to the meaning it proffers. This is not a problem with language per se, but with
a type of language that is not a creative expression of self, but is instead invested with a preexisting meaning to which its audience must conform. For
instance, Kierkegaard recounts a biblical passage in which God brings all of
the animals in Eden before Adam, so that Adam can name them.82 However,
unlike every subsequent human being, Adam does not confront a preexisting
world of meaning that he has to accept, but instead confronts a world that is
a canvas for his creative activity, in much the way that the world exists in
Marx’s description of authentic objectification. In such a situation, Adam
might potentially come to recognize himself as the free creator of meaning,
rather than becoming alienated by that which he creates. In other words, Adam’s problem is not that he learns how to talk; his problem is that he comes to
see the truth as residing in the symbols that he creates rather than in the
subject that has created them. His problem, therefore, is c ulture—or what
Kierkegaard earlier called “the world.”
Kierkegaard asserts that we each lose our innocence in the same way that
Adam did.83 This claim renders Adam meaningful to us by offering him as an
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example of a “fall” of which we all partake, because otherwise Adam becomes
a purely historical example in which we are seemingly paying for his mistake.
Adam’s truth is therefore essential and not historical. However, with this established, Kierkegaard reintroduces the idea of history in a way that helps
clarify that his concern lies with culture and not language. While Adam is not
the historical cause of our sin, history does have the effect of intensifying our
anxiety.84 The reason is that every subsequent generation increases the quantitative volume of cultural meaning. In other words, subsequent generations
are not confronting language as a feature of their own capacity for symbolic
thought; they are confronting a cultural reality already filled with symbolic
meaning. And so, while “language itself ” might awaken in Adam his own
sense of freedom, the language that confronts every subsequent individual is
comprised by the entirety of our culture, complete with the social pressure to
conform. And so, our anxiety is intensified.
Turning to Marx, in a paradoxical way, he also believes that alienation is
a necessary developmental step on the path to authenticity. However, for
Marx, alienation is necessary for historical rather than ontological reasons.
For instance, we have seen that Marx imagines capitalism as serving a pedagogical role. In the first case, it provides workers a sense of the freedom that
exists in their ability to objectify themselves, because it has unlocked our unlimited productive potential.85 And in the second case, its essentially dynamic
nature works against the tendency to self-identify with the things that we
 eveloped—if fully exploitative—economic
create.86 However, until this fully d
system emerges, it is all too easy to identify with our economic class rather
than with our universal nature. Finally, under capitalism, our universal nature
is identical with the economic class of workers, if this is the case in an alienated rather than authentic way. For Marx, therefore, our “fall” was also necessary, but only until the productive potential of human labor offered the
possibility of universal human emancipation. Now that it has, we need to reclaim it, so that future generations are spared our alienation.
At the core of their difference lies the question of causality. In part, the
explanation for this difference is sociological. Marx spent his life studying and
working with Europe’s working class, and while Kierkegaard was often motivated by a deep compassion for the “common man,” the object of his attention
(and criticism) was most often the Danish bourgeoisie.87 It is little wonder that
Marx would trace the origins of alienation to economic coercion, while Kierkegaard would see our willing conformity to cultural norms as the cause of
despair, because the former class was quite clearly subject to economic neces-

Deception

47

sity, while the latter often appeared free from i t—and therefore free to become
alienated in a more willful (or privileged) way. In fact, this difference roughly
corresponds to Hegel’s understanding of lordship and bondage, with each
focusing on only half of the larger dialectic. However, it should also be possible to see the way in which these causes are not mutually exclusive but dialectically reinforcing. Economic necessity weighs upon us all, but so do the
cultural pressures of conformity. More simply, we might all face the coercion
of the economy, but we often will our despair too. Consequently, Marx helps
extend Kierkegaard’s concern with subjective emancipation into the objective
sociopolitical world, while Kierkegaard helps reveal subjective depth in Marx’s
concern with objective emancipation.

PART II

EMANCIPATION

When philosophy paints its grey in grey, a shape of life has grown
old, and it cannot be rejuvenated, but only recognized, by the grey
in grey of philosophy; the owl of Minerva begins its flight only with
the onset of dusk.
—G. W. F. Hegel, Elements of the Philosophy of Right
I rebel—therefore we exist.
—Albert Camus, The Rebel
It was a glorious resurrection, from the tomb of slavery, to the
heaven of freedom.
—Frederick Douglass, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass
Now I’m beginning to understand everything.
—Nora Helmer, in Henrik Ibsen’s A Doll’s House

CHAPTER 3

COMMUNICATION

Recovering Abraham
Of all Søren Kierkegaard’s many works, Fear and Trembling is the most problematic, yet it is also essential for understanding Kierkegaard’s thoughts on
emancipation. As a meditation on the biblical Abraham, one that explicitly
focuses on his attempted sacrifice of Isaac, Kierkegaard’s apparent praise for
this horrific act seems irreconcilable with any sense of human decency. In fact,
the image of Abraham obeying God’s command, hand poised atop Mt. Moriah, has become one and the same with that which many have of Kierkegaard
himself.1 Abraham’s story, after all, is the central concern of Fear and Trembling, and it is used by Kierkegaard to make the claim that God’s demands are
higher than those of reason (i.e., that faith, of which Abraham is the father, is
higher than reason).2 However, while Kierkegaard himself could not have
foreseen the degree to which his legacy would be tarnished, in a more modest
way, he actually counted on such misinterpretations. As Fear and Trembling
argues, the “religious” movement of faith is an existential movement of self-
appropriation, but there is an interpretive dimension to this m
 ovement—one
that the Abraham narrative helps reveal—whereby it is easily (almost necessarily) misunderstood. As a result, s elf-appropriation often appears as the very
worst of transgressions, so that learning to properly interpret Abraham is intimately related to learning to understand the emancipatory act of overcoming despair.
To the attentive reader, the first words of Fear and Trembling reveal that
Kierkegaard is interested in questions of communication and interpretation.
It begins with an epigram borrowed from Johann Georg Hamann, which
reads as follows: “What Tarquinius Superbus said in the garden by means of
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the poppies, the son understood but the messenger did not.”3 This epigram
refers to a story in which Sextus, the son of the last king of Rome, having just
conquered the city of Gabii, sent a messenger to solicit further orders from his
father. His father Tarquinius, not trusting the messenger, gave him no verbal
message and instead took the messenger on a stroll through the garden, where
he casually lopped off the tops of the tallest poppies. In this way, he sent word
to his son to execute the city’s leading men, doing so by way of the messenger,
but without informing the messenger as to the content of the message (or even
that he was carrying one). As C. Stephen Evans notes, it is this story that is
meant to orient us to Abraham’s story—and to all of Fear and Trembling.4
Throughout Fear and Trembling, Kierkegaard’s praise of Abraham seems
endless, while he offers little by way of an explanation of Abraham’s faith—a
faith that does, in fact, appear horrific. However, this absence of a positive
doctrine of faith is a further clue that any demonization of Kierkegaard might
be unfair. Specifically, Kierkegaard wrote Fear and Trembling by way of the
pseudonym Johannes de Silentio, or Johannes of Silence, and Johannes makes
it clear that he does not know what faith is. “Abraham I cannot understand; in
a certain sense I can learn nothing from him except to be amazed.”5 Like the
epigram’s messenger, Johannes does not know the content of the message he
carries, as he does not have the faith of which he attempts to speak. Therefore,
in an essential sense, he is silent. Johannes cannot even be sure he carries a
message at all, making the readers’ interpretive work all the more difficult. All
that Johannes does know is how it appears to him, an individual lacking faith,
and who therefore lacks access to the essential content of the story. And to
him, it does, in fact, appear like murder.6
Ironically, insofar as the story appears like that of an attempted filicide and
insofar as Kierkegaard has made it clear that its truth is other than its appearance, the one thing that this story cannot mean is precisely what so many have
taken it to mean (i.e., it cannot mean that we should be willing to sacrifice our
children if God commands it). However, thus far, the only thing hinting at an
alternative reading is that Johannes is “amazed”—a specific type of amazement that seems to testify to a vague recognition that Abraham cannot possibly be a murderer (and note, Johannes does not extend this charity to other
filicides but only to Abraham).7 Or perhaps it simply indicates a hope that
Abraham is not one, with Johannes having nothing to offer but his hope. Regardless, a tension now exists between the apparent content of the s tory—
content that beckons revulsion—and Johannes’s belief that the story must be
otherwise, but all Johannes offers is his willingness to extend a benefit of the
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doubt. However, this tension is intentionally orchestrated by Kierkegaard and
helps explain a central pillar of Fear and Trembling.
In order to reveal the hidden message that Abraham’s story contains, to
the extent that this revelation is possible, Kierkegaard first needs to make us
aware of the interpretive role that we play in understanding the world. And by
shocking us with such a horrific story, while simultaneously praising it, he is
attempting to do just that. Whereas the apparent obviousness of the narrative
makes it seem as if we are passive recipients of the story’s unquestioned meaning, by insisting that we entertain the possibility that the meaning might be
otherwise, Kierkegaard is attempting to provoke the awareness that there is a
difference between how a story appears and what it essentially means.
In this, we can see a way in which Kierkegaard represents a sort of post-
Hegelian Kantianism. Clearly adopting a model of freedom and subjectivity
from Hegel, Kierkegaard is also adopting a Kantian position by arguing that
there is a division between appearance and reality, contrary to Hegel’s attempt
to overcome this divide. However, in Kierkegaard’s case, his concern is not
purely an epistemological or metaphysical one but rather a pedagogical and
ethical one. He does not want us to comprehend the difference between the
noumenal and phenomenal realm as it might pertain to the natural world;8
instead, Kierkegaard wants us to acknowledge that this division holds true
within the world of ethics. While Abraham appears willing to complete a horrific act, by suggesting that this appearance might not reflect the truth, Kierkegaard is expressly asking his readers to acknowledge that there is a gap
between the truth of an action and how it appears. Perhaps, Kierkegaard argues, Abraham is not sacrificing Isaac at all,9 and perhaps, he further argues,
it only appears that way to us.10
Fear and Trembling is a work that is often quite conscious of its immediate
readers, and these readers were members of Copenhagen’s bourgeois elite.11
As we have seen, a few years later, Kierkegaard would diagnose this same class
as despairing in their social conformity.12 For now, however, insofar as Christianity was the Danish state religion, Kierkegaard was attacking Danish social
conformity by way of the substance of that conformity. That is, the bourgeoisie
had adopted Christianity as a cultural identity, outwardly conforming to it but
not earnestly struggling with its difficult ethical maxims. In other words, the
Danish bourgeoisie were cosmetically Christian but not truly so, and they had
thereby come to mistake appearance for reality.
Therefore, speaking to a class for whom ethical life had become too easy—a
matter of conformity rather than e arnestness—Kierkegaard realized that a
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prerequisite for rekindling ethical seriousness was to move beyond appearances and toward underlying realities. And by suggesting that there might be
something ethical to Abraham’s story, despite appearances to the contrary,
Kierkegaard was advancing an ethical possibility that was irreconcilable with
any conception of ethics that saw ethics in purely phenomenal, or apparent,
terms.13 Therefore, to the extent that his claim about Abraham could be demonstrated as true, Kierkegaard had found a way not only to attack his bourgeois
contemporaries, but also to undermine (or move beyond) Hegel’s advance over
Kant, by finding an example that, if redeemed, helped demonstrate that the
truth of an action does not reside in how it appears. That is, he had found a way
to demonstrate the undemonstrable—the non-identity of the self.

Silence and Speaking
In Henrik Ibsen’s 1879 drama, A Doll’s House, the protagonist Nora Helmer
rebels against the paternalism that had long defined her bourgeois life. Discovering a sense of self-worth that was irreconcilable with her marriage—and
with her society—the play climaxes as Nora leaves behind both her husband
and her family, realizing that before any duties to them, she has a “sacred”
duty to herself.14 The play ends in ambiguity, as she sets out to discover and
develop her new sense of self, doing so in a world inhospitable to the freedom
of women.15 Nora’s r ebellion—a rebellion predicated on a discovery of s elf-
worth that impels her to explore her own authentic individuality—also helps
us imagine how Kierkegaard’s negative use of the Abraham story (i.e., as a
suggestion that appearance and reality might not always cohere) is not purely
negative. Specifically, as Nora begins developing her own unique self, rather
than merely conforming to the social norms expected of her by her husband
and society, she increasingly faces a problem. Unless she wishes to live forever
alone, she has to learn to express her newfound self. That is, she has to speak.
Insofar as Nora has overcome her despair and is beginning to explore and
develop her authentic individuality, she will continue to communicate by way
of the same language she used beforehand. Now, however, she will simply use
it in a creative and expressive way rather than a despairing way, because she is
using language to express her authentic individuality rather than her obedience
to social norms.16 The difficulty emerges when we realize that if Nora wishes to
share her newfound authenticity, she is ultimately attempting to draw attention
to the very way she is using language rather than to any of its particular con-
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tents. Put differently, Nora will still be able to say all of the particular things
about herself that she could say before, but the essential thing she now wishes
to 
convey—
that she somehow remains wholly the same, yet entirely
transformed—will be incommunicable. Or, as Kierkegaard writes of Abraham,
“He can say everything, but one thing he cannot say, and if he cannot say t his—
that is, say it in such a way that the other understands it—then he is not speaking.”17 As Kierkegaard understands it, there is a way in which the movement of
self-appropriation—the leap of faith—puts us beyond communication.
The nature of this problem becomes clearer if we return to Ibsen’s play, as
it ends with precisely this dilemma. Nora, having found freedom, individuality, and the desire for a truly loving marriage (rather than a bourgeois façade
of one), looks back at her husband and realizes that he is now incapable of
understanding her.18 That is, unless he is likewise transformed.19 Without his
own transformation, he is incapable of seeing in Nora what she finally sees in
herself, because, by way of his own despair, he fails to see this same thing in
himself too. Therefore, despite Nora’s access to a language she shares with her
husband—a language in which words such as alienation, authenticity, despair,
and faith do e xist—language is incapable of explaining her transformation to
him, at least not “in such a way that the other understands it.”20 Here, we begin
to see Kierkegaard’s positive point in the Abraham narrative; to the despairing
individual, authenticity might come to look quite other than it actually is. In
other words, just as the expression of Nora’s newfound freedom appears to her
husband as a transgression of everything he holds dear, Abraham might be
saving Isaac, just as he appears to be sacrificing him.
In The Concept of Anxiety, Kierkegaard argues that language births sin,
using Adam’s fall as an example of the way in which the development of self-
consciousness ushers us into a moral universe.21 However, while this example
reveals the ontological nature of despair, it is divorced from any social content.
Unlike Adam, we do not invent our own language but inherit it from the
world in which we are born. Therefore, born into a preexisting moral universe, we have no choice but to make use of the symbols and meanings at
hand, which we experience with the pressure of social conformity behind
them. So, from our first moment of self-consciousness, the pressure to despair
is present (i.e., the pressure “to will to be rid of oneself ”).22 Or, as Jean-Paul
Sartre would later note, we are each born into our parents’ home.23 It is there
that we learn language, and it is there that we learn to conform to the social
meaning that it carries—just as Nora was first a “doll” in her father’s house
before being one in her husband’s house too.24
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Out of our desire to be understood and to fit in (or, as Marx would add,
out of our very desire to survive), we learn to translate ourselves into preexisting social categories in an ongoing process of social reproduction. If this
process occurs with our very development of consciousness in childhood, as
Kierkegaard believes it does, these pressures begin with the most vulnerable
members of our communities, children. Instead of language serving as a
means of authentically objectifying our subjectivity, objectified meanings become internalized, acting as the boundaries in which we are then allowed to
live. For example, this is Nora prior to her rebellion; having internalized the
social mores of her age, she shapes her subjectivity into the confines of what
is allowed, acting as a “doll” for her masters.25 In her case, her subjectivity was
forced into the specific contours of “daughter,” followed by “wife” and
“mother,” as these roles were then defined.26 However, in this way, she is also
understood by her community, accepting, as she did, the role or roles assigned
to her. In fact, for Nora, transgression itself is iterated into a socially acceptable form, as she is allowed the excitement of the occasional acceptable transgression, just as she is aware of and avoids the truly transgressive ones.27
In this, it should be easy to see a Hegelian subtext. As we have seen, Hegel
imagines a similar process of socialization as essential to his conception of
ethics and world history.28 For Hegel, the process through which an existing
subject reconciles themselves with the objective ethical substance of the world
lies at the heart of subjectivity itself. For instance, “Subjectivity is itself the
absolute form and existent actuality of the substantial order, and the distinction between subject on the one hand and substance on the other, as the object, end, and controlling power of the subject, is the same as, and has vanished
directly along with, the distinction between them in form.”29 In other words,
it is through the synthesizing process endemic to subjectivity that we overcome the opposition between our individuality and our historical context,
thereby creating a unity of the two, so that what was once a mediated relationship now assumes the status of immediacy.
However, this is not merely an intellectual task in which we adopt the
ethical beliefs of our society, but these beliefs become a matter of custom or
habit, so that they then shape our actions. As Alastair Hannay notes, for
Hegel, “it is in forms of the self ’s action that ‘consciousness’ is afforded the
satisfying experience of being at one with all reality.”30 We thereby replace our
“natural will” (i.e., the type of will that Adam in the Garden of Eden would
have) with a social will that becomes “second nature.”31 For Hegel, therefore,
“if it [the existing order] is simply identical with the actuality of individuals,
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the ethical [das Sittliche], as their general mode of behavior, appears as custom
[Sitte]; and the habit of the ethical appears as a second nature which takes the
place of the original and purely natural will and is the all-pervading soul,
significance, and actuality of individual existence [Dasein].”32 More simply, in
acting according to the ethics of our age, we adopt a “second nature” and find
ourselves at home in the world.
Recalling Kierkegaard’s critique of the ethical superficiality of his fellow
bourgeois Danes, we can see how this superficiality can be explained by the
view of ethics that Hegel advances.33 Rather than an ethics in which individuals take a critical distance toward the beliefs by which they interpret and
judge, Hegel is clearly speaking of ethics as constituting the dominant ethical
ideas that pervade a society. Granted, within the context of Hegel’s own
thought, Kierkegaard’s argument does not necessarily pose a problem, insofar
as Hegel is interested in the progressive development of ethical ideas over
time. However, for Kierkegaard, ethics does not reside in the substantive content of our ethical ideas, but in the sense of individual responsibility that we
cultivate.34 And this sense of ethical responsibility requires that we overcome
the process of socialization that, for Hegel, lies at the heart of ethical life.
In her radical critique of Norwegian doxa, in her decision to find out for
herself “who’s r ight—the world or me,”35 the prototype for Nora’s radical questioning is found twenty-five hundred years earlier, in the figure of Socrates.
Less methodical than Socrates, Nora is nonetheless radically critical of the
society whose beliefs she has inherited. In The Concept of Irony, Kierkegaard’s
master’s thesis written two years prior to Fear and Trembling, he engages in an
extensive discussion of Hegel’s understanding of Socrates, ultimately disagreeing with him on grounds that will now seem familiar.36 Whereas Hegel argues
that Socrates not only criticizes Greek values but also subsequently counsels
adherence to them (i.e., a true synthesis with them), Kierkegaard agrees with
Hegel on the first point but disagrees about the second one.37 For Kierkegaard,
Socrates’s virtue lies in his perpetual ability to undermine objective values
while simultaneously helping others do so too.38 In his refusal to validate
Greek doxa, Socrates retains the authority for his own ethical judgments, because assenting to the veracity of an objective ethical schema would entail the
abdication of his own responsibility, in favor of the authority of those
beliefs.
Returning to Fear and Trembling, its opening section repeats this same
theme, as Kierkegaard argues that Socrates’s importance lies in his doubting
attitude rather than in any objective doctrine he left behind.39 Moreover,
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Kierkegaard argues that this is similarly true of Descartes, whose doubt was
likewise authentic, and not merely a speculative premise of his philosophy.40
As a result, rather than viewing Descartes’s philosophy—or at least the Discourse on Method to which Kierkegaard r efers—as an objective philosophy to
which we should conform our thinking, we should instead see it as the unique
expression (or objectification) of his subjectivity, much as Descartes himself
suggests.41 For both Socrates and Descartes, doubt was not a premise of speculative philosophy, but a hard-fought subjective attitude toward the world; it is
“a task for a whole lifetime.”42 It is through authentic Socratic and Cartesian
doubt that we develop a critical distance from the social mores into which we
are born, so that we might begin accepting responsibility for our own judgments and actions.
For Kierkegaard, authentic doubt offers an avenue through which we can
begin to understand Abraham, because it becomes possible to imagine that
Abraham’s story is told from the perspective of the type of social world from
which individuals like Socrates and Nora are excluded. To further make this
point, Kierkegaard juxtaposes Abraham’s attempted filicide with the actual
one of Agamemnon. While he admiringly calls Abraham a “knight of faith,”
Agamemnon only receives the lower moniker of “tragic hero.”43 For Kierkegaard, what makes Agamemnon a tragic hero as opposed to a knight of faith
is that Agamemnon’s dilemma is actually a social dilemma; it exists between
his conflicting commitments to his daughter and to his nation, even though
this latter duty is veiled in religious language. That is, while the Trojan War
depends on Agamemnon’s willingness to sacrifice his daughter Iphigenia to
the goddess Artemis, his competing commitments are actually both social: he
has to choose between being a good father and being a good king, as these
roles were then understood. Agamemnon’s conflicting commitments were
therefore to the objective social norms of his society, and not to something
that might transgress (or transcend) them.
As Kierkegaard argues, this dilemma does not place Agamemnon beyond
the confines of the social world and its language, in the way of Nora or Abraham, as Agamemnon’s conflict lies between two of the roles that help constitute our shared social universe. As a result, in choosing one role or the other,
Agamemnon is “disclosed” to us; he is or can be understood. Moreover, Agamemnon’s act is not only a choice between two conflicting social roles—
father or k ing—but his very act also upholds the social universe itself. As
horrific as are his crimes, Agamemnon consummates himself in the perceived
necessity of his act, and he thereby gives his own life, metaphorically speaking,
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as a sacrifice that upholds the selfsame world—“the universal”—that presents
him this dilemma. In other words, through his sacrifice of Iphigenia, Agamemnon establishes the validity of the social universe for which she is sacrificed. Reciprocally, Agamemnon experiences “relief,” because he avoids
responsibility for his actions by ascribing it to the very social world that his
actions legitimized.44 That is, rather than feeling responsible for his actions
himself, they instead seem to flow as an unavoidable consequence of his social
role. Therefore, for Kierkegaard, “The authentic tragic hero sacrifices himself
and everything that is his for the universal; his act and every emotion in him
belong to the universal; he is open, and in this disclosure he is the beloved son
of ethics.”45 In this, Kierkegaard clearly prefigures a host of twentieth-century
thought, most notably René Girard, who argues that sacrifice is a means of
upholding social differentiation.46
However, whereas Agamemnon is disclosed, Abraham remains hidden,
because there is something within Abraham that is incommensurate with
such a social reality. Unlike Agamemnon’s “divine” command, Abraham’s faith
is irreconcilable with any social role, such as “father,” by which we might understand him. Therefore, “Abraham remains s ilent—but he cannot speak. . . . 
Even though I go on talking night and day without interruption, if I cannot
make myself understood when I speak, then I am not speaking. This is the
case with Abraham. He can say everything, but one thing he cannot say, and
if he cannot say t his—that is, say it in such a way that the other understands
it—then he is not speaking.”47 The problem is not that Abraham is unable to
physically vocalize himself or even that he is necessarily beyond 
self-
expression; rather, it is that he cannot make himself understood through
language.
The communicative problem at the heart of Fear and Trembling is not an
innate problem with language, as The Concept of Anxiety seems to suggest, so
much as it is a problem with how language is used. Language can be used to
express a particular subject’s subjectivity, or it can be used to cloak a subjectivity behind the guise of representational objects. Reciprocally, in listening to
language, we can either hear a unique subject’s attempt to reveal themselves
or hear nothing but the appearance they present to us. However, in order to
authentically use language as a means of expressing our own unique subjectivity, while simultaneously being able to hear the unique subject behind the
language spoken to us, we have to become the unique subject that we are, so
that we might see others as such subjects too. It is only in this way that we
might come to realize that the truth of language does not reside in its apparent
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truth but in the subject that resides beneath it. And this, as Fear and Trembling
suggests, requires faith.48
Returning to Abraham’s story, as the Bible recounts, there is no mention
of Abraham telling his wife, Sarah, about God’s command to sacrifice Isaac.49
This problem preoccupies the latter portion of Fear and Trembling, as Kierkegaard wrestles with the nature of Abraham’s silence in regards to Sarah.50 As
we have seen, “Abraham cannot be mediated; in other words, he cannot speak.
As soon as I speak, I express the universal, and if I do not do so, no one can
understand me.”51 Posed in the context of his marriage, as Kierkegaard does,
the question of Abraham’s silence becomes easy to answer. After all, the Bible
recounts Sarah’s lack of faith, captured by her laughter at God’s promise that
she would bear a child in her old age.52 Given this absence, Sarah is immersed
in the very world from which Abraham’s faith is excluded (i.e., she exists in
the social universe). And so, within their very marriage there is a communicative gap, as they each use language differently. Directly framed by Kierkegaard in the context of the intimacy of marriage, we once again find Nora an
apt parallel for Abraham. Just as Abraham’s act might appear to Sarah as the
destruction of everything she holds dear, Nora is likewise accused of destroying everything her husband holds dear.53
Through an ordeal that lasted three long days, the Bible records very little
by way of Abraham’s words. As Kierkegaard notes, “Just one word from him
has been preserved, his only reply to Isaac, ample evidence that he had not
said anything before. Isaac asks Abraham where the lamb is for the burnt offering. ‘And Abraham said: God himself will provide the lamb for the burnt
offering, my son.’ ”54 If we take Abraham’s statement to Isaac as truth, rather
than imputing to him a lie, the nature of his faith is precisely that God will not
take Isaac from him—God will provide a lamb. To the outside reader, Abraham’s act might continue to appear horrific, but in his reassuring words to
Isaac, we can begin to see that their relationship is actually constituted by a
deep trust. Ultimately, for Kierkegaard, the story’s true meaning is not about
how we lose—or sacrifice—one another, but about how we receive them. As
he writes, “By faith Abraham did not renounce Isaac, but by faith Abraham
received Isaac.”55
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Philosophy and Faith
For Kierkegaard, from within the context a Hegelian social world, authentic
individuality comes to appear as the most heinous of crimes. Rather than
conforming to the authority of social n
 orms—an act of conformity through
which those very norms are validated—the existence of the authentic individual proves incommensurate with such a world. In this light, we can begin to
understand the question that preoccupies the central section of Fear and
Trembling, where Kierkegaard asks, “Is there a Teleological Suspension of the
Ethical?”56 While many see this question as an invitation to fanaticism, with
Abraham serving as a preeminent example, it should now be clear that Kierkegaard has something more complex in mind. Rather than undermining
ethics, Kierkegaard has in mind an ethical critique of “the ethical.”
To begin, “the ethical” that Kierkegaard has in mind are clearly the Sittlichkeit, or social, ethics that we find in Hegel.57 When he speaks of a teleological
suspension of the ethical, he is not speaking about a suspension of ethical life
in favor of a zealous adherence to the perceived commands of a God who
might require us to contravene such ethics; instead, he clearly argues that such
social ethics remain intact, if they are suspended (and preserved) in a higher
telos.58 For example, if “the ethical is of the same nature as a person’s eternal
salvation, which is his τέλος . . . it would be a contradiction for this to be capable of being surrendered (that is, teleologically suspended), because as soon
as this is suspended it is relinquished, whereas that which is suspended is not
relinquished but is preserved in the higher, which is its τέλος.”59 In other
words, if social ethics truly represented our highest end in life, they would
be incapable of being suspended, because suspension would mean that we
have merely abandoned that end. Instead, Kierkegaard is suggesting that if
we imagine social ethics as our highest telos—as providing our “eternal
salvation”—we are living a spiritually impoverished life, because human beings have a higher end than mere obedience to social norms. Consequently,
they (i.e., social ethics) are not enough to sustain us. Moreover, in arguing that
social ethics are suspended but also preserved in a higher telos, Kierkegaard
is implying that the justification for social ethics might not exist internally to
them, but within this higher end. That is, the very justification for social ethics
might reside in something for which they themselves cannot account.
As the example of Agamemnon has demonstrated, in understanding ethical life in terms of the social universe, the very individual responsibility upon
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which Kierkegaard wants to ground ethical life is abdicated in favor of that of
an external authority. So, as both C. Stephen Evans and Edward Mooney note,
Kierkegaard does not attack such social ethics for their content, because he
often agrees with its substance; rather, he attacks these ethics for the status
they hold in relationship to our subjectivity.60 For Kierkegaard, it is only by
overcoming the apparent world of such ethics that we might come to see ourselves and others for the subjects that we are rather than for the social roles
that we play. In seeing ourselves clearly, we might accept responsibility for our
actions, and in seeing others clearly, we might find the “higher” end that offers
our “eternal salvation.” Only this “higher end” constitutes the true justification
for an ethics of individual responsibility, and for Kierkegaard, this discovery
takes place in faith.
To better understand Kierkegaard’s point, it is useful to return to Hegel.
Whereas the Philosophy of Right traces a narrative detailing the progressive
development of ethical and political life over time, the Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion does the same but for religion. In religion, however, Hegel
sees the progressive evolution of humanity’s s elf-conception, which ultimately
culminates in the “truest” r eligion—“the consummate religion”—which, for
Hegel, is Christianity. As he writes, “The Christian religion is the religion of
truth. . . . Its content [is] the truth itself in and for itself, and it consists in the
being of truth for consciousness.”61 More specifically, in Christianity’s Trinitarian nature, Hegel sees a religion that has managed to capture the truth of
the dialectical nature of self-consciousness.62 Moreover, insofar as freedom
emerges from self-consciousness, Christianity constitutes “the religion of
truth and the religion of freedom.”63 Christianity therefore offers a truthful
self-conception to its adherents, albeit in the symbolic guise of religion rather
than the clearer conceptual form found within philosophy.
As both Hegel and Kierkegaard realize, freedom emerges through our self-
consciousness, which means that it is also circumscribed by the self-image
that we have and by the possibilities that this image then affords.64 In other
words, the way we see ourselves can limit our freedom, just in the way that
Nora’s identity (daughter, wife, mother) circumscribes the possibilities for action that she perceives. For Hegel, Christianity corrects this problem by providing a truthful s elf-conception of our dialectical and free nature. In this
light, we can see the deeper parallel between his religious and ethical thought,
insofar as religion proffers us with a s elf-understanding, whereas ethics then
extends this understanding out into the world of action. In other words, religion helps us see ourselves as free, whereas ethical life embodies this freedom
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in the world. Therefore, insofar as religion and ethical life both express the
truth of freedom, for Hegel, “the institutions of ethical life are divine institutions” because “it is in the ethical realm that the reconciliation of religion with
worldliness and actuality comes about and is accomplished.”65
Problematically, the effect of Hegel’s understanding of religion is that faith
is seen as synonymous with a belief in objective dogma, in much the way that
faith is conventionally understood, rather than seeing it as requiring a transcendence of such dogma, as Kierkegaard suggests. So, whereas Kierkegaard
argues that his contemporary Danes are not truly Christian, it is possible to
make a Hegelian argument that they are. Following this, Hegel then comes to
understand the relationship between religion and philosophy as one in which
philosophy replaces the mythological truths of religion with clearer conceptual truths.66 For instance, for Hegel, faith entails a relationship to the sensible
data that constitutes religious doctrine, such as the historical facts about the
life of Jesus Christ or, as he writes, “faith begins from the sensible mode.”67
Following from this, individuals might then discover the underlying truth,
such as when they recognize that the figure of Jesus Christ “was the Son of
God.”68 The process by which this happens is essentially deliberative, whereby
conceptual thinking replaces thought pertaining more directly to sensibility,
as we come to recognize the conceptual truth lying within the sensible world.69
The objective dogma of religion is thereby replaced with philosophical truth,
so that “sensible content as such . . . [is] replaced by spirit.”70 We therefore
discover “the concept, and sensible existence is reduced to the level of dream
image, above which there is a higher region with its own enduring content.”71
In other words, in place of the “dream image” of religious doctrine, we discover the underlying conceptual truth of philosophy.
For all of Kierkegaard’s reputation as an “irrationalist,” his critique of philosophy relates solely to the role that reason and faith play in the acquisition
of truth. As he writes, the philosophy with which he has a problem is that
same one tied to the social ethics of which he is critical. For instance, “if the
ethical—that is, social morality—is the highest . . . then no categories are
needed other than what Greek philosophy had or what can be deduced from
them by consistent thought. Hegel should not have concealed this, for, after
all, he had studied Greek philosophy.”72 In other words, if life can be understood from within the confines of a social universe, the tradition of Western
philosophy, as well as its attendant categories, would be adequate for understanding it. However, Kierkegaard believes that reason cannot bring us to the
truth and that only faith can.
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In his critique of reason, Kierkegaard specifically has in mind the Socratic
doctrine of anamnesis (i.e., recollection), as elucidated in the Meno.73 As Socrates explains, conceptual understanding occurs by way of a process of recollection; when we come to understand a geometrical truth, for instance, such
as the fact that dissecting a square by its diagonal severs the square precisely
in half, we have recollected a truth that precedes us.74 In other words, we did
not create this truth; we only came to realize a truth that already exists, for it
lies in the very nature of a square. In the Meno, this is demonstrated by the
example of an uneducated slave who is helped to recognize the truth of a
square’s diagonal, with nothing more than his own mind. For Plato, this doctrine proves essential, as it allows for a theory of education in which truth is
not imparted in a student, along the lines of a vessel being filled, but in which
students are taught how to conduct their own reason, so that they can find
truth for themselves. Yet, for all the democratic leanings of this doctrine, it
harbors a problematic conservative core.
The doctrine of anamnesis, itself a doctrine of innate truth, transforms the
discovery of truth into the very type of deliberative process we have seen with
Hegel, insofar as philosophy reveals the underlying truths of the religious
doctrines into which we are born. And it is easy to see how this process applies
to fields such as geometry, insofar as we are discovering truths that are latent
in the objects that comprise them, just as a square’s diagonal exists within the
idea of a square, whether or not we realize it. In other words, insofar as we are
already thinking about a s quare—insofar as we have presupposed a square as
existing—then truths about that square are there to be discovered. In fact,
insofar as we always possess our freedom as an ontological fact, its intellectual
apprehension is always a possibility. After all, both Marx and Kierkegaard
fundamentally agree with Hegel’s conceptual understanding of this freedom,
as they both appropriate a Hegelian model of subjectivity. Therefore, presumably, any individual can, at any time, come to understand that he or she possesses freedom as a consequence of s elf-consciousness, in much the way that
Hegel hoped his philosophy would help us achieve. However, for Kierkegaard,
faith is not the conceptual apprehension of something that we have always
had, but the acquisition of something that we do not have. In other words,
while we might always possess freedom in an ontological sense, the moment
of emancipation is not the conceptual apprehension of this freedom, but the
birth of something fundamentally new. Or, as Kierkegaard argues in one of
his next works, Philosophical Fragments, in faith, we are born anew.75
Ontologically speaking, for both Kierkegaard and Marx, freedom is an
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essential component of the self. However, despair and alienation—their respective conceptions of unfreedom—are not phenomena pertaining to the
elimination of this ontological freedom, but rather to its misuse. In other
words, for both, we use our freedom to try and will it away, in an attempt to
lose ourselves in social categories, as Kierkegaard explains in his formula for
despair (i.e., “to will to be rid of oneself ”).76 While Marx adds material pressures to this process—pressures essential for understanding our sociopolitical
reality—it is clear that neither despair nor alienation could exist without our
free complicity. Both phenomena therefore speak to how we use our freedom,
or, in Kierkegaard’s vernacular, they speak to how we relate to ourselves.
Herein lies the doctrine of anamnesis’s conservatism: it not only confines
truth to that which already exists, but what follows is that it likewise understands the acquisition of truth as an inherently deliberative process. Transposed to the human world, this doctrine comes to understand emancipation
(i.e., the discovery of the truth that we are free) as a similarly deliberative
process. After all, the ontological structure of our subjectivity is always there
to be understood, much as is the truth of a square’s diagonal, so that the discovery of our inalienable freedom is understood as an essentially intellectual
task. However, Kierkegaard’s point is that this truthful relationship with ourselves is not an intellectual relationship, whereby we simply need to discover
the proper concept that explains our underlying nature, to which we might
then will what Hegel calls an “obedience in freedom.”77 Instead, in the moment
in which faith is acquired, something fundamentally new is born, and it is
through this that we find the truth. And insofar as this is accurate and insofar
as thinking thinks about that which already exists, we cannot think ourselves
into freedom.

Rebirth
While Nora Helmer remains a useful example for demonstrating this problem, another example adds further clarity, that of Frederick Douglass. Suffering under a particularly vicious attack by a violent slave master, Frederick
Douglass’s autobiography recounts the moment in which, for the first time
ever, he fights back. Paralleling Nora’s own moment of revolt, for Douglass,
this moment is the moment in which he truly becomes a man, “the turning-
point” in his “career as a slave,” a “rekindling” of his last “few expiring embers
of freedom,” and a revival of his own “sense” of “manhood.”78 Douglass further
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writes, “I felt as I never felt before. It was a glorious resurrection, from the
tomb of slavery, to the heaven of freedom. My long-crushed spirit rose, cowardice departed, bold defiance took its place; and I now resolved that, however long I might remain a slave in form, the day had passed forever when I
could be a slave in fact.”79 Just as Nora was a “doll” in her father’s house and
then in her husband’s house before rebelling against the constrictions of social conformity, Douglass’s story prior to his revolt is the story of how “a man
was made a slave,” just as afterward, it is the story of a how “a slave was made
a man.”80
Now, thinking of Nora Helmer, Frederick Douglass, or any other example
of revolt, including even Hegel’s own bondsman, it is hard to reconcile the
nature of these emancipatory experiences with a doctrine of innate truth and
the deliberative process that leads to it. Specifically, such a doctrine presumes
that the freedom each discovers has always existed in a latent, unrecognized
form, and that this form only later comes to consciousness. In other words,
Douglass always has the “heaven of freedom” inside of him, just as Nora always has the “sacred” within her. Yet, post-revolt, neither Nora, nor Douglass,
nor even Hegel’s rebellious bondsman, necessarily has a truthful conceptual
understanding of themselves, as such an understanding might take years of
reflection and philosophizing to develop. Instead, as the dramatic nature of
their narratives helps reveal, the appropriation of freedom is a more deeply
felt existential experience, with its rational comprehension following afterward, if it ever does.
This same insight lies at the heart of Albert Camus’s magnum opus, The
Rebel, insofar as he understands that “the rebel” revolts not out of a new idea
he or she possesses, but out of a felt experience of freedom.81 It is this feeling
of freedom, rather than an idea of it, that proves irreconcilable with a life of
servitude, as Nora, Douglass, and the bondsman, do not revolt following a
process of deliberation but following a visceral experience of freedom. In
fact, as Camus understands, the experience of freedom can be easily transformed into an ideology of freedom that can be used to justify oppression, if
we leave behind the subjective experience of freedom in favor of an objective
theorization of it. This, for Camus, is precisely the problem that has defined
the past two centuries of artistic, literary, intellectual, and political history, as
Western civilization has struggled with the paradox that objective doctrines
of freedom can become the justification for untold inhumanity.82 In Marx’s
language, we continue to struggle with delineating the reality of freedom
from its objectifications.
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We can get a better sense of this if we focus on what a truthful concept of
freedom might look like to Nora or to Douglass. If we think of freedom as a
lived experience, such as the experience that leads both Nora and Douglass to
revolt, then informing them that they are free is tantamount to insisting that
they feel a way that they do not. In other words, they both revolt because they
finally experience their freedom as a reality and not because they finally think
about it, and it is the sense of dignity and autonomy that this confers on them
that proves to be irreconcilable with their lives of servitude. In this light, confronting them with an idea of freedom appears as little more than an attempt
to socialize them into a new—albeit b
 etter—sense of self, but that would likewise serve to reinforce their general subservience to the world of objective
truth. Put differently, if their experience of freedom is simultaneously an experience of the inalienable dignity that goes with it, then confronting them
with an idea of their freedom is tantamount to insisting that they possess a
sense of s elf-worth that they do not yet feel. However, a sense of s elf-worth
that is not felt is not a sense of self-worth at all. Clearly, then, if individuals do
not feel free, then there is a way in which they are not. Yet, given that we always possess our ontological freedom, what we do not yet possess is the
proper appropriative relationship to it, whereby we might truly come to experience and thereby live our freedom. As Kierkegaard argues, freedom is not a
matter of being, but of how we relate to that being. And this relationship is not
rational.
In fact, we can see how the project of emancipation presents a basic contradiction, insofar as the project of aiding individuals overcome their oppressive relationship with the universe of social meaning has to occur by way of
the very same meanings they find oppressive. That is, helping someone find
freedom entails communicating with this person; however, from an alienated
or despairing individual’s point of view, these messages are received as yet
more objective meanings to which he or she should conform. This is why a
paradoxical expression of freedom—such as found in the possibility that
Abraham does not sacrifice Isaac but receives h
 im—proves so useful, because
it provokes Kierkegaard’s readers into changing their very relationship with
the world of meaning. Specifically, it helps them overcome subservience to it
by destabilizing its apparent hegemony, much in the way of Socrates before
him, because conforming ourselves to the apparent truth of the story is so
obviously (or hopefully) horrific.
Ultimately, therefore, the transition of emancipation speaks to the birth of
something new (i.e., the birth of a new relationship with oneself), in which
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the self learns to express itself free from its subservience to the objective
world. In Kierkegaard’s Christian vernacular, emancipation is not a discovery
but a rebirth. “But the person who already is cannot be born, and yet he is
born. Let us call this transition rebirth, by which he enters the world a second
time just as at birth.”83 And where does this rebirth occur? “In the moment,
[that is where] he becomes aware of the rebirth.”84 That is, in the moment in
which Nora and Douglass revolt, the moment in which they overcome their
own internalization of oppressive social roles, they also come to accept that
rather than being a determined subject, they are, in fact, transcendently free.
This acceptance is radically n
 ew—it is a faith in themselves that is a new
and positive self-relationship. In a leap beyond the confines of the world of
social determination, they overcome the appearances behind which their society tells them to hide, and they instead come to embrace their free self. And
this truly is a leap of faith, because authentic individuality is the one thing that
is excluded from their despairing position within the world of social morality.
In this way, Kierkegaard’s pronouncement about the nature of faith is clearer,
for “faith is namely this paradox that the single individual is higher than the
universal.”85 This is precisely Kierkegaard’s critique of philosophy—you cannot think yourself or socialize yourself into such faith. Therefore, “even if
someone were able to transpose the whole content of faith into conceptual
form, it does not follow that he has comprehended faith, comprehended how
he entered into it or how it entered into him.”86 After all, insofar as we are not
identical with any of our objectifications, we can never demonstrate that we
have a free self.87 Instead, we truly must take our selves and those of others on
faith. However, insofar as Abraham possesses faith prior to the start of the
narrative, the story of his attempted sacrifice of Isaac is not actually about
Abraham’s leap of faith. Instead, it is about how Abraham’s faith helps Isaac
find his own. But this discussion will have to wait until Chapter 5.

CHAPTER 4

LAW

Political Emancipation and the State
Kierkegaard’s narrative offers a critique of social ethics that demonstrates
how they impede true freedom and responsibility, while further demonstrating why reason is not the instrument of emancipation. Following this, he has
already begun to establish that overcoming these ethics, or appropriating
their content authentically, is synonymous with faith. Turning to Marx, however, we find a way to better situate these insights within the social and political world, as a similar subjective transformation is clearly assumed in
Marx’s thought. To see this, it is necessary to turn to Marx’s work, On the
Jewish Question, which is the work that most explicitly parallels Kierkegaard’s
Fear and Trembling, and that coincidentally dates to the same year of 1843.
In this year, early in the intellectual development of both Marx and Kierkegaard, we can see how they are each formulating their respective understandings of emancipation—one at the level of the individual, the other at the level
of s ociety—by drawing a Hegelian conception of freedom out of the world of
philosophy and into the world of existence itself. Whereas Kierkegaard criticizes “the ethical” from the point of view of a religious ethics he believes to
be truly authentic, Marx parallels this by criticizing what he calls “political
emancipation,” which is a limited form of freedom codified in the political
equality of the liberal democratic state, and which he criticizes from the
point of view of the authentically emancipatory movement he calls “human
emancipation.”
Marx’s ostensible reason for writing On the Jewish Question was to critique
two works by his contemporary Bruno Bauer, The Jewish Question and The
Capacity of P
 resent-Day Jews and Christians to Become Free. In these works,
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Bauer lays out a position opposing German Jewry’s claims for equality, doing
so along two lines. First, he argues that the German state offers freedom to no
one, so that Jewish oppression is merely their particular form of a generally
experienced oppression; second, he argues that the specific nature of Judaism
prevents Jews, as Jews, from being free.1 Marx was quick to dismiss both arguments. To Bauer’s second claim that Judaism itself is opposed to freedom,
he responds that Bauer’s understanding of Judaism is essentially “theological,”
by which he means that it relies on a long-standing prejudice against the Jewish religion that views it as an outmoded precursor to Christianity.2 Specifically, Bauer views Judaism as an “inferior” religion of revealed law rather than
one of revealed truth, and he believes that their religious subordination to
divine law is what truly constitutes Jewish oppression.3 Marx notes this and
then refuses further engagement with what he argues is an irrational and unfounded stereotype, and instead chooses to examine Jews as an actually existing historical group rather than as an essentialized fiction.4
As for Bauer’s first claim—that is, that Germans and Jews both require
emancipation (a claim Bauer believes mitigates any preferential treatment for
Jews, even if such treatment “advances” Jews to the level of oppression of other
Germans)—Marx responds by calling into question the type of emancipation
at which Bauer aims and which is a type of emancipation that Marx calls
“political emancipation.”5 Marx not only advances the argument that political
emancipation does not require the elimination of any religion, let alone Judaism, thereby attacking Bauer’s theoretical application of his own desired political end, but more important, Marx levies a critique of political emancipation
itself, a critique that calls into question Bauer’s entire project, and that helps
reveal Marx’s real theoretical contribution. Through this contribution, Marx
transcends the specific debate with Bauer, a debate that marked Marx’s ongoing attempt to distance himself from the Young Hegelians, while also allowing
him to lay the foundation for his “mature” understanding of social and political emancipation.6
Marx begins making his case by more fully articulating Bauer’s position,
drawing attention to two points. First, Bauer argues that in asking for equality
with Christians, Jews are implicitly rationalizing the oppression that Christians face, because they fail to note that the Christian state oppresses all, with
Jewish oppression merely being their specific form of oppression. For example, if “the Jews demand the same status as Christian subjects of the state . . . 
they recognize that the Christian state is justified and they recognize, too, the
regime of general oppression.”7 And in such a case, “why should they disap-
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prove of their special yoke if they approve of the general yoke? [In which case]
Why should the German be interested in the liberation of the Jew, if the Jew
is not interested in the liberation of the German?”8 That is, in wanting to share
the oppression that Christians face under a Christian state, rather than being
satisfied with their “special” Jewish oppression, they are asserting Christian
oppression as a good rather than criticizing it as an evil. In such a case, they
should simply be happy with their own form of oppression. Moreover, for
Bauer, the “offense” of asserting German oppression as a good also warrants
German indifference to Jewish demands for emancipation.9
Second, in order to make this first claim—a claim that clearly rationalizes
Jewish oppression—Bauer essentializes both Christians and Jews. For Bauer,
Jews have the rights of Jews, while Christians have those appropriate to Christians, because as long as religion exists, political life will be determined by
religious affiliation. For instance, according to Bauer, “The Jew is demanding
that the Christian state should give up its religious prejudice . . . [but] the
Jew . . . [does not] give up his religious prejudice.”10 While this is clearly another rationalization of the Christian state’s treatment of Jews, it also depends
on an essentialized account of religion, in which “religious prejudice” necessarily determines political life. That is, Bauer essentializes religious adherents,
making it impossible to imagine the equitable coexistence of Christians and
Jews, because as long as religion exists, religious prejudice will govern politics.
Following this, the logical answer to the Jewish question (and the Christian
question, for that matter) only occurs “by abolishing religion.”11 For Bauer,
therefore, political emancipation, as well as the equality it would deliver Jews,
depends on the universal elimination of all religion.
In his own work, Bauer offers examples that seem to demonstrate the
irreconcilability of religion and political equality, and Marx realizes that
these might lend credence to the claim that religion necessarily ends in political intolerance. However, it is through a refutation of these examples that
Marx begins advancing his own understanding of political emancipation. For
instance, Bauer points to recent French legislation in which Sunday (the
Christian day of rest) was designated the official state holiday.12 In this, he
sees an example of not only how religious prejudice imposes itself on a religious state (i.e., a state with an official state religion) but also how religion
will usurp a secular state, thereby transforming an ostensibly secular state
into a de facto religious one. However, contrasting the more perfect state of
the United States with the less perfect one of France, Marx argues that the
religious legislation that Bauer relies upon to make his case is actually the
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detritus of the same type of anachronistic essentialist prejudice from which
Bauer himself suffers.13
As in this case of France, modern history affords numerous examples in
which a secular state is usurped by a religious agenda, but for Marx, these
situations do not occur because religion necessarily determines politics. Instead, what these situations indicate is merely that the creation of a secular
state is incomplete. If it were, religion could coexist with a secular state without the threat of undermining it. For example, “in the North American
states . . . the Jewish question lose[s] its theological significance and become[s]
a really secular question . . . [because] the political state exists in its completely
developed form. . . . Nevertheless, North America is pre-eminently the country of religiosity . . . [which] is proof that the existence of religion is not in
contradiction to the perfection of the state.”14 As Marx points out, North
America is both the “pre-eminent” country of “religiosity” and also the country with the most “completely developed” “political state.”15 Consequently,
rather than requiring the annexation of religion, religion “displays a fresh and
vigorous vitality” in the secular states of the United States, and this empirical
example seems to refute the claim that religion and the secular state are essentially opposed.16 For Marx, political equality and religion not only can coexist,
but religion also seems to thrive in the soil of political equality.
The explanation for the American example lies in the fact that political
emancipation entails the overcoming of religion by the state and not by its
constituent members. For Marx, “the state as a state emancipates itself from
religion by emancipating itself from the state religion, that is to say, by the
state as a state not professing any religion, but, on the contrary, asserting itself
as a state.”17 In other words, political emancipation requires the secularization
of the state and not its citizens, so that the state treats all citizens equally regardless of their religion. For Marx, therefore, the transformation to a purely
secular state, a transformation in which political equality is afforded to all
citizens regardless of religion, occurs not by way of the elimination of religion
but by way of the elimination of religion’s influence on politics. Consequently,
“the political emancipation . . . of the religious man is the emancipation of the
state . . . from religion in general.”18
Regarding Bauer’s example of the French legislation declaring Sunday a
state holiday, Marx argues that insofar as a supposedly secular state is usurped
by religious forces, such a secularization of the political state has occurred in
form but not in fact. It is only when religion’s influence is truly eliminated
from the political sphere that political emancipation is complete and the true
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political state is formed. However, as the North American example demonstrates, this hardly entails the wholesale elimination of religion; rather, if religion can remain, while its influence on politics is eliminated, political
emancipation does not entail religion’s elimination; it entails its privatization.
And this, in turn, might lead to an expansion of religion. The realm of religion
is simply excised out of public, political life, and into the private, social realm,
where it can thrive. However, this privatization also mitigates against the
usurpation of the secular state, as the state is sustained by a change in individual attitudes t oward religion. Specifically, while individuals might remain religious, they take a secular attitude toward r eligion—an attitude codified in
their belief in religious freedom—and this then allows the state to behave
“towards religion as a state—i.e., politically.”19
As Marx argues, religious freedom is a belief in the political equality of all
religions. Therefore, this belief is often framed positively, as the freedom or
right to practice any religion. However, for Marx, such a right also needs to be
understood negatively, as the privatization of religious choice (i.e., as the belief
that religion is limited and removed from political life). What Marx is beginning to demonstrate is that within a secular state, two conflicting attitudes
exist: the old religious attitude and the new secular one. When the old attitude
usurps the new, you have a situation such as the French, but when the new one
trumps the old, you have modern, secular (i.e., private) religiosity, such as that
found in North America. For these latter individuals, however religious they
might be, there is simultaneously a recognition that politics should be free
from religion. In this way, we arrive at the First Amendment of the American
Constitution, which guarantees individuals “free exercise” when it comes to
private religious choice, but that simultaneously prevents government from
the “establishment” of a state religion. For Marx, these are two sides of the
same coin.
This is what the secular state is proof of, after all, in that its own secularity
reflects a real attitude that necessarily resides in its constituent members. As
the secularity of the political state must arise from somewhere (i.e., within the
individuals that comprise the state), Marx rightly recognizes that modern religiosity is both religious and secular. For example, “the attitude of the state,
and of the republic in particular, to religion is after all only the attitude to religion of the men who compose the state. . . . It follows . . . that man, even if he
proclaims himself an atheist through the medium of the state, that is, if he
proclaims the state to be atheist, still remains in the grip of religion, precisely
because he acknowledges himself only by a roundabout route, only through
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an intermediary.”20 In other words, our belief that religion is a private rather
than a public matter indicates that modern religiosity necessarily accepts secular limitations. Modern religious adherents are therefore both religious and
atheistic, declaring themselves atheists in public “through the medium of the
state” while privately remaining in the “grip of religion.”21 However, in defining Christians and Jews wholly as essentialized members of a religion (i.e., as
thoroughly religious), rather than recognizing the nature of secularization
implied by political emancipation, Bauer cannot explain the secular s tate—
except as a de facto religious one.
The foundation of Marx’s insight lies in his understanding of history, for
the contradiction of modern secularity has a historical origin. Moreover, this
contradiction has come to pervade all aspects of modern life and not only
religion. For Marx, “The character of the old civil society was directly political,
that is to say, the elements of civil life, for example, property, or the family, or
the mode of labour, were raised to the level of elements of political life in the
form of seigniory, estates, and corporations.”22 In a roundabout way, Marx is
actually saying that Bauer’s essentialism might have been apt, if only he had
been speaking of feudal society. Under feudalism, political life followed directly from civil life—just as Bauer believes political action follows from essentialized religious i dentities—because feudal political organization directly
mimicked social organization. Political power was not exercised “nakedly,” as
it now is (potentially, anyone can exercise power, in any way they see fit).
Rather, power was exercised only insofar as it naturally followed from the
social group wielding it, in a manner consistent with how that group was
defined, just as Bauer believes Christians had the rights afforded Christians
and Jews those of Jews.
The end of feudalism and the beginning of modernity was therefore
marked by a liberation of the individual from the social categories that had
heretofore defined them, because individuals were born into a world that facilitated a critical, or secular, attitude toward them.23 However, these social
categories were not eliminated; they were only divested of direct political
power. For example, “the political revolution [against feudalism] thereby abolished the political character of civil society. It broke up civil society into its
simple component parts; on the one hand, the individuals; on the other hand,
the material and spiritual elements constituting the content of the life and
social position of these individuals.”24 As a consequence, rather than being
born into staid social categories to whose ideas we almost naturally conform,
at some level, modern individuals realize that the social categories and beliefs
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into which we are born are contingent on precisely that fact (i.e., on the time
and place of our birth) and, consequently, on our free choice. That is, born
with a critical attitude toward society, we are more than ever aware that society’s reproduction depends on our consent. And for Marx, it is this divestment, itself a sort of wholesale privatization of social life, that leads to a
uniquely modern duplicity, one that he calls “political emancipation.”

The Limits of Political Emancipation
Problematically, as might be surmised, “the limits of political emancipation
are evident at once from the fact that the state can free itself from a restriction
without man being really free from this restriction, that the state can be a free
state without man being a free man.”25 In other words, political emancipation
is only a partial process of emancipation. Granted, in breaking the chains that
attend the politicization of social life, political life becomes a realm in which
individuals can freely act without reference to their social position. Politics
therefore becomes a space in which the general interest can potentially be
served, as it is enshrined there as its ideal. So, the first accomplishment of
political emancipation is the creation of a higher, “political” realm, in which
social distinctions carry no weight. For example, political elevation above private property occurs when “man declares by political means that . . . the property qualification for the right to elect or be elected is abolished.”26
However, despite this political elevation, the creation of a political state in
which all are equal does not eliminate private inequalities. In fact, it expands
them, by privatizing inequalities that previously had a public, political dimension. In the case of religion, for instance, religious institutions become free to
re-create themselves in new and vital incarnations, as they themselves are
liberated from the constrictions of feudal social organization. As Marx notes,
this freedom allows institutional religions the opportunity to flourish, as the
widespread religiosity of the North American states attest. So, just as individuals are no longer bound by the constrictions of a rigid social world, social
institutions are also liberated, as they become free to dominate their constituents in ever more creative ways, so long as they leave intact the equality
found in the political realm. We might each have one vote within the democratic state, but this hardly stops social institutions in their attempts to subordinate us in the social realm.
In fact, the creation of a state whose foundation is political equality not
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only allows inequality to flourish but also presupposes inequality, insofar as
the need for a specific realm of equality speaks to its general absence elsewhere. In other words, the contemporary democratic principle of “one person
one vote” is striking not only for its testimony to the h
 ard-fought equality of
democratic revolutionaries but also for its testimony to the fact that when we
leave the voting booth, we are hardly equal at all, as few social institutions
embody the equality made manifest in political life. Therefore, the modern
“secular” attitude is itself the very proof of our “religiosity,” as the nature of
our belief in political equality testifies to our social inequality. The very distinction between political equality and social inequality is what gives our political life its particular distinctiveness. For Marx, “The state abolishes, in its
own way, distinctions of birth, social rank, education, occupation, when it declares that birth, social rank, education, occupation, are non-political distinctions, when it proclaims, without regard to these distinctions, that every
member of the nation is an equal participant in national sovereignty. . . . 
Nevertheless, the state allows private property, education, occupation, to act
in their way, i.e., as private property, as education, as occupation, and to exert
the influence of their special nature.”27 Secularization therefore amounts to the
claim that in our public, political lives, we are all equal, insofar as political
emancipation has won the “masses” their equality there; however, in every
other facet of our lives, inequality remains in a privatized form, as the very
fact that we speak of political equality reciprocally testifies to the ubiquity of
the inequality that pervades the rest of our lives. Therefore, “far from abolishing these real distinctions, the state only exists on the presupposition of their
existence; it feels itself to be a political state and asserts its universality only in
opposition to these elements of its being.”28
For Marx, this contradiction constitutes a major distinction between civil
society and the state: the former is governed by egoism and the inequality it
creates, while the latter is governed by concern for others—ideally, at least.
Consequently, “man . . . leads a twofold life, a heavenly and an earthly life: life
in the political community, in which he considers himself a communal being,
and life in civil society, in which he acts as a private individual, regards other
men as a means, degrades himself into a means, and becomes the plaything
of alien powers.”29 Our duplicity therefore extends not only to intellectual life
by way of our conflicting attitudes but also to the lives we actually live. Most
of the time, we live the egoistic lives that constitute civil society, the realm in
which inequality reigns supreme; but sometimes, when duty calls, we might
find it in ourselves to rise above egoism and our instrumental use of others,
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so that we can act in the interest of all. In such a case, we embody the very best
that liberal democracy has to offer.
From within the context of liberal democracy, rights such as religious freedom and property rights are typically understood as protecting individuals
equally. However, from Marx’s point of view, if we understand that social
spheres such as those of religion and economics are grossly unequal, with
institutional religions and the owners of capital exerting near total control,
these rights actually serve to protect powerful groups as they exploit religiously and economically. That is, “the state allows private property, education, occupation, to act in their way—i.e., as private property, as education, as
occupation, and to exert the influence of their special nature.”30 Here, Marx is
quite close to Rousseau’s criticism of the law in his Second Discourse, where
he argues that the equality inherent in the law is an equality designed to protect and legitimize ill-gotten inequalities.31 Once society has become deeply
unequal, legal equality can serve to entrench and disguise it.
It is useful to note that Marx’s critique of religion extends to the same type
of institutional religion that draws Kierkegaard’s ire. In fact, as some scholars
have noted, Kierkegaard’s philosophical and theological critique of the Danish
state church is inseparable from his social critique of its role in legitimizing
the inequalities that left much of Copenhagen poor.32 However, while religion
provides a convenient excuse for Marx to enter the fray, insofar as it weighs
heavily in the minds of the Young Hegelians that he attacks and from whom
he wishes to distance himself, Marx slowly refocuses the question to that of
economics. As Michael Löwy notes, one of the important features of On the
Jewish Question is that it marks an advance in Marx’s thoughts on oppression,
insofar as he deepens his understanding that the inequality of private property
is that which most oppresses modern individuals.33 Recalling the inequality
endemic to private property (i.e., that workers, as sellers of labor, are subject
to the terms set by employers as a condition for receiving the money they need
in order to live), Marx is beginning to make the claim that the result of political emancipation is that we become blind to the gross inequalities endemic
to capitalism. While our “secular” or “political” attitude does embody a real
(if limited) sense of equality, we also come to imagine civil society from this
position, so that we relate to inequality from a position of equality. In other
words, we identify with ourselves as equal political subjects, rather than with
the unequal social subjects this hides. Consequently, the owners of capital,
who exert tremendous power over their workers, come to appear indistinguishable from those relatively powerless workers, insofar as everyone is equal

78 Chapter 4

within the political realm. In having come to see ourselves as equal in one way,
it becomes difficult to see all of the ways in which we are not.
In this way, Marx’s argument serves as foundational for many critiques of
contemporary liberalism. Speaking of Marx’s On the Jewish Question, Wendy
Brown notes that modern rights discourses have a tendency to essentialize the
“abstract individual,” which, in turn, blinds them to power dynamics.34 In
Brown’s reading of Marx, liberal constitutionalism grants “freedom, equality,
and representation to abstract rather than concrete subjects.”35 As a consequence of this, the “subject is thus ideally emancipated through anointment as
an abstract person . . . and is practically resubordinated through this idealist
disavowal of the material constituents of personhood, through disavowal of
that which constrains our freedom.”36 In other words, in ideally emancipating
an abstract individual and granting this idealization freedom and equality, we
forfeit the project of emancipation through our belief in its success.37 So, we
come to relate to our idealization of ourselves (i.e., to our political selves)
rather than to ourselves as materially defined (i.e., actually existing) individuals, in a process that effectively “resubjugates us . . . by emancipating substitutes for us,” because we remain constrained by and blind to the inequalities
of civil life.
In other words, in coming to believe that we are equal, as ideally that is
how we appear, this appearance serves to mask the actual inequalities that
shape our lives. As such, bondage hides behind a veil of freedom. For Marx,
“Man frees himself through the medium of the state . . . he frees himself politically from a limitation when, in contradiction with himself, he raises himself
above the limitation in an abstract, limited, and partial way. It follows further
that, by freeing himself politically, man frees himself in a roundabout way,
through an intermediary, although an essential intermediary. . . . The state is
the intermediary between man and man’s freedom.”38 Our idealized selves
therefore find their home in the political life of the state, a home in which we
can think of ourselves as equal, with the state reciprocally serving as the
mechanism by which we mediate our entire self-understanding. Insofar as
“the attitude of the state . . . is after all only the attitude . . . of the men who
compose the state . . . [man] acknowledges himself only by a roundabout
route, only through an intermediary.”39
Therefore, we come to relate to ourselves by way of an idea that we have of
equality—an idea enshrined in political life—rather than relating to ourselves
through a more genuine lived experience of that equality. And, ultimately,
insofar as political equality is grounded in our equality as free self-determining
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beings, our superficial sense of equality reflects back upon our superficial
sense of freedom. Rather than a substantive “positive” understanding of freedom, we possess an empty “negative” one. If, however, freedom was a more
deeply lived experience, in the way that Kierkegaard is beginning to describe,
we might find that it is insufficiently expressed in the political equality of
liberal democracy. As a result, we might also find that a truly lived experience
of freedom abrades against the numerous forms of social domination under
which we live, as well as against the abstract sense of freedom and equality
through which they are legitimized. That is, a lived experience of freedom
might lead us to realize that our sense of freedom is but another social identity
behind which we hide, and that serves to impede our true appropriation of
freedom.
For instance, recalling the last chapter’s discussion of Nora from A Doll’s
House, had she been given the political vote, it is easy to imagine that she
might still revolt against the oppressive confines of her sexist marriage.
Granted, the enfranchisement of women was an advance for the feminist
movement, but it was hardly the final victory. Moreover, it was a victory that
has also served as a convenient rhetorical tool for reactionary antifeminists,
who have argued that we are already free and equal, and that other forms of
social inequality are not actually inequalities but rather the consequence of
essential differences between men and women. In this way, Bruno Bauer is a
good example for the modern reactionary, who, having lost direct political
power, uses essentialized ideas in order to impose their will within social life.
Granted, Marx clearly understands that a type of freedom is achieved through
political emancipation, in that we are freer politically than we were under
feudalism, and so, political emancipation is not solely obfuscation. However,
for all its advances, he realizes that it is also obfuscation. This insight prompts
David McLellan to note that, while Bauer condemned religious alienation, the
very political emancipation he praised was itself a type of alienation akin to
religious alienation.40
It should also be easy to see how Kierkegaard’s critique of the ethical fits
within Marx’s critique of political emancipation. While Kierkegaard offers a
general critique of individual subservience to social ideas, he also realizes that
the modern social identity increasingly replacing all others was that of the
liberal bourgeois individual.41 And so, whereas Marx increasingly focused on
the systematic analysis of the inequalities these beliefs masked, Kierkegaard’s
focus remained on helping individuals overcome their subservience to these
beliefs. Yet, as many commentators have noted, Kierkegaard was motivated by
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a sense of compassion for Copenhagen’s poor, who were left behind just as
Copenhagen’s bourgeoisie extolled their own virtues.42 However, for Kierkegaard, these crimes were personal, and if they were social and political, they
were not systematically so, while for Marx, they were systematic, and this
thereby rendered Kierkegaard’s “ethical” inherently political. However, this
difference amounts to the same; our belief in equality, and the freedom it is
meant to express, had become an excuse for cruelty, be it interpersonally or
systematically understood.

The Promise of Political Emancipation
and “the Ethical”
Despite their shared ire, both Kierkegaard and Marx saw promise in “the ethical” and “political emancipation,” and they did so for much the same r eason—
they helped individuals overcome egoism. For instance, as Marx knew, the
politicization of civil society under feudalism was a complex phenomenon,
particularly insofar as it concerned individual subjectivity. If political activity
followed directly from social position (i.e., if the political action of individuals
followed directly from their social class), the individuals involved were necessarily defining themselves solely by their social position. That is, individual
action reflected social position because individuals wholly identified with
their position. However, this also meant that politics was thoroughly egoistic,
in that political activity was always s elf-serving, even if individuals happened
to understand themselves through the restrictive terms of their social position. That is, people acted according to their own class position rather than
acting out of an authentic consideration of others.
However, this was changed by the political revolutions that culminated in
political emancipation. While the egoistic forces of civil society remained and
were in fact protected by the state, the creation of political equality meant that
when it came to political life, we were encouraged to act unselfishly in the
general interest. While hardly a perfect arrangement, the creation of the general interest allowed every individual access to a medium by which to think
of human beings as equal, even if this sense of communality was alienated and
based on an abstract concept of the individual, and even if we remained as
egoistic as ever in our everyday social lives. For Marx, therefore, “feudal society was resolved into its basic e lement—man, but man as he really formed its
basis—egoistic man.”43 Nonetheless, it was an important step forward, as mod-
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ern individuals, by way of their unique duplicity—a duplicity in which true
communality could begin to grow—became more complex than their feudal
counterparts.
While political life aspires to the ideal of truly legislating in the general
interest (i.e., it aspires toward a true consideration of others), when it comes
to giving substantive content to our communal, ethical life—when it comes
to understanding what constitutes the “individuals” who comprise our
community—the way we imagine them is as ego. In other words, even when
acting for others within the world of politics, the way we imagine those others
is as they appear in civil society. Therefore, “the member of civil society [is]
called ‘man,’ simply man; . . . [and this is why] his rights [are] called the rights
of man” rather than the “droits du citoyen” (i.e., the rights of the citizen).44
What this means is that we have instrumentalized our other-oriented action
in the interest of our selfishness. In other words, “citizenship, and the political
community, [is reduced] to a mere means for maintaining these so-called
rights of man, that therefore the citoyen is declared to be the servant of egoistic
homme, that the sphere in which man acts as a communal being is degraded
to a level below the sphere in which he acts as a partial being, and that, finally,
it is not man as citoyen, but man as bourgeois who is considered to be the essential and true man.”45 While political emancipation has achieved a communal, political realm, by way of its universal inclusion, and has thereby shattered
feudal class structures, the substantive vision of humanity at the heart of this
movement is that of the bourgeois egoist. It is therefore easy to imagine that
Marx had the French Revolution in mind, in that its emancipatory promise of
universal inclusion only managed to go as far as universalizing bourgeois life.
Or, in the case of the American Revolution, the s elf-sacrifice of the revolutionaries only managed to enshrine the rights of the self-interested individual.
Framed more broadly, democracy, as a potential realm of true community
predicated on freedom and equality, came to serve capitalism, the economic
system predicated on instrumental ego.
As for Kierkegaard, a similar conflict manifests itself within individual
subjectivity. As we have seen, our introduction into the moral universe is a
necessary condition of freedom, but one that socializes us into an inauthentic
form of ethics.46 Consequently, rather than being truly motivated by an authentic care for others, within the confines of “the ethical,” our other-oriented
action is s elf-serving. We wish to appear good for the solace of social inclusion
and for the relief from responsibility, but we do not wish to be authentically
good. So, even when living by a maxim likes Kant’s injunction to treat others
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as ends in themselves—a formulation similar to the position toward which
Kierkegaard is w
 orking—unless this is born of a true understanding of the
freedom and dignity of others, we are merely submitting to a rule. If this is the
case, rather than accepting the responsibility we have toward our self and
others, we are selfishly abdicating this responsibility because it is easier for us
to do so.
As a result, both diagnose a similar form of modern duplicity, one in
which individuals live as mimetic copies of truly ethical individuals, and
whereby true human worth is rendered into rational maxims and political
laws, so that the individuals who live by them have transcended egoism in
appearance only. As Kierkegaard knows, objectively, such individuals appear
ethical, even if subjectively that is hardly true, because lying beneath their
ethical mask lurks a hidden egoism. As Marx knows, this ethical mask finds
its home in an idealized conception of public life, while our egoism is given
free rein in the private realm of social life. Nonetheless, both Marx and Kierkegaard realize that such individuals have partially overcome their egoism, for
their inauthentic copy of true ethics helps awaken within them the very critical self-consciousness by which they might begin to recognize others. Regardless of where each lays the stress in their analysis, on the individual or on
political life, their analysis amounts to the same thing. For both Marx and
Kierkegaard, our better nature has come to serve our worse.

CHAPTER 5

FAITH

Learning to Doubt
In Chapter 3, the historical antecedent to Nora Helmer was found in Socrates,
as Socratic doubt was seen as the avenue through which individuals overcome
their conformity to social norms, so that they might find the truth of themselves beneath it. Doubt, for Kierkegaard, is not merely an intellectual task but
a spiritual one, as it involves understanding our willful and irresponsible desire to identify with the world of social meaning.1 We should therefore learn
from the example of “the old veteran disputant” Socrates, who “maintained
the equilibrium of doubt throughout all the specious arguments, [and] who
had intrepidly denied the certainty of the senses and the certainty of thought.”2
For Kierkegaard, doubt is “a task for a whole lifetime” precisely because it
requires that we overcome our desire for certainty, from which our stubborn
adherence to error arises.3 Therefore, doubt is not opposed to knowledge per
se, but it does expose the way that our will leads us to assent to things that are
not true. This is clear in the case of social morality, but for Kierkegaard, it is
likewise true of philosophical schools of thought, be it the “certainty of the
senses” we impute to empiricism or the “certainty of thought” we find in rationalism.4 Dispassionate argument might expose logical fallacies in the objective content of these doctrines, but as in the case of social morality, beneath
these doctrines resides a will seeking the comfort that certainty provides. And
it is this willfulness that doubt helps us overcome.
However, obscuring the possibility of this earnest doubt, Kierkegaard introduces a more common type of doubt—a bourgeois doubt—and argues
that this inauthentic form of doubt now pervades Europe, so that with doubt
“everyone begins in our age.”5 For Kierkegaard, “Not only in the business
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world but also in the world of ideas, our age stages ein wirklicher Ausverkauf
[a real sale]. Everything can be had at such a bargain price that it becomes a
question whether there is finally anyone who will make a bid. Every speculative monitor who conscientiously signals the important trends in modern
philosophy, every assistant professor, tutor, and student, every rural outsider
and tenant incumbent in philosophy is unwilling to stop with doubting
everything but goes further.”6 Momentarily skipping the very telling comparison with the world of business, in this early passage from Fear and Trembling, Kierkegaard clearly argues that the same superficiality we see him
attack throughout Chapter 3 has also appropriated the very doubting attitude
that might have helped overcome it. The modern bourgeoisie not only feigns
ethics but also likewise feigns the critical attitude that might expose their
own hypocrisy.
However, it was not Socrates who provided the example for the bourgeoisie to mimic; it was Descartes. Looking to justify themselves, contemporary
intellectuals rhetorically ask, “But did not Descartes do it?”7 To which Kierkegaard responds, “Descartes, a venerable, humble, honest thinker, whose writings no one can read without being profoundly affected—he did what he said
and said what he did. Alas! Alas! Alas! That is a great rarity in our day!”8 As
we have seen in Chapter 3, both Socrates and Descartes practiced an earnest
form of doubt that was uninterested in offering itself as an objective doctrine
to which others should subscribe, but that was instead a personal choice each
made in their pursuit of truth. Therefore, Descartes “did not shout ‘Fire! Fire!’
And make it obligatory for everyone to doubt, for Descartes was a quiet and
solitary thinker, not a shouting street watchman; he modestly let it be known
that his method had significance only for him.”9 However, Descartes’s subjective earnestness has been transformed into a mere presupposition of the modern philosophical project. Not only is doubt something with which “everyone
begins in our age,”10 it is something of which everyone speaks “of their having
gone further.”11 And yet, we have no Socrates or Descartes in our midst.
Returning to Kierkegaard’s comparison of the world of ideas with the
world of business, it is more than coincidental, as the bourgeois spirit of commerce is phenomenologically proximate to the intellectual attitude that Kierkegaard critiques.12 If we make use of Marx’s language of objectification,
Kierkegaard believes that the value of ideas lies in the subjective richness that
they objectify. However, in losing sight of this, we disinvest objects of their
subjective meaning and thereby create merely objective objects that are more
easily exchanged. As a result, we no longer need to work for our doubt, fol-
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lowing the rich examples of Socrates and Descartes, as we simply acquire
doubt as an object that has been emptied of its subjective content. Which is to
say that, for us, ideas are no longer the consequence of spiritual and intellectual journeys; they are commodities—or what Marx would call “private
property”—that we exchange. Moreover, “our age”—an increasingly commercial age—has been so successful in its transformation of subjectively rich ideas
into empty intellectual commodities that it has created such an abundance of
them that it can stage “a real sale.” And since “everything can be had at such a
bargain price . . . [it is unclear] whether there is anyone who will make a bid.”13
Intellectual life is now so impoverished, that the prudent bourgeoisie invest
their lives elsewhere.
In this criticism, Fear and Trembling clearly foreshadows Marx’s 1844
Manuscripts, which would be composed the following year, and in which
Marx writes that “not only the five senses but also the so-called mental senses,
the practical senses (will, love, etc.), in a word, human sense,” have been replaced by “the sense of having.”14 In such a world, “money as the external,
universal medium and faculty . . . [turns] an image into reality and reality into
a mere image.”15 Here, Marx is clearly theorizing a similar critique of the mimetic and its relationship to commercialization, insofar as the inversion of
subjectivity and objectivity not only transforms reality into appearance, but it
also allows the easy exchange of appearances. For example, “He who can buy
bravery is brave, though he be a coward. . . . As money is not exchanged for
any one specific quality, for any one specific thing, or for any particular human
essential power, but for the entire objective world of man and nature, from the
standpoint of its possessor it therefore serves to exchange every quality for
every other, even contradictory, quality and object: it is the fraternisation of
impossibilities. It makes contradictions embrace.”16 In the same way that both
doubt and faith have been emptied of their essential subjective content, allowing anyone to “make a bid,” this is similarly true of the entirety of bourgeois
existence, which transforms all subjective qualities into commodities for
exchange.
For Kierkegaard, this commercial attitude directly parallels the modern
ethical duplicity that he jointly diagnoses with Marx.17 However, Marx takes
Kierkegaard’s cultural critique one step further by arguing that it ultimately
originates within material life, insofar as this attitude is the attitude of alienation.18 In the 1844 Manuscripts, for example, we have seen that Marx argues
that private property is the consequence of alienated labor because alienated
labor severs the connection between subjectivity and objectivity.19 In other
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words, alienated labor is not employed to produce objects that authentically
objectify workers’ subjectivity; it is employed to produce objects for exchange
(i.e., private property). Consequently, within a social world in which alienated
labor is the dominant form of work, the attitude of private property is what
helps reproduce such a society, because we are socialized into a world in
which private property is the form that all objects take. And so, while material
pressures continue to weigh on us, we also come to adopt the attitude that
corresponds to c apitalism—that truth resides in objects rather than s ubjects—
so that rather than being forced to produce private property, we are motivated
by a belief in its truth.
Uninterested in systematic social analysis and with his focus squarely on
individuals, Kierkegaard understands the inherent superficiality of the modern subject. However, Marx, with his gaze drawn t oward our social and political lives, is able to locate its origins materially. Yet, they are describing two
sides of what Marx clearly recognizes is a dialectical relationship. So, while
Marx offers historical, social, and political context for Kierkegaard’s insights,
Kierkegaard offers a subjective depth that Marx acknowledges but that he
insufficiently explores. As Marx recognizes, the problem remains that of capitalism as a material practice, but as Kierkegaard recognizes, the solution begins when we doubt our belief in it. That is, it is not until we doubt the idea of
private property that we might find its material truth.

Accepting Loss
Writing about Kierkegaard, Judith Butler notes that 
nonconformity—
to
which the subjectively rich form of doubt leads—is an essential criterion of
becoming an individual.20 However, nonconformity alone is insufficient, as it
entails the loss of a social whole into which we once fit, and it can therefore
result in a pervasive sense of loneliness. It is this loneliness that C. Stephen
Evans describes as “anguish,” and that will help define the “higher” forms of
despair that we abandoned discussing in Chapter 2.21 In this, we can also see
the further significance of Kierkegaard’s use of the Abraham narrative. Sacrifice, for Kierkegaard, is little more than a religious expression of the Socratic
attitude of doubt, whereby we relinquish our attachment to the reified mores
of our society, as a precondition for an authentic reconnection with the subjects hidden beneath them. However, sacrifice can lead to anguish as easily as
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it leads to community, and what helps determine the path we follow relates to
how we face this loss.
Kierkegaard introduces the theme of loss at the very beginning of Fear and
Trembling, doing so by way of four introductory exordia. These exordia each
pair a different attempt to retell the story of the attempted sacrifice of Isaac,
with four parallel stories of a mother weaning her child. However, each of these
pairings is and is meant to be a failure. Rather than accurately portraying faith,
Kierkegaard offers these as counterfactuals that demonstrate the crippling
despair—or “anguish”—that follows from sacrifice, if faith is not present. In
this way, rather than arguing that loss needs to be embraced in an ascetic act
of sacrifice, Kierkegaard introduces loss as the very theme against which he is
writing.22 In other words, loss is not the solution; it is the problem.
In the first exordium, Abraham pretends to be crazed in the moment of
sacrifice, so as to spare Isaac the thought that God had commanded this act.23
In this way, Abraham sacrifices his own relationship with Isaac in order to
preserve Isaac’s relationship with God. Kierkegaard likens this to a mother
who weans her child by blackening her breast, thereby changing the child’s
relationship with a part of his or her mother, so as to maintain the larger relationship intact. “So the child believes that the breast has changed, but the
mother—she is still the same, her gaze is as tender and loving as ever.”24 In
both cases, the parent sacrifices a smaller source of meaning in order to preserve a larger one. In other words, to ward off the despair that might accompany an experience of loss, they each ensure that the loss is only partial—they
sacrifice a particular to maintain the whole.
As for the second exordium, we find Abraham himself struggling with
God’s command, as despair overtakes him. “From that day henceforth, Abraham was old; he could not forget that God had ordered him to do this. Isaac
flourished as before, but Abraham’s eyes were darkened, and he saw joy no
more.”25 This retelling is paralleled with a mother who “virginally conceals her
breast”; however, in this sudden disappearance of the source of nourishment,
it is as if “the child no longer has a mother.”26 As Isaac was the result of a
promise made by God, and therefore constitutes the material example of
Abraham’s spiritual life, and as a mother’s breast is that through which physical life itself is nourished, both stories recount how the loss of a particular can
translate into the loss of the whole.
The third iteration finds Abraham despairing over his own willingness to
sacrifice Isaac, as he comes to believe that it was a test he had failed, in that
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“the father had forgotten his duty to his son.”27 The language of duty is important, as Kierkegaard is alluding to the social ethics that are the focus of Fear
and Trembling’s broader critique. It is to his duty that Abraham has failed and
not to Isaac; in other words, Abraham has failed “the ethical.” As a result,
Abraham has lost the very medium through which he believes they relate (i.e.,
the world of social morality as constituted in the socially conceived relationship of father and son). This narrative is paralleled with a story in which
mother and child grieve together, both recognizing that they are to be evermore separated, “because the child who first lay under her heart and later
rested upon her breast will never again be so close.”28 In both cases, losing one
relationship appears to preclude the possibility of an even stronger bond
growing in its place, so that the process of growing up is transformed into an
experience of prolonged and perpetual loss.
Finally, and most tellingly, the fourth exordium finds Abraham’s hand
trembling in the act, a tremor he attempts to hide from Isaac, but which Isaac
nonetheless sees. In Abraham’s lack of faith, it is Isaac who suffers, for even as
life seems to go back to normal for Abraham, Isaac loses his own faith.29 To
this failure of Abraham’s, Kierkegaard simply adds, “When the child is to be
weaned, the mother has stronger sustenance at hand so that the child does not
perish.”30 Just as solid food sustains a child through the difficult act of weaning, Abraham’s faith might have sustained Isaac though their own ordeal. It is
not faith that necessitates Isaac’s sacrifice, but rather, it is through the absence
of Abraham’s faith that Isaac is truly lost.
Shortly after Fear and Trembling’s epigram, itself intended to destabilize
our understanding of the Abraham narrative, Kierkegaard uses these exordia
to introduce the themes he wants to explore.31 As the parallel with the weaning mother helps demonstrate, what Kierkegaard sees in the sacrificial narrative is less the story of a father’s actions toward his son, and more the story of
how a father and son cope with experiences of loss. Just as weaning is an unavoidable part of growing up, and one that is a necessary step for the independence of the child, each of these exordia approaches the sacrifice of Isaac as a
foregone conclusion, so that they only explore the “how” of the sacrifice and
not the “why.” That is, we never see Abraham struggling with whether or not
he will commit the act that God commands (if the third exordium does show
him regretting it afterward); we only see him struggling with how he will carry
it out.
What this suggests is that Kierkegaard is less interested in the type of “exceptional” situation that some readers have seen in his w
 ork—the political

Faith

89

decisionism of Carl Schmitt comes to mind—and more interested in how we
cope with the experiences of loss that follow from the more conventional and
inevitable sacrifices that we face in life, such as having to wean and/or be
weaned.32 Moreover, this also helps explain why Kierkegaard refuses to call
Abraham’s experience a “spiritual trial” and instead calls it an “ordeal.”33 An
ordeal is an experience through which we must live and in which our only
choice is how best to bear the burden, whereas a spiritual trial implies that we
have an objective choice to make between alternative actions. Just as children
inevitably grow up, becoming ever more independent, a parent’s choice only
pertains to how this will happen and not to if it will happen. Abraham will
lose Isaac; the only question is, can he get him back again?34
In Part I, we discussed Kierkegaard’s lowest form of despair (i.e., conformity) but left off discussing the higher forms. However, with doubt established as the path to nonconformity, it is now time to return, because they
describe a potential intermediary position between conformity and faith. In
this way, they also help sketch out a larger narrative that spans both Fear and
Trembling and The Sickness unto Death. While an authentically doubting attitude, even one that has yet to acquire faith, might indicate the presence of
enough strength to withstand the sense of loss that results from doubt—a
strength for which Socrates, in his steadfastness even unto death, is an
example—these higher forms of despair emerge if an individual is unprepared
for loss. Rather than accepting the inevitability of the loss that follows from
the earnest activity of doubt, an unprovoked experience of loss can lead to
precisely the type of despair that Kierkegaard dramatizes in the exordia.35
However, in The Sickness unto Death, itself written several years after Fear and
Trembling, Kierkegaard works through the consequences of such loss with an
even greater attention to detail.
For Kierkegaard, there are two broad categories of this higher despair, the
despair of weakness and the despair of strength, each of which constitutes a
psychological and spiritual response to the experience of loss. Starting with
the despair of weakness, Kierkegaard writes that such despair occurs when
we do “Not . . . Will to Be Oneself.”36 Similar to the general formula for despair, Kierkegaard has something more specific in mind. Such a despairing
self has managed to extricate itself from social mores—it has lost its world—
and in so doing, it necessarily has an intimation of itself as something more
than the product of socialization. That is, the world might be gone, but the
individual remains. However, under the weight of the crushing loneliness
that it now experiences, it seeks solace by attempting to make itself as small

90 Chapter 5

as possible—it wills away its own existence. Tellingly, Kierkegaard calls the
intense form of this despair “encapsulation”; such a self might continue to play
the appropriate social roles, but it is not able to convince itself of them, as is
the case with the truly socialized self.37 Therefore, outwardly it might continue
to play a role, but inwardly it is “withdrawn.”38 While Nora Helmer ultimately
goes off in search of her authenticity, if we imagine what might have happened
had her fear of loneliness overcome her, we have a perfect example. Obeying
the forms of bourgeois life, even after they no longer held meaning for her,
Nora would have withdrawn into herself, even as outwardly she might have
appeared no different than before.39
As for the despair of strength, Kierkegaard writes that such despair entails
“will[ing] to be oneself.”40 While this might seem like an appropriate formula
for authenticity, what Kierkegaard has in mind is the defiant attitude of a self
that believes it can create, or will, itself. This leads Michael Theunissen to
evocatively label this despair the “arrogance of s elf-construction.”41 In this lies
Kierkegaard’s most direct, if anachronistic, critique of the fascism that would
soon overtake Europe, as fascism’s myths of self-creation were quite directly a
politicization of this type of despair. Rather than withdrawing after a feeling
of loss, as in the case of the despair of weakness, this self reacts to the same
experience, but overcompensates by way of a demonstration of power. However, while the human personality might have an infinite malleability, it also
has an inalienable nature that cannot be created but that can only be accepted.
Coupled together, what Fear and Trembling’s exordia present are examples
of how an experience of loss can overwhelm a life, of how such loss—of individuals, of relationships, of trust—can lead to exactly the type of lonely despair found in The Sickness unto Death. That is, beginning with the despair of
conformity found in The Sickness unto Death, Fear and Trembling diagrams
the loss that leads back to The Sickness unto Death’s higher forms of despair.
However, what emerges out of the exordia’s parallel stories of w
 eaning—
parallels that suggest that Abraham and Isaac’s experience of loss is much
more universal than it might s eem—is the claim that certain types of loss are
inevitable features of life. In fact, the process of becoming an individual, itself
at the heart of Kierkegaard’s oeuvre, entails a transformation in how we experience loss.42
It is easy to imagine how the intimation of loss, and the heightened despair that lurks behind that loss, can serve to bolster social identities. This is
Nora’s husband’s story, as his fear of losing his comfortable bourgeois life, and
the self-image that went with it, was enough for him to repudiate the wife he

Faith

91

believed had upset this order.43 However, what Kierkegaard draws our attention to in the narrative of Abraham and Isaac, and what is particularly clear
in the exordia, is the deeply intersubjective nature of emancipation, and how
it unfolds within the context of a social universe. Specifically, it is not only
my freedom that terrifies me, insofar as its appropriation requires that I relinquish the comfort of social conformity, but your freedom terrifies me too.
For those of us not yet freed of our desperate, self-interested hold on the
world of social meaning, the very freedom of our loved ones—their defiance
of the social roles through which we understand them—is experienced by us
as a loss. That is, in standing outside of my frame of reference, you become
lost to me.
However, beyond this, your emancipation not only threatens me with the
particular loss of you, but it also simultaneously threatens me with the general
loss of my world, as your emancipation is proof that my world has limits. As
the exordia help demonstrate, the universal and the particular are inextricably
intertwined, with the loss of one threatening the loss of the other. So, while
my world claims universality, and while that universality confers legitimacy
on the social ideas by which I live, in defying your particular role within it,
you become living proof that my universe is not universal, so that your existence thereby threatens to demonstrate that I am living a lie. In such a case, if
I lack a “higher sustenance,” your emancipation threatens the collapse of my
untruthful world, without having replaced it with something truer.44 As a result, by definition, and in the fullest sense possible, if I have not yet accepted
your freedom, your freedom is my loss.
If Socratic doubt helps us overcome our grasp on the world of social
meaning—if it helps us learn to let go of the stability that conformity p
 rovides—
this hardly means that the actually existing individuals with whom we live are
now gone. We might have lost the medium through which we relate, as the
third exordium recounts, but we have not lost these people themselves. Instead, we have simply overcome our egoistic attachment to them, thereby freeing ourselves to relate to them more openly. However, while an authentic
reconnection with others might result, the anguish of loss might also result,
and what differentiates between these two possibilities is faith. That is, when
my world comes crumbling down, I can lose myself in its ruins, or else, when
those around me seem to disappear, when I seem abandoned, and when all
else seems lost, I can have faith that I am not truly alone. For Kierkegaard,
however, the point is not that we should embrace this potentially catastrophic
loss; rather, it is that if we want to become true individuals, and if we want the
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authentic comfort that a community of such individuals provides, this loss is
inevitable. And this is our ordeal.

Accepting Love
Returning to the sacrificial narrative, we can now better understand the substantive content that Kierkegaard ascribes to it. From Abraham’s point of view,
his supposed sacrifice of Isaac is nothing other than his faith in Isaac as a free,
autonomous human being. His faith is that freed from the social identities in
which they live, Isaac, the individual, will remain. However, in order to find
this individual, Abraham has to let go of the identities through which they
relate; he has to sacrifice his son in order to find his son. Granted, from the
anxious readers’ point of view, their story seems to narrate a profound loss,
but this problem of perspective is precisely Kierkegaard’s point; from the perspective of the social universe—from the perspective of his imagined reader—
faith appears as the most horrific of transgressions. However, from Abraham
and Isaac’s point of view, their story is actually about their reception of one
another as free subjects. This is the substantive content at the heart of the
communicative gap that Kierkegaard repeatedly demonstrates in Fear and
Trembling; those who are not yet free cannot have freedom demonstrated to
them.45 Instead, to find it, they need faith.
The relationship between free subjects gains added substance if, rather
than imagining it across Fear and Trembling’s communicative gap, we instead
imagine it from within this relationship. If we do so, we see that what substantively constitutes Abraham and Isaac’s faith relationship is actually love. As
C. Stephen Evans notes, “Love is the quality at which faith aims. Love, we
might say, provides faith with a telos.”46 In overcoming our egoistic grasp on
others, in relinquishing the control and comfort that identity affords us, and
in accepting the loss that follows from a loss of “the ethical” (or, for Marx, in
becoming the people of the droits du citoyen rather than the droits du homme),
it is faith in the existence of a loving “other” that sustains us. For Kierkegaard,
it is only by accepting a love that unconditionally loves us for the unique self
that we are, rather than for the role that we play, that we might then come to
see ourselves as worthy of this love, so that we might then come to love ourselves too. And if we do, rather than hiding from ourselves through our willful
despair, we can instead accept responsibility for ourselves and finally become
the self that we always have been. As Kierkegaard succinctly puts it, in provid-
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ing us with the strength to accept who we are, “love builds up.”47 Faith, therefore, is a faith that when all else seems lost, love will remain.
In his 1847 work, Works of Love, Kierkegaard elaborates on the nature of
love. For Kierkegaard, while the other’s love kindles within us a love by which
we appropriate ourselves, this occurs because love reveals to us the inalienable
dignity within every self. Consequently, love becomes not only the medium
by which we relate to ourselves but also the medium through which we relate
to others.48 For Kierkegaard, love is therefore the relationship that exists when
an individual overcomes a possessive relationship with others in favor of a
relationship of mutual respect.49 Moreover, insofar as the appropriation of our
true self occurs as a consequence of love, and insofar as love remains the relationship by which we relate to ourselves and to others, we can understand
why Kierkegaard writes of the self (i.e., of our true “I”) that “this I has no
significance unless it becomes the you to whom eternity incessantly speaks
and says: You shall, you shall, you shall.”50 In other words, it is through the
other’s love that we develop the s elf-love to accept ourselves for the free subject that we are, and this love then constitutes the foundation for our relationship with ourselves and with o
thers—and love places upon us its own
demands. Consequently, freedom becomes inseparable from its ground in
love. Hardly an immoral or amoral will to power, freedom is the foundation
for a new, authentic, and emancipatory ethics.51
In The Concept of Anxiety, Kierkegaard describes the birth of consciousness as a leap.52 Just as we can imagine the radical awakening of a child’s consciousness as a leap, insofar as it thrusts him or her into a moral universe,
Kierkegaard sees the birth of love as a similar transformation. While we always have a latent capacity for love, when we become loving, something new
comes into existence that did not exist before. Consequently, our “universe”
fundamentally alters, as we learn to relate to ourselves and to others in a new
way. We therefore find Fear and Trembling’s interest in articulating the communicative gap, as it is across this divide that we must engage in a leap of faith.
Replacing a world governed by an adherence to social norms, we find ourselves instead governed by the intersubjective bond of love. And if we imagine
“the ethical” from the position of love, we can also see the faith that Kierkegaard places in love’s transformative power, as love beckons us from across
this divide: “Love is to presuppose love; to have love is to presuppose love in
others; to be loving is to presuppose that others are loving.”53 To be loving is
to see that love can exist in others, even if it does not yet, and it is this loving
presupposition that urges others to become loving too.
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This makes love into something that is actively radical because, beyond
entailing a private ethics, it actively seeks out the unloving other in order to
transform him or her with its “presupposition” of love. “Love does not seek its
own; it rather gives in such a way that the gift looks as if it were the recipient’s
property.”54 Insofar as love exists as a possibility in the unloving individual,
love gives love to the other in such a way that this person might see love in
himself or herself too. That is, in being loved, I might come to see that I am
worthy of it, so that love might grow in me too. This is precisely the “higher
sustenance” with which Abraham looks upon Isaac, and which helps Isaac
withstand the losses in life with which he is faced. That is, so long as Isaac can
make his own leap of faith. As Kierkegaard realizes, there is nothing in the
historical, social, or political w
 orld—there is no loss—that can threaten the
sense of self-worth that grows in the womb of love, because when we are
loved, it is our true self that is loved, and not some contingent quality of our
selves. As a result, for Kierkegaard, “Love is a revolution, the deepest of all,
and the most blessed.”55 It is a revolution that leads to the radical equality
preached by what, for Kierkegaard, is the religion of love—Christianity.56
To be loving is to see in Frederick Douglass and Ibsen’s Nora a dignity they
only later appropriate for themselves—it is to love them when they do not yet
love t hemselves—and which then helps constitute their own love. Rather than
simply telling them they are worthy, which they might only receive as yet
more objective ideas to which they must conform, love treats them as worthy,
and thereby helps them feel that they are. However, from their point of view,
the acceptance of love entails a leap of faith, as they have to abandon their
social world with the faith that something more nourishing lies beyond. Love,
therefore, is precisely the self relationship into which we cannot think ourselves, because being told that we are loved and experiencing love are not the
same thing.57 And while these examples have been used to dramatize the most
acute moments of their rebellion, it is easy to imagine that within their old
dehumanizing lives, the brief moments of kindness in which they were afforded the dignity they deserved might have provided the very catalyst for
their uprisings in the first place. This helps explain why Abraham’s failure to
hide his lack of faith is so egregious in the final exordium; it is through seeing
himself in the eyes of Abraham’s love—a love that faithfully endures through
all of life’s ordeals—that Isaac can find faith himself. In other words, in failing
to “sacrifice” Isaac as an object, he fails to help Isaac become a subject.
For Kierkegaard, God is clearly synonymous with the type of transcendental love that overcomes all “earthly dissimilarity” in favor of “the equality of
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eternity.”58 As C. Stephen Evans notes, for Kierkegaard, “God’s own nature is
essentially love.”59 Granted, Kierkegaard never defines God with the clarity
that we might want, but his refusal to define God is a refusal to create another
idol to which we might prostrate ourselves, and that would thereby make it
more difficult to overcome our subservience to the objects we create. So, when
Kierkegaard speaks of Abraham’s faith—and while he certainly reads an
anachronistic notion of Christian faith into this Jewish story—Abraham is
placing his faith in something that is quite real and that would never require
him to sacrifice his son. As Kierkegaard writes of Abraham, “During all this
time [his trip to Mt. Moriah] he had faith, he had faith that God would not
demand Isaac of him, and yet he was willing to sacrifice him if it was demanded.”60 Abraham’s faith in God was absolute, as his willingness demonstrates, and yet substantively, Abraham knew that Isaac would never be
required by God. It is a strange sort of paradox that Kierkegaard presents—
that is, to be absolutely faithful to something (and therefore willing to do
anything for it), while knowing that the “object” of that faith would never
demand certain things of you. As Kierkegaard knows, it is through love that
individuals are received, not lost.
The conventional account of faith—which is often used as a criticism of
Kierkegaard—is that faith is synonymous with blind obedience, and that it is
directed toward an imagined “life to come.”61 However, for Kierkegaard,
“Abraham’s faith was not of this sort, if there is such a faith at all.”62 Instead,
Abraham’s faith was a faith in this world. “Abraham had faith specifically for
this life—faith that he would grow old in this country, be honored among the
people, blessed by posterity, and unforgettable in Isaac, the most precious
thing in his life.”63 Abraham’s faith was a faith in community, it was a faith that
self-confidently recognized itself as an example for the people and for posterity, and it was a faith that would live on in its greatest achievement, that of
Isaac’s faith. It was not through faith that Abraham lost Isaac, it was through
faith that he was gained.64 Through such a faith, only good can come.

God and Poverty
Kierkegaard began Fear and Trembling with an epigram meant to cast interpretive doubt upon his whole work, and then immediately introduced the
theme of doubt more explicitly, by way of Socrates and Descartes. Bookending
his work with this same theme, he ends it with a joke about Heraclitus. After
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praising Heraclitus, and recalling his famous pronouncement that you cannot
step in the same river twice, he speaks of one of Heraclitus’s disciples, a disciple who went “further,” and pronounced that “one cannot do it even once.”65
In so arguing, this disciple amended Heraclitus’s thesis into one that “denies”
motion rather than affirming it, whereas all he had wanted to do was to go
“further.”66 Reminiscent of Kierkegaard’s critique of the bourgeois intellectual
for whom everything had become easy, in building upon Heraclitus without
truly understanding him, his disciple unwittingly transforms Heraclitus into
his opposite.67 As for Heraclitus himself, in affirming the motion of being and,
more specifically, in affirming temporal change, he offers a correlative to Socratic doubt, by way of an affirmation of the ephemerality of the apparent
world.68 That is, in a world of ceaseless temporal flux, Socratic detachment
helps remedy our anxious desire to dominate.
However, in this dual-sided claim, a metaphysical and a spiritual claim
that seems anchored in ancient thought, Kierkegaard is actually demonstrating how much he himself is a modern—while also offering another point of
contact between himself and Marx. Certainly, Heraclitus captures something
enduringly revelatory in his pronouncement, yet its deep resonance with
Kierkegaard also speaks to a historical fact that Marx captures well. Particularly evident in the Communist Manifesto, Marx famously describes the chaos
of the modern world, given the fantastically creative and destructive powers
of capitalism. Capitalism has created a world in which “steam and machinery
revolutionised industrial production,” in which the “market has given an immense development to commerce, to navigation, to communication by land”;
it is a world in which the “bourgeoisie . . . has put an end to all feudal, patriarchal, idyllic r elations . . . [and] has pitilessly torn asunder the motley feudal
ties that bound man to his ‘natural superiors,’ ” where it has also “stripped of
its halo every occupation hitherto honoured and looked up to with reverent
awe,” converting “the physician, the lawyer, the priest, the poet, the man of
science, into its paid wage labourers”; and it does so because the “bourgeoisie
cannot exist without constantly revolutionising the instruments of production, and thereby the relations of production, and with them the whole relations of society.”69 All of this leads to a world in which “all fixed, fast-frozen
relations, with their train of ancient and venerable prejudices and opinions,
are swept away, all n
 ew-formed ones become antiquated before they can ossify,” so that “all that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned.”70
While evocatively described in the Communist Manifesto, this sense of
instability and dislocation is also evident in On the Jewish Question. After all,
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while it is partially a story of how political emancipation reifies the idea of the
bourgeois individual, this reified sense of stability is the mechanism by which
the forces of civil society are unleashed. That is, by believing in equality, the
inequalities endemic to capitalism are liberated, and it is this liberation that
forms the underlying narrative of Marx’s larger historical project. While Heraclitus and Socrates might help capture this flux as an eternal metaphysical
truth, the former doing so by way of a pronouncement about the nature of the
world and the latter by affirming an attitude by which to experience that
world, what Marx helps reveal is that as a result of capitalism (and its protection under the modern, democratic state), the material world has come to
embody this flux in an ever more immediate way. The Socratic detachment of
an authentically lived doubt, and the Heraclitean affirmation of a world that
warrants it, might demonstrate an eternal truth; however, given the modern
world, it is an eternal truth that has become particularly pronounced.
For this reason, Marshall Berman speaks of Marx as a paragon of modernity, as he sees in Marx a deep awareness of the nature of modern experience.
For Berman, “To be modern is to find ourselves in an environment that promises us adventure, power, joy, growth, transformation of ourselves and the
world—and, at the same time, that threatens to destroy everything we have,
everything we know, everything we are. . . . [Modernity] pours us all into a
maelstrom of perpetual disintegration and renewal, of struggle and contradiction, of ambiguity and anguish. To be modern is to be part of a universe in
which, as Marx said, ‘all that is solid melts into air.’ ”71 Given this reality, it is
easy to imagine the difficult fate of an isolated individual. For all the promise
of capitalism, such as the endlessly changing world of experiences it provides,
and the possibility for s elf-development that this holds, the cost of this world
is that we are each reduced to instrumental laborers in a vast, unforgiving, and
ever-churning machine. It is a world in which towers that dwarf Babel are
erected in mere months, in which cities are conjured out of the ground seemingly overnight, and in which the greatest dreams of science fiction are tomorrow’s realities. However, it is simultaneously a world in which foreclosure,
gentrification, and “eminent domain” ensure that no one’s home is free from
the threat of dispossession, a world in which once thriving communities lie in
ruins when their “sustaining” industry “dies,” and a world in which “downsizing,” “outsourcing,” “redundancy,” and “retrenchment” are just a few of the
synonyms for the human beings who stubbornly outlive their use. And so, the
experience that unites humanity is one that potentially destroys us too.
The challenge, therefore, is to find a sense of strength by which to “survive”
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this maelstrom, let alone to thrive within it. And given this evocation, it
should be easy to imagine why a sense of personal integrity that draws upon
an identification with the ephemeral objects of modern life sets the stage for
overwhelming loss and loneliness—while simultaneously being bolstered by
them. It also helps explain why the “individuality” of “political emancipation,”
which serves as our contemporary version of “the ethical,” is one of the few
identities capable of surviving for any extended period of time, given the creative destruction of capitalism. In its substantive vacuity and absence of any
real communal solidarity, a belief in the abstract individual is particularly
malleable to the sorcerer’s forces of capital, which itself depends on the willingness of individuals to be instrumentally exploited. That is, in believing
ourselves individuals but only abstractly so, we reduce ourselves to a quantitative and therefore interchangeable “human” resource, that can then be allocated according to the needs of capital. “Individuals” are therefore allocated
in much the way that units of lumber or steel might be. In a bitter irony, the
affirmation of this vacuous e quality—an affirmation whose substantive vacuity affords little position from which to c ritique—is tantamount to an affirmation of the equality of our own instrumental worthlessness. While seemingly
affirming our worth, we are actually affirming that which allows us to be
treated as expendable, so long as we are all equally so.
While private property originates as a historical and material phenomenon, we have seen that it is reproduced by way of this attitude of private property. However, for Kierkegaard, this attitude is reinforced by the feeling of
control that constitutes the “temptation” of “the ethical.”72 That is, faced with
the maelstrom of modern life, and without the security of love, identity can
provide a tempting sense of stability, even if the identities we adopt are as
substantively vacuous as the abstract individual. However, this sense of control is little more than a feeling of domination that we exert over ourselves and
others, and that ultimately serves the owners of capital, because we willingly
transform ourselves into objects that are easily instrumentalized in the interest of production. In other words, in a vicious cycle, our vulnerability leads to
our desire to dominate, while our desire to dominate leads to our vulnerability. And this ultimately serves those few who stand to make a profit. More
simply, it is from the vulnerability of poverty that we all flee, running into the
waiting arms of private property, and its true masters.73 Therefore, as Socrates
counseled, we need to learn to let go.
Yet, the modern world also opens many doors. If feudal social relationships existed with an immediacy that made it difficult to see past them, that
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is, if feudalism made true interpersonal disclosure a near impossibility, then
capitalism’s maelstrom has made true community a greater possibility. For all
of our attempts to hold onto our delusions, the instability of modern life is a
constant challenge toward maintaining them. While Kierkegaard never understood despair as a sociological category, it is easy to see how it could be that
too. Granted, it remains a phenomenon that pertains to individuals and their
subjectivity, but insofar as his higher forms of despair speak to an inability to
will conformity, we might expect capitalism to multiply their occurrence. This
is Marx’s explicit insight; it is capitalism’s implicit dynamism that makes conforming to static social roles a near impossibility, even if these roles are as
flexible as the abstract individual.74 What is needed, however, for both Marx
and Kierkegaard, is a sense of personal integrity that is not subject to the vicissitudes of the ephemeral world of capitalism, a sense of integrity upon
which true communities can be built, and a sense of integrity that offers an
enduring position from which to critique the systematic dehumanization
upon which capitalism depends. What is needed, therefore, is love.
Marx does not speak the language of love, but he is less far from this formula than might appear. If Kierkegaard’s love entails an appropriation and
disclosure of the self as free and loving, while simultaneously helping others
do so too, Marx achieves much the same through his idea of human emancipation. For Marx, the bourgeois sense of freedom “makes every man see in
other men not the realization of his own freedom, but the barrier to it.”75
Therefore, “the right of man to liberty is based not on the association of man
with man, but on the separation of man from man. It is the right of this separation, the right of the restricted individual, withdrawn into himself.”76 That is,
in conceiving of ourselves as ego, and in conceiving of freedom as the satiation
of our desires, we come to see others as obstacles to our freedom rather than
expressions of it. Or, at best, they become means to our ends. Consequently,
we find ourselves living in a humanly impoverished world, in which we exist
with others merely as reified images of an egoistically conceived sense of freedom, rather than in a richly humanized world filled with subjects with whom
we share a community based in freedom.
Marx therefore writes of human emancipation as the process of following
through on the promises of political emancipation, a process of making the
promise of freedom real. “Only when the real, individual man re-absorbs in
himself the abstract citizen, and as an individual human being has become a
species-being in his everyday life, in his particular work, and in his particular
situation, only when man has recognised and organised his ‘forces propres’ as
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social forces, and consequently no longer separates social power from himself
in the shape of political power, only then will human emancipation have been
accomplished.”77 The revolutionary values of liberté, egalité, and fraternité,
having been enshrined in the droits du citoyen, were themselves a legitimate
expression of a freedom that was an advance on the oppression of feudal life;
however, having been abstracted into the political realm, they need to be reclaimed by human beings in our real, social existence. Rather than living our
duplicitous lives, caught between a world that affords us a vacuous equality
and one that offers indignity, this vacuous equality needs to be made real by
re-absorption into our actual lives. Which is to say, freedom needs to be lived,
not only thought, and in overcoming our abstract projection of ourselves and
the irresponsibility it entails, we set the stage for a self-appropriation in which
the human world is rightly recognized as a product of our free subjectivity.
As a result, rather than being vulnerably subject to the world, we become
subjects upon which it depends, because the creativity released by capitalism
only appears a foreign force intent on our ruin so long as we have not yet
appropriated those forces as our own. Ultimately, it is on this basis that true
community can arise, as accepting responsibility for my freedom entails a
recognition that this freedom is shared by all. In overcoming our desire to
dominate and in appropriating a real, substantive freedom, “every man [might
come to] see in other men . . . the realization of his own f reedom . . . [not] the
barrier to it.”78 After all, my compromise of this freedom becomes your experience of oppression and your compromise my oppression, insofar as we reciprocally impose on one another the restrictions we impose on ourselves.
Which is to say that, truly, “the free development of each is the condition for
the free development of all.”79 Or, in Kierkegaard’s language, “Love is a revolution, the deepest of all.”80
Marx spent little time detailing the complex narrative of an individual
subject on the road to freedom, nor did he explore the ways in which religious
narratives might help describe it. Instead, Marx’s corollary emerged in the
years following 1843, as he increasingly imagined the proletariat as the class
of revolutionary change.81 In this, we find Marx extending Kierkegaard into
the political world, just as Kierkegaard draws Marx deeper into individual
subjectivity. For Marx, the proletariat is by definition the instrumental class,
making it also the class of vulnerability; it is the class that most acutely suffers
from the fact that “all that is solid melts into air.”82 However, if they are not
destroyed by a world that treats them instrumentally—
and many are
destroyed—they might also be freed of the illusions by which their servitude
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is justified, in a collective expression of Kierkegaard’s Socratic doubt. More
important, if this happens, they might find that they are not alone, but together, so that in the love from their fellow workers—in their solidarity with
them—they might come to discover an empowering sense of self-worth.
For Marx, the forces of domination had matured to their peak because
history had “simplified class a ntagonisms . . . [into] Bourgeoisie and Proletariat.”83 In the pure instrumentality of labor, it is their freedom itself—their
labor—that workers sell to capitalists. Whereas prior systems of exploitation
were “veiled by religious and political illusions,” exploitation is now “naked,
shameless, direct, [and] brutal.”84 Therefore, a future revolution might not be
waged on behalf of a partial understanding of oppression, but could potentially grasp the true nature of freedom, because “man is at last compelled to
face with sober senses, his real conditions of life, and his relations with his
kind.”85 Marx therefore believed that the eternal struggle for human dignity
was synonymous with the historical struggle to overcome private property.86
The particular battle of the proletariat was therefore a universal battle; living
in a society of pure dehumanization, a society in which workers embody the
indignity of being an instrumental object rather than a free subject, their battle could potentially become one of pure humanization.
Had Marx sought to answer the question of where this human dignity
originates (i.e., the origins of the free creativity of our species being), he might
have been led to Kierkegaard’s conception of God. The origins of our freedom
remain a mystery, as we do not will ourselves, but must accept ourselves and
others as gifts. However, as far as we know, Marx never asked. Yet, understood
in the way that Kierkegaard does, God provides an unassailable critical perspective on the world, insofar as God speaks to our eternal, historically transcendental nature, while simultaneously providing a loving foundation for a
free community. Furthermore, for those living in a capitalist world, a world in
which the proletarian class has seemed to become less distinct, and a world in
which few identify with this instrumental class despite being situated in its
midst, Kierkegaard’s radicalism helps reveal the essential nature that makes
the proletariat revolutionary. That is, understanding freedom and domination
in subjective terms is essential in a world of less starkly drawn—or less immediately a pparent—class distinctions, as it allows us to clarify the qualitative
distinctions that Marx saw in a class that is often misunderstood as being
purely quantitative. The proletariat are the potentially revolutionary class because of the class position they hold, but what would make them actually
revolutionary is that their shared experience of exploitation allows them to
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transform Kierkegaard’s subjective transformation into a political act. A solitary leap of faith entails an ethics; a collective one entails a politics.
Kierkegaard’s discourse therefore provides a critical corrective for political thought by helping reveal the deeply subjective nature of the revolutionary subject. Capitalism may be a system of economic production, but its
problem, and the reason it requires critique, is the worthlessness it imposes
on its members. This, rather than a particular, historically apparent feature,
is what constitutes the problem. For the proletariat, oftentimes disabused of
their self-deceptions and yet potentially disclosed to one another in their
vulnerability, the possibility for a new type of community could emerge out
of the nourishing love they felt for one another. The value enshrined in such
communities entailed an innate and inalienable critique of the old, and it is
this critique that Marx’s analysis helps articulate in its fullest social and political form.
The radical transformation of the proletariat therefore entails a twofold
transformation: the first, a recognition of the dignity found in freedom, and
the second, an understanding of the systematic forces of dehumanization.87
Just as those “religiously” converted start making sense of a world inconsistent
with their faith—a world in which their freedom abrades against their
bondage—

they potentially come to understand that the forces working
against them are not eternal or accidental; that is, the problem is not socialization as an eternal problem, even if socialization has always been used as a
tool of oppression. Rather, these forces are deliberate and systematic, making
use of socialization so that they can extort a profit from the instrumentalization of workers. For every Nora, there is her husband Torvald; for every Douglass, a slave owner; and for every worker, an owner of capital. Therefore,
following from “religious conversion,” some individuals might come to have
what James Marsh calls a “radical political conversion.”88 Told by society that
they had no worth, yet told by one another that this was not so, the faith of
those around them could prove to be the start of something truly and inexplicably new.

PART III

FREEDOM

Haussmann, in tearing down the old medieval slums, broke down
the self-enclosed and hermetically sealed world of traditional
urban poverty. The boulevards, blasting great holes through the
poorest neighborhoods, enable the poor to walk through the holes
and out of their ravaged neighborhoods, to discover for the first
time what the rest of the city and the rest of life is like. And as they
see, they are seen: the vision, the epiphany, flows both ways. In the
midst of great spaces, under the bright lights, there is no way to
look away.
—Marshall Berman, All That Is Solid Melts into Air
Not only was I moved by that family of eyes, but I felt a little
ashamed of our glasses and decanters, larger than our thirst. I
turned my gaze t owards yours, dear love, in order to read my
thought there. As I was plunging into your eyes . . . you said, “I
can’t stand those people with their eyes wide open like entrance
gates! Can’t you ask the headwaiter to send them away?”
—Charles Baudelaire, “The Eyes of the Poor,”
in The Parisian Prowler

But deep down this eternity of man through the stars is melancholy,
and sadder still this sequestration of brother-worlds through the
barrier of space. So many identical populations that pass each
other without suspecting their mutual existence! But yes! It has
finally been discovered at the end of the 19th Century. But who will
believe it?
—Louis Auguste Blanqui, Eternity Through the Stars
I believe that the imagination is the passport we create to take us
into the real world. I believe the imagination is another phrase for
what is most uniquely us. . . . To face ourselves. That’s the hard
thing. The imagination. That’s God’s gift to make the act of
self-examination bearable.
—Paul, in John Guare’s Six Degrees of Separation
Justice is what love looks like in public.
—Occupy Wall Street poster, quoted from Cornel West

CHAPTER 6

SUBJECTIVITY

Time and Space
Kierkegaard’s 1844 work, Philosophical Fragments, is widely considered to be
among his most important philosophical works. While the 1846 companion
piece, Concluding Unscientific Postscript to Philosophical Fragments, has received more study, perhaps owing to its voluminous six hundred pages to its
predecessor’s scant one hundred, Kierkegaard’s earlier, shorter work is itself
quite densely packed and well worth the effort required to unpack it. In broad
strokes, Philosophical Fragments finds itself rearticulating the gap between
subjectivity and objectivity, such as we have seen it in Fear and Trembling,
albeit with a distinctly temporal twist. Specifically, Philosophical Fragments’
concern is with the question of Christianity as a historical doctrine and, as
such, with the question of how much can be learned from just such an “objective” doctrine. For example, Kierkegaard believes that the essential advance
that Christianity makes over its predecessors is that it offers an understanding
of God as historical. That is, while Christianity entails a form of transcendence, it describes a transcendent emancipatory act by which material existence gains its truth and value, because Christian faith returns us to the world
through its embodied understanding of love. However, if faith entails overcoming a relationship in which we are subservient to objective ideas, Christianity’s own attempt to objectively describe this existential movement also falls
prey to this problem, and we are back at the communicative dilemma from
Part II.
While it shares its overall conceptual schema with Fear and Trembling, unlike that work, a work that focuses almost exclusively on demonstrating the
limits of our understanding in regards to faith, the pseudonym of Philosophical
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Fragments, Johannes Climacus, speaks with an authority unknown to Fear
and Trembling’s Johannes de Silentio. While Climacus claims not to possess
faith (a claim that Kierkegaard elsewhere hints is merely a rhetorical device),1
it is clear that Climacus speaks of faith substantively, in a way that Johannes
de Silentio does not. So, whereas Johannes de Silentio took a negative approach in which he sought to approach faith by demonstrating the limits of
philosophy, Climacus, wary of those limits, recognizes that there are, in fact,
some things that you can say. So long as we do not mistake a conceptual understanding of faith for its subjective appropriation, a mistake that would lead
us to believe that thinking about faith is the same as possessing it (a mistake
that Fear and Trembling has already attempted to prevent), we can nonetheless
complement faith with a conceptual explanation. Moreover, demonstrating
that he is much more a philosopher than he lets on, through Climacus, Kierkegaard further clarifies that his critique of Hegel does not lie in a renunciation of philosophical thought, but rather, it lies in establishing an intellectual
humility that distinguishes between conceptual understanding and an appropriation of faith.
The distinctly temporal nature of this work’s philosophical approach also
facilitates an exploration of an essential dimension of faith; specifically, Philosophical Fragments contains what is Kierkegaard’s most direct explication of
the nature of freedom. As we have seen in Chapter 5, to have faith is precisely
to have faith in the love by which freedom is appropriated, and in Philosophical Fragments, Kierkegaard further elaborates on this relationship. Contained
in a brief section in the middle of Philosophical Fragments, a section entitled
“Interlude: Is the Past More Necessary Than the Future?” it is deceptively easy
to overlook the gravity of this section for how it temporarily breaks from the
main n
 arrative—not to mention because of its own rather obtuse complexity.2
In it, we find Kierkegaard directly expounding on the nature of several temporal concepts, notably possibility, actuality, and necessity, in what can easily
come off as an arcane philosophical discussion (a retort to Hegel’s The Encyclopaedia Logic), but which hides something quite profound. Specifically, asking after the nature of what it means for something to have “come into
existence” (i.e., what it means when we say that something now exists that did
not exist before), through Climacus, Kierkegaard offers a conceptual understanding of the freedom that we have seen is appropriated in an act of faith.
Kierkegaard begins by clarifying what he means by “coming into existence,” the concept that lies at the heart of this interlude. “If, in coming into
existence, a plan is intrinsically changed, then it is not this plan that comes
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into existence; but if it comes into existence unchanged, what, then, is the
change of coming into existence? This change, then, is not in essence [Væsen]
but in being [Væren] and is from not existing to existing.”3 Simpler than it
seems, Kierkegaard is trying to disassociate two ways in which we make sense
of temporal change: either we understand each new moment as a process of
cessation, which is to understand change as a matter of essence, or else we
understand it as a process of birth, which is to understand change as a matter
of being. In the next section, we will explore what Kierkegaard believes to be
the proper explanation of temporality, that which does so by way of being, but
first, it is important to understand the problematic explanation.
To begin, when we speak of temporal change as a matter of essence, the
“newness” of new moments comes to be understood as reflecting a change in
what the world means. Kierkegaard attempts to capture this when he refers
to “a plan [that] is intrinsically changed,” insofar as from one moment to the
next we believe it is the plan of the world, or the idea of it, that has changed.4
Kierkegaard’s point is that such explanations of time see each moment in
time as essentially different from the prior one, so that what we imagine we
are experiencing when we experience time is a change to the world’s meaning, or to its “essence.” In other words, what seems to distinguish this moment
from moments past is that what existed a moment prior has simply taken on a
new form, and therefore, it now means something new. As a result, rather than
understanding temporal change as the birth of truly new, existing things—
things that did not exist a moment e arlier—we come to see the new in a very
circumscribed way. Specifically, in seeing temporal change as a change to essence, we necessarily take existing matter for granted, so that the changes we
notice are merely the changing form of that matter. From ashes to ashes and
dust to dust, as it were.
Looked at abstractly, the presumption that content preexists form seems
to grant eternal status to being, insofar as all that exists appears to have always
existed. In this way, the totality of being is taken for granted, so that what we
experience as temporal change is but the changing form of this total content.
This does make intuitive sense, insofar as the birth of anything ex nihilo seems
beyond comprehension, as everything that now exists seems to have some
sort of antecedent state. Therefore, positing the eternal nature of being can be
seen as an attempt to avoid the problem of infinite regress, by making temporal change a matter of form, or essence, and not of content, or existence. Given
that this presupposition accords well with our experience of the world, insofar
as we can recognize that everything that currently exists existed in a different
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form at an earlier point in time, this premise seems a difficult one to dispute.
What then follows is that the study of temporality becomes the study of the
changing form of currently existing matter. However, for Kierkegaard, regardless of the internal logical consistency of this position, rather than explaining
time, this perspective actually serves to betray it.
The empiricism of the scientific method is a good example of this problem, while it simultaneously demonstrates that such a conceptualization of
time is actually quite appropriate, depending on the subject matter in question
(e.g., when studying “nature”). Scientific study does not entertain the possibility of creation ex nihilo; rather, it presupposes its object of study—the natural 
world—
and only seeks to understand how it operates, ultimately
floundering on the question of its origins.5 In a very rough schematization, the
scientific method proceeds by way of hypotheses and experiment: a hypothesis is made and then an experiment is constructed to test its truth. Ultimately,
if successful, it then becomes possible to infer the veracity of the hypothesis;
that is, we infer a why about a what. However, when we have successfully done
so, what we have actually inferred is causality, as we have discovered a particular cause that leads to a particular effect. Moreover, it is a causality that unfolds through, or that underlies and structures, time, insofar as these effects
necessarily follow after their causes. As a result, from this perspective, when
we experience temporal change, what we now believe we are experiencing is
the temporal unfolding of the necessary relations of cause and effect.
This understanding of causality can also be seen throughout the world of
speculative philosophy. As an example, for Kant, our failure to predict the
future does not mean that the future is unpredictable, but only that our explanatory theories are insufficient—for “in such cases it was not the fault of
theory if it was of little use in practice, but rather of there having been not
enough theory.”6 In other words, if our predictions fail, it is not because theory
is incapable of explaining the future; instead, it might only mean that there are
gaps in our theoretical knowledge. That is, there are causes and effects that
remain unknown to us and that might be interfering with our attempts at
prediction. However, when the totality of the natural world finds its intelligible complement in the world of theory, we have what Kant calls “a system.”7
With this “system” in place, we have finally exposed the totality of causes and
effects in the world, so that we might properly predict the way in which the
natural world will change in the future. That is, we arrive at determinism.
In the most obvious sense, a deterministic conception of time is irreconcilable with the existence of freedom. However, for Kierkegaard, the problem
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is more complex. In fact, in the companion piece to Philosophical Fragments,
the Concluding Unscientific Postscript, we find Kierkegaard saying of such
types of k nowledge—knowledge that attempts to create a theoretical complement that truthfully renders an underlying r eality—that their “truth is an approximating.”8 While this might be taken as a denigration, Kierkegaard’s
terminology merely captures the very nature of this type of knowledge by
including its epistemological status in its very n
 ame—this form of knowledge
attempts to approximate an underlying reality. The larger problem, however,
is not that this type of knowledge lacks all truth, but that insofar as it believes
it has explained time, it has actually served to betray it. Specifically, in creating
a theoretical “system” that approximates the world, what we have actually
created is a map of time. In other words, our attempt to theoretically approximate temporal change occurs by treating time as if it were space. So, our
ability to predict future events belies the fact that we have come to treat the
future as if it were nothing more than a geographical location beyond the
horizon, and that an accurate map, or “system,” would reveal.
Capturing this problem, David Harvey writes that “any system of representation, in fact, is a spatialization of sorts which automatically freezes the
flow of experience and in so doing distorts what it strives to represent.”9 In
other words, any attempt to represent time necessarily involves spatializing it,
as time is an endless movement, whereas our symbols are always static. As an
example, Harvey notes that this is the case for the very hands of a clock, insofar as they chart time by way of spatial movement, which was a paradox that
infuriated the great theorist of time, Henri Bergson.10 This also helps explain
why Kierkegaard is so frustrated with the so-called advance of Heraclitus’s
disciple, as we found it at the end of Fear and Trembling.11 Whereas Kierkegaard argues that Heraclitus sought to affirm the unpredictability of the future
by way of his pronouncement about the inability of stepping into the same
river twice (i.e., tomorrow’s river is not today’s), his disciple transforms this
pronouncement into one that affirms universal being by arguing that you cannot do it even once (i.e., the river itself is but a transitory form, whereas universal being is the real, ever-present reality).12 As Kierkegaard argues, this
disciple has unwittingly taken a step “backwards” instead of “forwards.”13 That
is, rather than grasping the essence of time as a perpetual flux, Heraclitus’s
disciple has transformed time into space, and thereby betrayed it.
Nonetheless, Kierkegaard does realize that this approach to time might be
appropriate, depending on the subject matter at hand. Specifically, as the predictive capacities of the natural sciences attest, it might be possible to fully
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render the natural world by way of approximate knowledge. However, the
reason for this does not lie in the essence of time but in the essence of nature.
Or, as Kierkegaard writes, “Nature as spatial determination exists only immediately.”14 In other words, nature is, in fact, a spatial entity, or at the very least,
it can be considered that way.
Kierkegaard’s point is complex. Essentially, he is arguing that when we
render nature via approximate knowledge, and thereby learn to predict certain natural phenomena, it is not because we have managed to represent nature’s changes over time, but because nature’s temporality is actually akin to
spatiality. The reason for this lies in the fact that the natural world operates
according to a simple form of causality in which the objects of nature are
“immediately” determined by their e ssence—that is, they are what they do.15
Therefore, when we know the essence of these objects, we also know how they
must act, because their essence immediately d
 etermines—or is one w
 ith—
their activity. In other words, they have no choice but to act in the way that
they do. As a result, knowing their future is similar to knowing what is beyond
the horizon, because once we understand their essence, we also understand
how that essence will unfold over time.
While Hegel is all too often rendered a simple determinist, in criticisms
that fail to take into account that a complex and dialectical conception of
freedom animates his work, he nonetheless believes that systematic knowledge of the totality of the world is possible. For instance, in The Phenomenology of Spirit, he writes that “we see that through infinity, law completes itself
into an immanent necessity, and all the moments of [the world of] appearance
are taken up into the inner world.”16 In other words, through a comprehensive
study of the apparent world, we might come to represent the true laws through
which it operates, thereby coming to understand the infinity (i.e., the totality
of possible permutations, infinite as they may be) in which we live. And for
Hegel, there is nothing that sits beyond such an understanding. “This simple
infinity, or the absolute Notion, may be called the simple essence of life, the
soul of the world, the universal blood, whose omnipresence is neither disturbed nor interrupted by any difference, but rather is itself every difference,
as also their supersession; it pulsates within itself but does not move, inwardly
vibrates, yet is at rest. It is self-identical, for the differences are tautological;
they are differences that are none.”17 Therefore, when we have this comprehensive understanding of the essence of being—the very “essence of life”—we find
that we have the idea, or “absolute Notion,” through which all is ultimately
understood, so that our map of the world is immediately one with it.
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There is certainly an elegance to Hegel’s formulation of the absolute Notion as a simple infinity, for it seemingly captures the endless diversity of possibilities found in the world—differences that are not differences because the
absolute Notion contains them all. However, despite appearances to the contrary, it nonetheless falls prey to the same problem, for it presupposes existing
matter and thereby renders temporal change into the changing form of that
existing matter. It should therefore be no surprise when we find Hegel saying
that “essence is infinity as the supersession of all distinctions . . . [in which
case] the simple essence of Time which, in this equality with itself, has the
stable shape of Space.”18 That is, in discovering the true essence of the world,
in all its possible permutations, time, as it were, becomes space.
With this in mind, Kierkegaard begins demonstrating his problem with
this approach to time by continuing his thoughts regarding the immediacy of
nature’s existence. However, now, he moves on to the question of human beings, and adds, “Something that is dialectical with respect to time has an intrinsic duplexity [Dobbelthed].”19 For Kierkegaard, as we have seen, nature
exists only immediately, so that its actions are directly determined by its essence. However, in the case of human beings, because we are “dialectical with
respect to time,” we have an “intrinsic duplexity” that makes us mediated
creatures. That is, we are self-conscious creatures who reflect upon ourselves.
So, just as the immediacy of nature lends it the quality of spatiality, our “intrinsic duplexity” gives us a nature that is distinctly temporal. Specifically,
unlike the natural world, which seems bound to its future, we are dialectical
with respect to time, so that we can thereby imagine—and enact—different
possible futures. As a result, whereas a spatial understanding, like Kant’s system, might be appropriate for understanding the future of something whose
actions are immediately determined by its nature, when it comes to mediated
creatures, our nature means that the future is something over which we have
control. And this makes it unpredictable.
As we have seen, Kierkegaard clearly believes that this approach to time is
appropriate when it comes to the question of the natural world because of the
immediacy of nature’s existence. However, as he also argues, our 
self-
consciousness—which is the feature through which we exercise our f reedom—
is “dialectical with respect to time,” giving us a mediated nature that renders
this approach invalid. Therefore, when Kierkegaard criticizes the essential
understanding of time, it is not because it lacks all truth, but because of the
consequences that follow when we apply it to ourselves. Specifically, in applying it to ourselves, this approach threatens to undermine the very relationship

112 Chapter 6

to the future upon which our freedom depends. When we know the future, or
when the future is something that we think we can know, our relationship to
it changes. Rather than the unknown opening up in front of us, giving us the
space to imagine how we might want to shape it, and which thereby allows us
the possibility of freedom, we instead confront the known future, which we
now have to simply accept. As a result, we become disempowered, never fully
appropriating the freedom that is our nature. Or, in the language of Part II,
the future has become an object to which we must submit.
As a consequence, the future comes to appear as the known moving backward to meet us, in a perpetual cycle of change, rather than us moving toward
it, shaping it as we go. Therefore, the extent to which we exhibit any attachment to the fleeting forms that matter happens to take, be they the people or
the things that populate our lives, also becomes the extent to which we experience time as a perpetual process of loss. Rather than experiencing time as a
continual birth of the new (i.e., the location in which our freedom is exercised), we come to experience it as the death of the old; rather than acting out
into the future, the future comes to pass over us. As Kierkegaard puts it, such
a conception of change “presupposes the existence of that in which change is
taking place, even though the change is that of ceasing to exist [at være til].”20
That is, the very essential understanding of time that presupposes the existence of a totality of matter actually understands time as a perpetual process
of cessation. Moreover, the very philosophical attitude that sees time as a
change to essence is itself deeply intertwined with the experience of loss, insofar as a belief in universal being is a dialectically s elf-reinforcing symptom
of our lack of freedom. It is the necessary conclusion we draw when we experience time as loss, as we must experience it if we are not yet free, insofar as
we lack access to the capacity by which the future is created. And it is also the
appropriate bulwark to ward off this loss, as, while forms may change, we can
retreat to a realm where being seems to always exist.21

The Metaphysics and Epistemology of Freedom
With his attack on this conceptualization of temporality in place, a conceptualization that sees temporal change as a matter of essence, Kierkegaard comes
to lay stress on existence as an explanation for temporal change, in what he
calls the transition from “not existing to existing.” Interestingly, in switching
his focus from essence to existence, what he is actually doing is switching his
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focus from cessation (from existing to not existing) to birth (from not existing
to existing). Entirely parallel modes of conceptualizing temporal change, insofar as one focuses on the beginning of what exists and the other on the end
of it, by switching his focus in this way, Kierkegaard can begin to demonstrate
how human freedom introduces a fundamentally new quality into temporality. In fact, insofar as the natural world seems to unfold according to a simple
causality, and therefore coheres more closely to the way in which space operates than to time, it might even be argued that it is human beings themselves
who truly give birth to time.
Kierkegaard is now tasked with having to explain how coming into existence is not simply an experience of cessation, an experience whereby we
might easily become passive witnesses to a history independent of our free
actions, so that we can instead come to see in the future not only something
new, but also something dependent on us. To do so, he begins by explaining
the nature of “coming into existence,” by arguing that what exists is not simply
a new form of what has always existed, and he instead posits that such a thing
as n
 on-being exists, and that what we take to be actuality is the transition
from non-being to being. In other words, Kierkegaard argues that what exists,
rather than being another permutation of what has existed, is, in fact, the result of the n
 on-existent giving up its n
 on-being for being; what exists is born
into existence. For example, “this non-being that is abandoned by that which
comes into existence must also exist, for otherwise ‘that which comes into
existence would not remain unchanged in the coming into existence.’ ”22 In
other words, the antecedent state of that which exists is not that which existed
a moment ago; rather, it is something else, a n
 on-being, that gives up its n
 on-
being in exchange for being. For Kierkegaard, then, we can begin to see that
time is not endless death; instead, it is constant birth.
Despite the obtuseness of phrases like non-being, Kierkegaard quickly
clarifies his position in terms with which it is easier to relate. “But such a being
that nevertheless is a non-being is possibility, and a being that is being is indeed actual being or actuality, and the change of coming into existence is the
transition from possibility to actuality.”23 Here, we finally have the point: coming into existence, a transition from non-being to being, is the transition of
possibility into actuality or, better yet, of imagination into reality. When we
imagine something that does not yet exist, when we imagine what is possible,
Kierkegaard first argues that these things do have a kind of existence. The
things that we imagine are real, but they are real as imagined things; that is,
they exist as imagination, or in Kierkegaard’s vernacular, they have a “being
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that nevertheless is a n
 on-being.” Following from this, when something comes
into existence, when it exists materially, its status as non-being is given up, as
it is no longer a thing of the imagination. It thereby gains real being and becomes actual. Granted, we continue to use our imagination to apprehend real
things too; however, in such cases, we are imagining real things that have
being, rather than imagining imagined things that have non-being.
In this simple formulation, a formulation in which a relationship is born
between what exists (“being”) and what we imagine might exist (“a being that
nevertheless is a n
 on-being”), we have Kierkegaard’s understanding of freedom, an understanding that is inextricably bound to his understanding of
temporality. When we exercise our imagination beyond the limits of imagining what exists, and enter the realm of imagining what might exist, we have
begun to think of the future. Specifically, all imagined things that are not actual are imagined things that are possible—even if they seem, or in fact are,
absurd. Yet, regardless of the likelihood of their becoming actual, the location
of our imagination, as the realm of possibility, is the future. Reciprocally, such
a future is necessary if we are to be free, for our ability to imagine different
possible futures is exactly what allows us to exert control over how we act.
That is, I can choose how to act only because I can imagine different ways in
which I might, which is the very “duplexity” of which Kierkegaard already
spoke.24
However, we can extend this logic even further: the future never exists
except as something imagined, and so, it does not actually exist in the future,
but has the status of non-being in the present. In other words, the future always exists in the present, even if it lacks material being, because it is something that we currently imagine. And in the interaction of possibility and
actuality, in the interaction of the future and the present, which itself takes
places in the present, we find freedom. Or, as Kierkegaard puts it, “The change
of coming into existence is actuality; the transition takes place in freedom.”25
Actuality is therefore nothing but our actualization, or making material, of
those things that we only once imagined—it is the process of making the future, or what we imagine, real.26 Moreover, this very process occurs regardless
of our awareness of it, because we cannot help but act according to our imagined future, even if our sense of the future is something we imagine to be
determined. That is, our reality is always that which we make it. Consequently,
freedom not only entails this actual process of actuality but also entails accepting responsibility (and therefore control) over it. In this light, we find another
articulation of emancipation as the s elf-appropriative task of accepting re-
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sponsibility for a process of actualization, or freedom, in which we are always
already engaged.
Herein we can also see that temporal change does imply the birth of something new; while the natural world might operate according to a simple causality that we perceive as a process of endless cessation, the moment we act,
the moment we make a choice and modify the “natural” flow of nature, we
make our mark on the world. Whereas prior to the existence of human action,
it could be argued that the operative principle behind the world was the simple causality we find in nature, once we act, we interrupt this flow, altering the
world in a way that is not directly or immediately determined by our own
necessity. Granted, we might necessarily be free, and over this part of our
nature we have no control (i.e., we cannot not be free, no matter how hard we
might despairingly try), but our nature is unique insofar as it is the one type
of nature that is not truly a nature, at least insofar as we understand a thing’s
nature as determinative of the specific ways in which it acts. Our nature, instead, allows us choice over the specific possibilities we enact by way of our
dialectical relationship with time, limiting our action only at the point at
which our imagination ends.
Here, we also find an explanation for Heraclitus’s flux of temporal c hange—
time is constant change because we are free, as without freedom, a simple
form of causality reigns. In the latter case, the doctrine of cessation might be
true, for its retreat into a belief in eternal being is a way of positing that, because necessity strictly determines how events unfold, events are not actually
unfolding. Instead, what we perceive as change is merely our inability to perceive the entirety of “time” at once, so that we only ever see a small fraction,
thereby lending the appearance of change to a reality that does not. That is,
just as a film exists in its entirety, even if we only ever watch it in sequence,
this sequence creates the illusion of change, despite the fact that the whole
film exists at once. However, unless we realize that each frame—each moment
in t ime—is a human creation created in freedom, we will only ever experience
such a reality as cessation, from which the thought of a totality of being might
console us.
Problematically, the freedom of others is not something of which we will
ever have sensible experience, as we only ever experience their objectifications. Consequently, we can easily ascribe the cause of these objects to the
moment prior, finding their explanation in the necessary nature of that which
existed before, and thereby subscribing to a deterministic conception of time.
Herein, we have another formulation of the communicative gap in Fear and
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Trembling, albeit with its epistemological significance further clarified. Without an appropriation of our own freedom, we lack access to the freedom of
others, and we only have experience of the empirical data of the natural world.
If this is the case, we cannot ascribe the origins of any such objects to freedom,
which makes the appeal of a deterministic explanation much clearer.
Kierkegaard further clarifies and develops this position, explicitly juxtaposing the human world, a world in which freedom is the operative principle,
with the natural world, a world in which necessity reigns. According to Kierkegaard, “Coming into existence is a change, but since the necessary is always
related to itself and is related to itself in the same way, it cannot be changed at
all. . . . Precisely by coming into existence, everything that comes into existence demonstrates that it is not necessary, for the only thing that cannot
come into existence is the necessary, because the necessary is.”27 His point is
that the natural world, a world of which we too are a part, is not something
that comes into existence, and it is therefore not something over which our
freedom reigns. That is, the very substance that exists in the world, as well as
the necessity, or nature, that governs it—including even our own nature as
free c reatures—is not something that we can change; this necessity simply is.
However, what our freedom does allow us to control is the particular instantiation of existing things, drawing them out of the world of possibility and into
the world of actuality. In other words, we might not be able to create fire that
does not burn or ice that does not cool, but we can both light this fire and
freeze that water. And the reason they exist is because of us.
In other words, we did not create, or bring into existence, the necessary
natures of the things in the world; we discover them to have natures independent of our wishes. However, while their natures might be unalterable, we can
make dramatic changes insofar as we learn how to manipulate these natures.
So, we look at nature, and we witness that it operates according to inalienable
physical laws, and we further recognize that these laws are not the product of
human hands. However, while ice and fire might always act in a predictable
way, the fact that this fire burnt and that water froze is something that I have
freely done. Or framed in Hegel’s language, possibility might actually be circumscribed by “infinity,” but what truly explains this moment in time is not
its unique configuration of the sum total of all matter, but the exercise of
freedom that brought it into being.28 So, we might have to accept certain necessary laws of the universe, but what we choose to do with them is up to us.
However, with this more nuanced reading of freedom and necessity established, Kierkegaard goes on to make a peculiar claim about coming into exis-
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tence: he calls it “a suffering.”29 Moreover, it is not just any suffering, but a
suffering in which “possibility is annihilated by actuality.”30
For Kierkegaard, it is “not merely the possible that is excluded but even
the possibility that is accepted . . . [that] turns out to be nothing the moment
it becomes actual.”31 In this, we can see that he is referring neither to the idea
that actualization transforms a single imagined thing into its real, or actual,
equivalent nor to the idea that actualization merely annihilates those possibilities not chosen, because actuality annihilates all possibility. Yet, possibility is
clearly a part of actuality, and a necessary part if we are to remain free. Instead,
insofar as possibility is the imaginative realm of non-being, Kierkegaard is
speaking of our tendency to hide within imaginative possibility (i.e., within
our consciousness), such as when we believe ourselves to be within Kant’s
system or Hegel’s absolute Notion. However, once we bring something into
existence, or more accurately, once we become responsible for what we bring
into existence, we likewise realize that our imagination is not real in the way
that actuality is; it is a fantasy life, even if that fantasy truthfully renders an
underlying reality.32 And this annihilation of possibility by actuality, this
wrenching away of our lives from imagination into reality, is, in fact, a suffering. The comfort we once found by retreating into our imagination, a comfort
found in a release from the burden of responsibility, “turns out to be nothing
the moment it becomes actual,” for it turns out to have been but the non-being
of possibility.
Freedom therefore entails a proper relating of the world of imagination
with that of actuality. Interestingly, if we tip the scale too far in either direction, we lose freedom. Recalling Part I, where we discussed The Sickness unto
Death, we can see Kierkegaard foreshadowing that work, insofar as it pronounces that “a human being is a synthesis of the infinite and the finite, of
the temporal and the eternal, of freedom and necessity, in short, a synthesis.”33 Too much actuality, too much of the finite, and possibility seems a
hopeless dream; too much possibility, too much of the infinite, and actuality
seems the dream. However, with the proper balance, a balance in which possibility is seen as the tool by which we create actuality, we find the responsible
exercise of freedom. In such a case, rather than seeing the world as merely
something to be observed so that we might then infer its underlying necessity, we instead come to realize that the world depends on us, because it is
what we make it. In the language of The Sickness unto Death, we leave behind
our existence as a mere “negative unity,” found in the fact that our ontological
nature inalienably contains a relationship of possibility and actuality, and we
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instead become “the positive third,” because we complement our ontological
freedom with a new “positive” relationship to ourselves, by responsibly appropriating the freedom that is our nature.34

The Beginning and End of Freedom
In his Logic, Hegel defines necessity as the reciprocal interplay between an
existing thing and the essence by which it becomes intelligible.35 In fact, in
broad strokes, Hegel uses the term “possibility” to refer to essence, and he
uses the term “actuality” to refer to an essence become material, so that he
can say, “Necessity has been defined, and rightly so, as the union of possibility and actuality.”36 In other words, necessity is the very intelligibility of the
world (i.e., that part of the world that conforms to its essence), rather than
those “irrational” times, times when “man, with his own private opinion and
will, follows the call of caprice and arbitrary humour.”37 In contradistinction
to Kierkegaard, for whom these terms are used in a much more conventional
sense (i.e., possibility generally refers to the future and actuality to the present), Hegel uses these terms in a technical sense, to help articulate his belief
that there is an underlying rationality to the world. Moreover, this rationality
applies to the human world too, relating to a society’s underlying logic, so
that individuals become “irrational” precisely at the moment when they stray
from that logic.
Following from this, Hegel argues that what we often take as causality,
such as the simple form of causality that Kierkegaard identifies in nature,
arises out of a view of the world that too narrowly focuses on one moment,
rather than seeing the rich interplay of possibility and actuality.38 Turning to
a political example, Hegel offers a concrete illustration. “Thus in historical
research the question may be raised in a first form, whether the character and
manners of a nation are the cause of its constitution and its laws, or if they are
not rather the effect. Then, as the second step, the character and manners on
one side and the constitution and laws on the other are conceived on the
principle of reciprocity: and in that case the cause in the same connection as
it is a cause will at the same time be an effect, and vice versa.”39 In opposition
to linear conceptions of historical causality, such as the one Kierkegaard has
been critiquing, Hegel introduces the reciprocal relationship of necessity to
explain the complexity of human society. Specifically, Hegel wants us to understand that, as opposed to a simple understanding of socialization whereby
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a society determines its constituents’ subjectivity, societies equally depend on
the subjectivity of their constituents in a s elf-reinforcing loop. Our society
might shape many of our beliefs, but it also depends on those beliefs for its
own reproduction, so that a political constitution is our externalized essence,
just as our essence is the constitution internalized.
For Hegel, human essence is freedom, and yet, political constitutions are
not always free. Therefore, situating this insight historically, Hegel’s underlying claim is that we are increasingly becoming freer over time. That is, as
possibility (in Hegel’s technical sense, i.e., as essence), freedom always exists,
but as necessity (also in Hegel’s technical sense, i.e., the dialectical unity of
essence and existence), we ever more embody that possibility with the advance of history. This advance is therefore measured in the amount of freedom reciprocally embodied in the relationship between human beings and
the political constitutions by which they live. As a result, we can see why
Hegel believes that the “truth of necessity, therefore, is Freedom,” insofar as
the truth of any epoch in time is determined by its relative embodiment of
freedom, just as history is the process by which greater degrees of freedom
become embodied in sociopolitical life.40 Moreover, this also explains the
nature of his philosophical approach, which is to separate the wheat from the
chaff, or as Hegel puts it, “The problem of science, and especially of philosophy, undoubtedly consists in eliciting the necessity concealed under the semblance of contingency.”41 In the case of social and political thought, this
therefore entails a discovery of the way in which a particular society has
made freedom manifest.
With this brief survey of Hegel in place, we can return to Kierkegaard. In
fact, we can now see to whom he is speaking when he asks, “Is not necessity,
then, a unity of possibility and actuality?—What would this mean? Possibility
and actuality are not different in essence but in being. How could there be
formed from this heterogeneity a unity that would be necessity . . . since the
essence of the necessary is to be.”42 Recalling that Kierkegaard clearly disassociates possibility from actuality in the interest of disassociating the world of
the imagination from the material world, we here find the same distinction
maintained, and this time, it is aimed directly at Hegel. After all, it was Hegel
who argued that “necessity has been defined, and rightly so, as the union of
possibility and actuality.”43 Yet, Kierkegaard clearly defines his terms in a way
that is different from Hegel, so that it becomes important to clarify the precise
nature of his critique.
It has often been suggested that Kierkegaard’s understanding of Hegel is
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lacking, so that Kierkegaard’s “Hegel” and Hegel himself need to be disassociated. In fact, in the particular passage in which Hegel defines “necessity . . . 
as the union of possibility and actuality,” he goes on to say that this definition
“gives a superficial and therefore unintelligible description of the very difficult
notion of necessity.”44 This leads Merold Westphal to suggest that Kierkegaard
is not arguing against a position that Hegel holds, so much as they are actually
making a similar point in tandem.45 However, Hegel’s point about superficiality is only that this definition can be mistaken for the type of simple causality
that we have seen Kierkegaard critique, rather than for the richer and more
complex notion of necessity that we have just explored, and this hardly precludes a larger underlying disagreement. Nonetheless, it can be easy to see
how a cursory reading of Kierkegaard or Hegel could lead to the mistaken
impression that Kierkegaard believes that his critique of the historical determinism of simple causality is an attack on Hegel, whereas Hegel clearly does
not subscribe to any such sense of causality. Moreover, when we add in the
fact that Kierkegaard uses the terms “possibility,” “actuality,” and “necessity”
in a “common-sense manner,” which is much different from Hegel’s highly
technical use of the terms, it can easily seem like Kierkegaard’s argument is
misplaced.46
To this end, Jon Stewart recounts an early story of Kierkegaard from his
student days, in which the foremost Danish Hegelian of the era, Frederick
Christian Sibbern, was surprised at Kierkegaard’s ignorance about the role
that actuality played in Hegel’s thought.47 To this, Stewart adds a story of Kierkegaard’s enthusiasm when he heard that Schelling’s 1841 lectures—lectures
famously attended by Friedrich Engels too—would deal with the subject of
actuality.48 However, this enthusiasm quickly turned to disappointment when
Schelling used the term in its technical philosophical sense, much as did
Hegel, rather than to refer to a philosophy that dealt with the task of l iving—a
disappointment that further marks Kierkegaard’s seeming unfamiliarity with
the technical terminology of the philosophical discourse of German idealism.49 From this, Stewart rightly notes that Kierkegaard uses the term “actuality” in an essentially different way, in what he calls a “common-sense
manner,” owing its origins to a style of thought more indebted to the ancient
Greeks, and in particular to Socrates, than to Hegel or Schelling.50
For this reason, Stewart argues that Kierkegaard is less interested in a serious philosophical argument with his German idealist predecessors than he
is in offering a new style of thought, which reorients thought toward a new
end (i.e., that of living).51 Stewart’s analysis is trenchant, especially insofar as
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simplistic readings of Hegel once seemed typical of many who read Kierkegaard, and this has overshadowed the complex nature of their relationship. In
fact, this is quite similar to the way in which Marx’s powerful criticisms of
Hegel made it easy for some of his disciples to wholly dismiss Hegel, without
realizing how much Marx had borrowed or that his criticisms, while powerful,
were quite specific too. However, even with a more sensitive reading of both
Kierkegaard and Hegel, there is nonetheless an actual argument taking place,
and one that goes beyond a mere redirection of the purpose of philosophy.
In the Philosophy of Right, Hegel speaks of his own political philosophy
not as something that aims to direct politics but merely as something that
hopes to explain it; he is not interested in debating what ought to be but only
interested in describing what is.52 Hegel’s point reflects an implicit understanding of the nature and limits of philosophy. Philosophy thinks about that
which already is, potentially offering an explanation for the past and the present, but the realm of the future is a purely imaginative realm. In this, we can
see Hegel’s own awareness of the very problem that Kierkegaard critiques in
Fear and Trembling and that we explored in Chapter 3 (i.e., that philosophy
depends on the doctrine of anamnesis, or recollection). So, in one sense, when
Kierkegaard argues that it is nonsensical to define necessity as “a unity of
possibility and actuality” because “the essence of the necessary is to be,” he is
reiterating his earlier criticism, by arguing that Hegel’s claim that freedom is
necessity makes it harder to acquire freedom, not easier.53 That is, Hegel makes
it seem like freedom is something we already have, and can therefore discover
through deliberation, without acknowledging that the appropriation of freedom is a much more complex spiritual and psychological ordeal, and one in
which we acquire something new that we previously did not have.
Beyond this, however, Hegel’s description of the free subject is problematic for another reason. Given Hegel’s thoughts on the reciprocity that characterizes an individual’s relationship with his or her society, this leads him to
argue that a free society will share the same form as societies of the past. That
is, whereas past sociopolitical constitutions embodied only limited degrees of
freedom, a truly free society will be one in which absolute freedom is embodied in its constitution, thereby giving shape to the reciprocity we find there.
Citizens within a free society will therefore be socialized by the free norms
that govern them, just as those norms will be maintained by citizens who
externalize them. However, in delineating possibility, actuality, and necessity
in the way that he does, Kierkegaard draws attention to the fundamental
change that takes place within an individual’s subjectivity when they become
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free. Whereas prior to freedom, individuals are shaped by their particular
society, just as they reciprocally give shape to it, truly free individuals are not
governed by any determinate set of ideas, including even the very idea of
freedom. Instead, free individuals use ideas differently. Rather than being
shaped by them, ideas are the tools by which they objectify a subjectivity that
is always more expansive than those ideas—ideas do not contain our freedom;
they help us use it. As a result, unlike the other ideas that might animate a
society, freedom is the only idea that cannot be codified into a particular
constitution, because it is the ground for our action and not the end of it.
As a result, in an abstract sense, freedom is a similarity we all share, but in
a material sense, this freedom means that the lives we live, and the specific
people that we become as a result, are all different. After all, the idea that
governs our actions is not a shared idea of freedom, but the specific ideas that
we use to animate our freedom. Or again, as Marx argued, “free, conscious
activity” is what defines humanity.54 As with Kierkegaard, if we consider this
abstractly, it is a definition that unites us all, but if we consider it materially, it
means that we each live lives that are unique. So, the argument is not that
Hegel’s description is inaccurate as an abstract idea, but that it misrepresents
the self-conscious activity of the free subject. All forms of subjectivity prior to
freedom might be defined by the reciprocity of that society’s specific values,
but what defines a free subject’s subjectivity is a manifold variety of ideas. Put
differently, for both Kierkegaard and Marx, a free society is necessarily a diverse one.

CHAPTER 7

HISTORY

Kierkegaard and History
Kierkegaard imagines freedom as a coming into existence in which we give
actuality to a possibility that was once only imagined. “All coming into existence occurs in freedom, not by way of necessity. Nothing coming into existence comes into existence by way of a ground, but everything by way of a
cause.”1 For Kierkegaard, we are that cause, freely giving life to actualities that
were once only possibilities. As a consequence, history becomes the story of
how we exercise our freedom, because our past exercise of freedom has created our present actuality, just as our current exercise of freedom creates our
future actuality.2 And when we have faith in freedom, we come to realize this
truth—that freedom is the cause of all historical moments, past, present, and
future. This leads to Kierkegaard’s succinct description of history as one in
which “every cause ends in a freely acting cause.”3 Our freedom is the ever-
present cause of our history.
As a consequence, Kierkegaard describes the “historical” as that which our
freedom has made manifest. “Everything that has come into existence is eo
ipso historical, for even if no further historical predicate can be applied to it,
the crucial predicate of the historical can still be predicated—namely, that it
has come into existence.”4 What makes something historical, therefore, is precisely that its origins lie in an act of human freedom. Unlike nature, which
simply exists, the “historical” has come to be. Furthermore, Kierkegaard clarifies this point by arguing that the illusion of historical necessity is overcome
“as soon as one refuses to be deceived by its manifestations but reflects on its
coming into existence.”5 Insofar as freedom is a subjective quality, it does not
reside within any of its “manifestations” (i.e., it does not reside within any of
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its “objectifications”). However, the spatial understanding of time fails to realize that it is freedom that causes these objects to be, and it instead ascribes
to them the same simple causality that governs the natural world. And it is
only able to do so because it focuses solely on the “manifestations” or “objectifications” of freedom, which it correctly understands are also subject to the
physical laws of nature.6 However, in this way it is “deceived,” because it believes that the origin of these “manifestations” lies in the moment prior, and
not in our exercise of freedom.7
What follows from this is that, for Kierkegaard, the past could have happened other than it did, while the possibilities for the future remain ever open.
What this also means is that there is a way in which both the past and the
future are unknowable, at least insofar as historical causality is considered to
be knowledge, because both are the product of the unpredictable nature of
human freedom. Therefore, the desire to predict the future is equivalent to the
desire to know the necessity of the past because both fail to appreciate that
the past and the future are the products of freedom. “The future has not occurred as yet, but it is not, because of that, less necessary than the past, inasmuch as the past did not become necessary by having occurred, but, on the
contrary, by having occurred, it demonstrated that it was not n
 ecessary. . . . 
[Consequently] To want to predict the future (prophesy) and to want to understand the necessity of the past are altogether identical, and only the prevailing fashion makes the one seem more plausible than the other to a
particular generation.”8 In other words, our very attempts to understand the
past as something that happened for a reason other than free choice, coupled
with our attempts to predict the future, depend on the belief that a cause other
than freedom explains history. And both indicate that we fail to see that it is
freedom that animates history, which itself reflects our own failure to appropriate freedom.
What follows is that the past and the future come to have the same type of
non-being that Kierkegaard previously ascribed to possibility, because this is
where they happen to reside. All that actually exists, exists right now, so that
the past and the future find their home nowhere but in our imagination. This
is easy to see in the case of the future, because our experience easily demonstrates that we never quite get to the future but are always bound by the present. Instead, the future exists as an imaginative realm by which we can imagine
different possible “future” presents, thereafter using our freedom to make
them actual. Granted, in the case of the past, it does seem more real, as it actually has come into existence. Yet, insofar as it continues to exist in actuality,
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it comprises this present (i.e., it still is actuality), whereas insofar as only its
meaning endures but its existence has come to pass, the past persists only in
memory. As such, if the past no longer exists as actuality, its power lingers on
only insofar as it shapes possibility (i.e., it lingers on only insofar as we allow
it to shape how we act). For Kierkegaard, therefore, our past and our future
truly do depend on us. We might not have any control over the actuality we
inherit, an actuality created in the past and that lingers on in the present, but
the past itself resides only within us, side by side with the future.
In more human terms, what this means is that an appropriation of freedom entails an acceptance of responsibility for our past and our future. In the
case of the future, we can easily see how a deterministic conception of future
historical development can become a tool through which we abdicate responsibility for our actions, allowing the future to justify present misdeeds. That
is, the ends come to justify the means. In the case of the past, this becomes
more complicated, as the effect of the past does not solely lie in how it shapes
the imaginative realm of possibility, insofar as the past becomes bound up
with our lives in a deeply psychological way. Our past actions, and the past
actions done to us, do have a sort of actuality that goes beyond our memory
of them, insofar as our psychological attachment to them keeps them alive.
For instance, the harms done to us and those we have done to others might
continue to have a deeply profound—and even unconscious—impact on the
way we act, some of which Kierkegaard already explored in Fear and Trembling’s “exordia.”9 However, the point is not to overcome the past but to accept
responsibility for it, because this is the avenue through which we can alleviate
the control that the past exerts on our freedom. Until we accept the way in
which we allow our past to shape our future, we cannot exercise our freedom
responsibly, because the responsible exercise of our freedom depends on our
responsibility for the future that we imagine and enact. Or, as William Butler
Yeats poetically notes, “In dreams begins responsibility.”10
When the past and the future are seen as imaginative, when what exists is
seen as actual, and when the truest significance of the past is found in that
part of it that continues to endure in the present, we find ourselves free. This
is not to say that the present (i.e., actuality) does not constrain us in any number of ways, but such constraints are real rather than imagined, and are therefore potentially changeable. While some of Kierkegaard’s detractors attempt
to paint him as ignoring material reality in favor of pure subjectivity, Kierkegaard is instead demonstrating that the route to a true apprehension of material reality is through subjectivity. It should not be surprising, then, that we
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find Slavoj Žižek digressing about Kierkegaard while referring to Lacan’s
claim that theologians are the only true materialists.11 Granted, Kierkegaard’s
concern is not explicitly with material reality, as is Marx’s, because he is primarily interested in the way in which the meaning of the past endures, just as
he is interested in our fealty to an imagined future. However, the responsible
use of our freedom can only occur once we overcome the hold that our ideas
have on us, so that we might confront actuality for what it is: everything.
Unsurprisingly, then, for Kierkegaard, the presence of freedom is measured subjectively, in the hold that the past and the future exert on our ability
to imagine an open future and the actual present. As such, history takes on an
additional new meaning; our belief that history contains its own necessity or
causality stands as a cause (and a symptom) of our inability to appropriate our
own freedom. That is, from the standpoint of the present, the question of both
the past and the future is the question of the hold they continue to exert on
us, because this hold exists at the expense of our own responsible use of freedom. For instance, responding to the problem of the past, Kierkegaard argues
that “the change of repentance . . . wants to nullify an actuality.”12 While Kierkegaard dislikes the idea of repentance, insofar as repentance seems to imply
that forgiveness lies in our own hands and not those of another, it should be
easy to imagine repentance in terms of a temporal and psychological understanding of freedom.13 When we repent, we attempt to “nullify” the “actuality”
of our present guilt, because our guilt symbolizes the continued hold that the
past has on the present. In fact, for Kierkegaard, guilt is an important mechanism by which our despair is perpetuated, as appropriating our freedom requires not only that we accept responsibility for its current use but also that
we accept responsibility for how we have used it in the past.14 However, rather
than recognizing that we need the love of another to become free—for instance, it should be easy to imagine the role that an enduring love can play in
our ability to accept g uilt—in repenting, we try to solve this problem for
ourselves.
As with Fear and Trembling, in Philosophical Fragments, Kierkegaard also
speaks of the process of emancipation, albeit it is less of a concern here. In
Philosophical Fragments, however, he draws attention to the moment of emancipation as a moment, that is, as something temporal, for it is in this moment
that life is changed. “But this transition from ‘not to be’ to ‘to be’ is indeed the
transition of birth. But the person who already is cannot be born, and yet he
is born. Let us call this transition rebirth, by which he enters the world a second time just as at birth.”15 It should now be clearer to see how the self-
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a ppropriation we explored in Part II can be spoken of as a rebirth, but it is
interesting to note that Kierkegaard uses the same terminology of being and
non-being. Granted, in the last chapter, we explored this terminology as it was
used to describe the process of coming into existence, but here, Kierkegaard
applies it to our own existential coming into existence. Just as coming into
existence brings things from our imagination into actuality, in our own rebirth (or coming into existence), we similarly leave behind a life lost in the
realm of imagination for a life that embraces actuality.
In fact, Kierkegaard repeats this theme in similar guises, while further
stressing the temporal nature of freedom. “Now if the moment is to acquire
decisive significance, then the seeker up until that moment must not have possessed the truth. . . . Consequently, he has to be defined as being outside the
truth (not coming toward it like a proselyte, but going away from it) or as untruth. He is, then, untruth.”16 In failing to accept our freedom, we come to
mistake ideas for reality by constructing pasts and futures to which we submit.
We therefore lose ourselves in the unreality or untruth of possibility, instead of
embracing the reality and truth of actuality. Therefore, when we reclaim freedom, we return to actuality and thereby acquire a proper understanding of
history in which “the moment” comes to acquire “decisive significance.”
The truth, therefore, is that we are the “freely acting cause” that creates
history; it is not history that determines us. And this brings us to Kierkegaard’s most important temporal concept, the fullness of time. “And, now, the
moment. A moment such as this is unique. To be sure, it is short and temporal, as the moment is; it is passing, as the moment is, past, as the moment is in
the next moment, and yet it is decisive, and yet it is filled with the eternal. A
moment such as this must have a special name. Let us call it: the fullness of
time.”17 The moment of emancipation might be our first appropriation of the
moment, but it is the first of many such moments. And what makes this moment distinct is that we realize, at last, that all that we have is right now; it is
a moment in its very fullness. Freedom therefore becomes one and the same
with a particular insight into temporality, and this insight, when lived, translates into a particular relationship to history. Specifically, when we realize that
all that exists only ever exists in the moment, we can finally make history,
responsibly.
However, the question of history is twofold, pertaining both to our own
creation of history and also to our perception of the role of others too. Yet, the
freedom of others can never be proven to us, as we only have access to those
things they create. Spiritually, we take their freedom on faith (i.e., the type of
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substantively rich faith we explored in Part II). However, intellectually, as a
question of understanding history itself, we need to infer freedom as its cause.
And if doubt helps free us from our subservience to the world we inherit,
ironically, it is belief that emerges as its complement, because it is through
belief that we find the world meaningful again. “It is clear, then, that the organ
for the historical . . . must have within itself the corresponding something by
which in its certitude it continually annuls the incertitude that corresponds to
the uncertainty of coming into e xistence. . . . This is precisely the nature of
belief [Tro], for continually present as the nullified in the certitude of belief is
the incertitude that in every way corresponds to the uncertainty of coming
into existence.”18 Insofar as we never see the freedom of others but only the
manifestations of it, belief entails the necessary inference of freedom by which
we see these manifestations as originating in freedom. This thereby “annuls”
the “incertitude” that remains ever present, because while faith connects us to
the freedom of others intersubjectively, it is belief that allows us to connect
their freedom to the things that they create. As a result, we are now in a position to think about history, because in seeing the world as originating in freedom, we can now think about why individuals have made the world as they
have. Yet, Kierkegaard reminds us, “Belief is a sense for coming into existence,
and doubt is a protest against any conclusion that wants to go beyond immediate sensation and immediate knowledge.”19 So, while belief allows us to see
the world as created in freedom, doubt reminds us that the source of that
world is always hidden. In other words, we should think about history, but we
should never be certain about our conclusions.20
Interestingly, what results from belief, and from the freedom that belief
now infers as the underlying cause of history, is a corollary attitude: that of
wonder. In faith, we come to experience the other as free, and this thereby
gives us an experience of that from which historical events emerge. We therefore come to see that all actualities of the past (to the extent it is possible to
speak this way), just like our own present actuality, exist solely because we
have made them so. There is no underlying necessity, there is only an underlying creativity.21 And when we receive the world as just such a created gift,
there is little else to do but to wonder about its creation. Wonder, for Kierkegaard, “is the passionate sense for coming into existence . . . for wherever
coming into existence is involved (which is indeed involved in the past), there
the uncertainty (which is the uncertainty of coming into existence) of the
most certain coming into existence can express itself only in this passion worthy of and necessary to the philosopher (Plato—Aristotle).”22 In wonder, we
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express both a faith and a belief in freedom, as we see the world as created by
others, to which we couple the humility of doubt, because we also recognize
that insofar as the cause lies within the subjectivity of others, we might never
know why they did so.

Freedom and History
In Part One and Part Two, we saw that Kierkegaard offers an explanation for
the way that social beliefs take root in subjectivity, just as he explains the
deeply psychological and spiritual hold that they exert on us. If we reframe
this in more political terms, we can see that he is offering tremendous insight
into the nature of political legitimacy, insofar as political legitimacy operates
by way of social beliefs. However, while we will further explore the ways that
Kierkegaard offers a universal framework through which to understand political legitimacy, and how, when married to his philosophy of history, this
also provides the philosophical structure by which to understand political
history, Kierkegaard’s concern is almost exclusively with the individual’s relationship to social beliefs. From Kierkegaard’s point of view, what matters is
neither the specific content of our beliefs nor how they came to be; what
matters is our subordinate relationship to them, which is true of them as a
universal category, because it is in overcoming this universal quality that our
subjective freedom is found.23
However, if our own interest lies in social and political affairs, then the
specific way in which power is organized, the specific beliefs used to justify it,
and the way in which both of these change over time are all essential questions
to ask. This is where Marx proves an important complement. While Kierkegaard’s radical notion of history is clearly an attack on any objective account
of history, such as we find in Hegel, insofar as the causality that we ascribe to
history comes at the expense of human freedom, Marx sees a way to resolve
human freedom with objective history. For Marx, Hegel might not do justice
to the question of freedom itself, but he does explain the various forms of
bondage that precede it. That is, Hegel’s history is not an account of the progressive instantiation of freedom but of the regressive “perfection” of bondage.24 Or, as he succinctly states in the Manifesto, “The history of all hitherto
existing society is the history of class struggles.”25
In 1843, Karl Marx wrote an extensive critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of
Right, entitled the Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right
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(not to be confused with Marx’s much shorter Contribution to the Critique of
Hegel’s Philosophy of Right: Introduction).26 Given the argument in Part II, it
should not be surprising that Marx focuses on Hegel’s treatment of ethics as a
way of undermining his social and political thought. However, whereas Kierkegaard spends time developing a subtle criticism of Hegelian thought, using
the story of Abraham and Isaac to provoke his readers into a recognition of
those parts of their own subjectivity that are incommensurate with it, Marx’s
approach is quite different. As is often the case, Marx is more direct, succinctly
stating and restating the problem, while offering example upon example. This
style makes it much easier to follow, as the complex theoretical work is left off
the page (but we can find it in Kierkegaard’s criticism), leaving us instead with
a concise and direct formulation of the problem.
In a stereotypical example, Marx writes that “Hegel everywhere makes
the idea the subject and turns the proper, the actual subject . . . into a predicate.”27 In the sophistication of this conclusion, we can see much of the complexity that was more apparent in Kierkegaard’s methodical explication, as
Marx’s point is much the same and certainly more direct: human beings are
turned into predicates of the “idea.” In other words, Hegel foregrounds the
imaginative realm of possibility at the expense of actually existing human
beings, thereby coming to see the “idea” as determinative of subjects rather
than seeing ideas as dependent on them. For Marx, therefore, in tandem with
Kierkegaard, this problem occurs precisely because of a “perversion of the
subjective into the objective and of the objective into the subjective,” which,
Marx argues, “is a consequence of Hegel’s wanting to write the biography of
abstract substance, of the idea,”28 rather than the biography, or history, of
actually existing human beings. In other words, for both Kierkegaard and
Marx, Hegel’s problem lies in overvaluing what Kierkegaard calls possibility,
at the expense of actuality, so that actual human beings are devalued in favor
of ideas about them.
In turn, Marx realizes that this inversion leads to a kind of positivism,
insofar as what actually exists is taken as merely a particular manifestation of
a preexisting objective truth (i.e., it is seen as merely another reformulation of
the “absolute Notion”).29 Consequently, “the inevitable outcome of this is that
an empirical existent is uncritically accepted as the actual truth of the idea; for
it is not a question of bringing empirical existence to its truth; but of bringing
truth to an empirical existent, and so what lies to hand is expounded as a real
element of the idea.”30 When Marx speaks of “bringing truth to an empirical
existent,” he is certainly speaking to the problem of anamnesis, even if he
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speaks his own language.31 There is an inherent conservatism to the idea that
truth preexists us, as we need only find out which part of the truth applies to
any particular “empirical existent,” which is itself a solely intellectual task.
And while this approach might be applicable to the natural world, if it is applied to the human world, Marx realizes that it amounts to the claim that we
can think our way to freedom. However, a radical understanding of the truth
recognizes the task of “bringing empirical existence to its truth” (i.e., of transforming what exists into something true). Therefore, in his own way, Marx is
paralleling Kierkegaard’s argument explored in Part II, insofar as Marx is asserting that the process of emancipation is not the deliberative task of finding
a truth that already exists, but rather that it requires the addition of something
new—a new and truthful relationship with ourselves. In other words, we cannot think ourselves into truth; if we lack truth, we must change.
In various parts of the Contribution, we find Marx repeating this same
criticism time and again. However, whereas Kierkegaard’s criticism of Hegel
revolves around the locus of the individual, Marx’s revolves around society.
For example, Marx writes that “when the idea is made the subject, however,
the real subjects, namely, civil society, family, ‘circumstances, caprice, etc.,’
become unreal objective elements of the idea with a changed significance.”32
So, while Kierkegaard’s concern is with Hegel’s foregrounding of the idea,
which, in turn, devalues individuals, Marx is thinking through the same problem for how it affects social groups. The net effect is the same, however, in that
individuals, conceived either as individuals or as part of a community, become
“unreal” in comparison with their abstract, objective truth. Marx, like Kierkegaard, argues not only that Hegel’s equivalency of subjectivity and objectivity
eliminates the possibility of radical emancipation but also that this equivalency changes the seat of value, so that truth no longer resides within individuals (or, for Marx, communities of them) but rather lies in the objective world.
In this way, we find ourselves back at the original problem of Part II, in which
subjects and objects are reversed, so that “the mystical substance, therefore,
becomes the actual subject, and the real subject appears as something else, as
an element of the mystical substance.”33 As a result, actual individuals and
their social lives come to be seen merely “as ‘finiteness,’ as the ‘actual idea’s’
own finiteness.”34 They are repeatable instances of a truth that exists independent of them.
In On the Jewish Question, Marx applied this criticism to make a claim
about our specific liberal democratic society by arguing that our idea of equality fails to reflect a real, lived equality, so that it could therefore be used as an
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ideological cloak to justify inequality. However, in the Contribution, written a
few months later, Marx’s broader criticism of Hegel likewise allows him to
broaden his attack, so as to include all forms of social and political life. While
Kierkegaard repeatedly demonstrates that an objective doctrine of Christianity can falsify individual freedom by misappropriating it away from individual
subjects,35 Marx argues that an objective concept of sovereignty does exactly
the same thing, if only our focus is on a group of individuals. After all, sovereignty denotes legitimate self-determination (i.e., it denotes freedom itself), if
only in the case of groups rather than individuals. “So in this case sovereignty,
the essential feature of the state, is treated to begin with as an independent
entity, is objectified. Then, of course, this objective entity has to become a
subject again. This subject then appears, however, as a self-incarnation of sovereignty; whereas sovereignty is nothing but the objectified mind of the subjects of the state.”36 As Marx recognizes, sovereignty is “the essential feature of
the state,” insofar as it describes the sense of legitimacy by which a state acts.
However, Marx also argues that sovereignty has come to denote an entity in its
own right, as it usurps the freedom that truly resides in its citizens. The state
therefore takes on a reality of its own, so that rather than seeing the state as an
expression of our collective freedom, it appears as an independent entity, and
through a process of “mystification,” we then become shaped in its image.37
Insofar as sovereignty speaks to the “legitimate” nature of collective self-
determination, sovereignty is the question of freedom, if considered communally. In this light, Marx’s criticism is that the entire Hegelian conceptual
apparatus falls prey to the idea that sovereignty is “an independent entity”;38
rather than making freedom manifest, Hegel represents its absolute alienation.39 For Marx, Hegel devolves into “state formalism,” insofar as his project
is bound up with finding the perfect form of the objective state, while failing
to realize that a state so conceived, regardless of its content, is itself the problem, because its existence appears independent from the freedom of its members, which is its true ground.40 Importantly, this is not only identical to
Kierkegaard’s earlier criticism of Hegel, but is yet another iteration of the underlying argument that Hegel’s thought is a “perversion of the subjective into
the objective and of the objective into the subjective,” which, in turn, “is a
consequence of Hegel’s wanting to write the biography of abstract substance,
of the idea.”41 As Marx repeatedly reminds us, “The state is an abstraction. The
people alone is what is concrete.”42
In Part II, we saw how Kierkegaard’s critique of Hegel was a critique of the
process of socialization, considered as a universal phenomenon common to
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all societies, and that Kierkegaard imagines the leap of faith as a leap beyond
this process. Following this, we then saw how Marx understands this critique
as one that describes a subjective position of permanent political critique.
Now, in the Contribution, by attacking the concept of sovereignty, Marx not
only reiterates a general criticism that is applicable to all such societies, but he
also offers a way to criticize different forms of political constitutions in all
their specificity. For Marx (and for Hegel), “The political constitution is the
organism of the state, or the organism of the state is the political constitution.”43 Following from this, every constitution—short of a truly free one—can
be understood in terms of the specific ways it circumscribes the exercise of
freedom, with specific concepts of sovereignty then serving to legitimize these
specific constitutions. Granted, in a universal sense, the very existence of a
concept of state sovereignty speaks to our collective alienation, insofar as we
see actions as emanating from the state rather than from ourselves. However,
our specific concept of sovereignty necessarily reflects the specific way that
our society operates, granting its particular actions the status of legitimacy,
because otherwise our society devolves into one of unveiled force. And this
would not be a society but a Hobbesian state of nature.
In addition to offering a method for analyzing specific societies and their
beliefs, this method of analysis also offers Marx an avenue by which to appropriate Hegel’s historical analysis. For Kierkegaard, wary of Hegelian history
and cognizant of the fact that freedom resides within the individual, history
is constituted by the fact that “every cause ends in a freely acting cause.”44 If
we are free, then the story of history should be nothing other than the story
of what we, as free subjects, have done. However, such a history is not really a
history, insofar as it is no more than a personal narrative recounting how a
free subject has chosen to use his or her freedom. And insofar as history is
meant to have some sort of internal consistency, narrative, or causality of its
own, and one that goes beyond individual choice, then Kierkegaard leaves us
wanting. Yet, Kierkegaard is astute in recognizing that any historical continuity we find within “objective” history comes at the expense of the individuals
who constitute that history, because in ascribing causality to an objective phenomenon, we can no longer find it within subjectivity. That is, if history has a
causality or narrative of its own, the cause of our actions cannot fully reside
within us. As a result, Hegel’s understanding of history proves irreconcilable
with Kierkegaard’s attempt to cultivate individual freedom.
Marx, however, is not so quick to jettison Hegel’s concept of history, because he imagines a way to reconcile it with a radical notion of freedom. For
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Marx, while an objective account of history might not be applicable to the
question of freedom, it quite appropriately applies to the question of bondage.
That is, insofar as an objective notion of history cedes individual responsibility to an overarching narrative, it is inapplicable as an explanation for how free
subjects act, but it can help explain how those who are not free act. First, from
a materialist point of view, every society is organized in a specific way, and this
circumscribes the ways in which we can and cannot act. Presumably, even
those who are subjectively emancipated in the way that Kierkegaard describes
still have to find jobs (i.e., they still have to work in order to live, and this
circumscribes the possible exercise of their freedom).45 And second, every
society also possesses the set of beliefs by which its practices are legitimized,
and these beliefs are inscribed in the subjectivities of its inhabitants. That is,
not only do we have to survive in a world that presents us with very particular
ways to do so, but we also come to see these limitations as natural or legitimate, and these beliefs further shape how we choose to act.
Consequently, history can now take on a determinate form, as it exists in
the relationship between actually existing free subjects, the material constraints they experience upon their freedom, and the attendant legitimizing
beliefs into which they are socialized. In reversing Hegel’s relationship of subject and object, a relationship in which “mind thus becomes the predicate of
its predicate,”46 Marx thereby makes the free subject the historical engine behind social and political reality, as he realizes that “the people alone is what is
concrete.”47 However, this does not lead Marx to Kierkegaard’s abdication of
objective history, because Marx realizes that history is found in the way that
freedom is circumscribed—both objectively and subjectively. The story of
those who have appropriated their freedom might be a story of “freely acting
causes”; however, the story of those who have not is the story of the evolution
of the impediments to their doing so.
While the overt philosophical analysis of early works like the Critique
became increasingly replaced with works that more explicitly focused on social, political, and economic issues, this early philosophical analysis continued
to provide the structure for Marx’s later thought. Perhaps this is no more evident than in The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Napoléon, a work dated to
1852, for there we actually find an explicit mention of these same ideas, prior
to an analysis of actual historical events.48 In one of Marx’s most famous passages, he writes that “men make their own history, but they do not make it just
as they please; they do not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves,
but under circumstances directly encountered, given and transmitted from
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the past. The tradition of all dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the
brain of the living.”49 In this early passage, we can see Marx relying on the very
same analysis found in the Critique. First, history is comprised of the material
“circumstances” we inherit from the past. Our freedom always exists in a material context, or what Kierkegaard calls actuality, and while our future might
be unbounded, our point of origin restricts us. Second, we also inherit a set of
ideas about that 
reality—
a tradition, or what Kierkegaard would call
possibility—and this shapes how we imagine our future.
Following this introduction, it is interesting to note that Marx then offers
insight into the nature of failed or partial revolutions in a way that Kierkegaard helps elucidate. For Marx, at the moment when individuals are about to
liberate themselves from the constrictions of their society, “when they seem
engaged in revolutionising themselves and things”; at the moment when they
seem ready to create a world that is truly new, “creating something that has
never yet existed”; at the very moment when individuals anxiously stand on
the precipice of the leap of faith into freedom, it is “in such periods of revolutionary crisis they anxiously conjure up the spirits of the past to their service
and borrow from them names, battle-cries and costumes in order to present
the new scene of the world history in this time-honoured disguise and this
borrowed language.”50 These individuals manage to shed the illusions in which
their society veiled itself, but rather than making a true leap, they willfully
conjure up old illusions in place of those they lost. For these fainthearted
revolutionaries, the fear of freedom proves to be too much. Rather than making a leap of faith by which they might discover their fear to be a thing of the
past, they shroud themselves in new deceptions, and retreat from the anxious
precipice to rediscover the comfort of bondage.
This story of a partial revolution that falls short of a true leap serves as the
staging ground for The Eighteenth Brumaire. In the very first sentences, Marx
introduces the problem of a revolution unfulfilled, or a leap not taken, by way
of his famous pronouncement that history repeats itself, but “the first time as
tragedy, the second as farce.”51 With both the French and English revolutions
in mind, Marx writes that the modern bourgeoisie cloaked itself in the guise
of the traditions of the biblical world and ancient Rome.52 While this class did
manage to liberate itself from the deceptions that defined the prior age, they
failed to make a true leap, so that they needed new deceptions by which to
deceive t hemselves—deceptions that disguised the fact that theirs was but a
partial revolution.53 In contrast to this, the true revolution of the future will
overcome current social restrictions and the temptation to hide within past
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illusions, thereby giving birth to a world that is truly new. For Marx, therefore, “the social revolution of the nineteenth century cannot draw its poetry
from the past, but only from the f uture. . . . Earlier revolutions required recollections of past world history in order to dull themselves to their own content. In order to arrive at its own content, the revolution of the nineteenth
century must let the dead bury their dead. There the words went beyond the
content; here the content goes beyond the words.”54 Until revolutionaries realize that only they constitute the content (i.e., that they are Kierkegaard’s
freely acting causes) and that the future rests upon their shoulders (i.e., that
they are responsible for possibility), they are doomed to resubjugate themselves to mythologized conceptions of the past (or the future). As Kierkegaard knew, the past and the future all too easily become rationalizations for
alienated action. And as Marx knew, it is through such failed revolutions that
we remain intelligible to a Hegelian conception of history. However, a truly
free society, one that is the product of a truly emancipatory revolution—and
one that will end history as the history of oppression—will be not one in
which individuals draw their “poetry from the past” but one in which society
finally recognizes itself as the poets of the future.55

The Singular Universal
After 1945, French existentialism dealt extensively with this nexus of history
and freedom, in one of the best examples of Kierkegaard meeting Marx, as
Albert Camus and Jean-Paul Sartre made these problems central to their respective cannons. For Camus, the problem of the revolutionary spirit failing
to take the leap proves central to his work The Rebel, as the historical narrative
he offers charts this spirit in its failed attempts to live free from illusions.56 The
Rebel therefore explores the betrayal of freedom, as artistic, literary, and political revolutionaries found themselves on the precipice of freedom, only to
then articulate freedom by way of forms that curtailed its content. This makes
Camus’s The Rebel one of the best thematic explorations of the problem of
emancipation, as understood by Marx and Kierkegaard, and as explored in
Part II. In the case of J ean-Paul Sartre, however, his interest lies not only with
the subjective problem of freedom’s betrayal but also with the objective problem of historical development. So, the existential understanding of freedom
that Sartre develops in his early works increasingly became wedded to a
Marxist analysis of history, as he engaged in the project of synthesizing free-
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dom and history. Interestingly, Sartre explicitly understands this as the problem of Kierkegaard and Marx.
For instance, in his 1964 lecture, “Kierkegaard: The Singular Universal,”
Sartre recognizes Kierkegaard’s profound intellectual contribution in having
recognized the “irreducible singularity” of each and every individual, even if
he also “failed to find History.”57 Yet, it is hard to fault Kierkegaard for an
omission that did not concern him, given his interest in subjective emancipation. Sartre recognizes this too, seeing in Marx the necessary complement to
Kierkegaard, as the challenge that faces us is to conceive of both “history and
the transhistorical.”58 And so, Sartre writes, “Kierkegaard and Marx: these
living-dead men condition our anchorage and institute themselves, now vanished, as our future, as the tasks that await us.”59 As a result, Sartre is the natural place to turn for further insight into the problem posed by Kierkegaardian
freedom and Marxist history.
This relatively brief work aside, the question of freedom and history dominated Sartre’s later life. For example, in his Critique of Dialectical Reason,
Sartre is explicitly concerned with reconciling existential ideas of freedom and
subjectivity with a Marxist account of history.60 Moreover, complementing
this late work is Sartre’s magnum opus on Gustave Flaubert, The Family Idiot,
in which he demonstrates this reconciliation by way of a detailed analysis of
Flaubert’s life and work.61 However, without delving into the exhaustive two
volumes of the Critique or the five of The Family Idiot (itself unfinished), it is
interesting to note that in The Family Idiot, Sartre begins by stating that it is a
“sequel” to an earlier work entitled Search for a Method.62 In fact, Search for a
Method was written together with the Critique, distilling the philosophical
groundwork of the larger work into an intellectual method that demonstrates
how to think of both history and freedom.63 That is, both the philosophical
analysis of the Critique and the practical demonstration of method in The
Family Idiot exist in Search for a Method. This makes it the perfect place to
turn to see Sartre’s synthesis of Marxism and existentialism. It is Sartre’s attempt to demonstrate the nature of “our future . . . tasks that await us”64; it is
Sartre’s marriage of Kierkegaard and Marx.
Sartre’s interest in this synthesis was historically driven, the response to a
schism in Marxism itself.65 As Sartre saw it, the rapid industrialization of the
Soviet Union had necessitated a new type of ideology, one that was practically
oriented, as efficacy had become valued more highly than abstract notions
such as truth.66 That is, as Soviet ideology developed in tandem with the needs
of industrialization, it increasingly became the type of repressive dogma of
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which Marx was so critical, and from which Kierkegaard sought to escape.
Individuals increasingly needed to make themselves subservient to the needs
of industrialization, and Soviet ideology cemented this rule.67 As Mark Poster
notes, “Dialectical necessity became little more than the mechanical necessity
of an iron law of nature.”68 With this in mind, Sartre saw existentialism as a
way of reinserting a concern for the individual into Marxism, for it should
never have been removed.
As with many political thinkers, Sartre was not always a charitable reader
of Kierkegaard. However, in Search for a Method, Sartre makes frequent mention of Kierkegaard’s importance: “Kierkegaard was perhaps the first to point
out, against Hegel and thanks to him, the incommensurability of the real and
knowledge.”69 Recognizing Kierkegaard’s importance in reminding us that living life is not the same as thinking about it, Sartre acknowledges Kierkegaard’s
attempt to help his readers take their lives more seriously. Among other things,
Kierkegaard is responsible for reminding us that “knowing the cause of a passion is not enough to overcome it; one must live it, one must oppose other
passions to it, one must combat it tenaciously, in short one must ‘work oneself
over.’ ”70 In an obvious reference to Kierkegaard’s understanding of despair,
Sartre recognizes that overcoming despair requires actual changes to how we
live, changes that are often difficult, and that simply “knowing” oneself is not
enough to make a change: one must be willing, or better yet, one must will it.
As for Marx, Sartre is quick to note his essential similarity to Kierkegaard,
a similarity that begins with their shared rebellion against Hegel. However,
beyond recognizing that their critique of Hegel runs parallel, Sartre also notes
that, for Marx, objectification is our salvation, insofar as our ability to freely
create the world is the mechanism by which we make ourselves at home in
it—and the mechanism by which s elf-discovery occurs.71 According to Sartre,
“Marx emphasizes this again and a gain—objectification would be an opening
out; it would allow man, who produces and reproduces his life without ceasing and who transforms himself by changing nature, to ‘contemplate himself
in a world which he has created.’ ”72 Rather than Hegel’s image of the overcoming of alienation as a reconciliation of ideas with reality, Sartre recognizes that
Marx’s vision of free activity is not one that reconciles us with an idea of
ourselves as free, but one that opens us up to an infinite future of s elf-creation
and self-discovery—or where we become what Kierkegaard calls a “cause
[that] ends in a freely acting cause.”73 In other words, there is no static home
that human beings seek to create; rather, we only find our home when we are
freely creating it.74
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In Part I, we noted that the main difference between Kierkegaard and
Marx is found in the way they imagine the cause of inauthenticity: Marx sees
it as originating materially, whereas Kierkegaard sees it as stemming from our
nature as s elf-conscious beings. Sartre clearly sides with Marx in this debate,
writing, contra Hegel, that “in the present phase of our history, productive
forces have entered into conflict with relations of production. . . . Since alienation comes about as the result of this conflict, it is a historical reality and
completely irreducible to an idea.”75 While Sartre is here demonstrating his
agreement with Marx contra Hegel, arguing that alienation occurs as a result
of the conflict between our freedom and economic reality, this seemingly
places Sartre at odds with Kierkegaard too. However, Sartre’s approach is more
subtle, truly integrating Marx and Kierkegaard, even if he fails to give the
necessary recognition to Kierkegaard.
In Search for a Method, Sartre spends time exploring questions of childhood, in what proves an extremely insightful point, and one that demonstrates his synthetic reading of Marx and Kierkegaard. For Sartre,
contemporary Marxism is only concerned with adults, “as if men experienced
their alienation and their reification first in their own work, [however] in actuality each one lives it first, as a child, in his parents’ work.”76 This explains
Sartre’s turn to existentialism, which believes that it “can integrate the psychoanalytic method which discovers the point of insertion for man and his
class—that is, the particular family—as a mediation between the universal
class and the individual. The family in fact is constituted by and in the general
movement of History, but is experienced, on the other hand, as an absolute in
the depth and opaqueness of childhood.”77 Sartre’s point is that the process of
alienation and despair does not begin with our first experience of alienated
labor, as Marx seems to imply, but that it occurs much earlier, in the childhood home in which we are raised. There, our parents raise us according to
their own values and ideas, and these values reflect their own alienation. So,
by the time we are old enough to work, we have already been initiated into the
world of alienated labor, by way of what Marx earlier referred to as a belief in
private property.
Here, we can see that Sartre is interested in situating Kierkegaard within
Marxist history. Specifically, Kierkegaard’s narrative of despair is a narrative
of childhood, one in which he argues that language leads to sin, insofar as the
development of our capacity for language—as a symbolic medium—is a prerequisite for an exercise of will.78 However, as Sartre realizes, the specific language that awakens our consciousness is a language that we learn from our
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parents, and that reflects the nature of our specific society. The roles we learn,
the meanings we learn to live by, and the values we embody, in short, everything that Kierkegaard signifies when he argues that language causes despair,
constitutes our childhood, and this then serves to define the possibility by
which we live. Or, as Sartre notes, “Everything changes if one considers that
society is presented to each man as a perspective of the future and that this
future penetrates to the heart of each one as a real motivation for his behavior.”79 Our childhood therefore lives on as our future because we keep it alive,
transforming a past that has ceased to exist into a possibility we continue to
bring into existence. It is in this way that societies reproduce themselves, so
that we find Sartre’s very personal—and p
 olitical—reminder that “we must
remember that we live our childhood as our future.”80
Sartre clearly relies on a radical notion of freedom similar to that which
we find in Kierkegaard, just as he draws upon Kierkegaard’s understanding
of despair to flesh out his own understanding of alienation. More specifically,
Sartre argues that alienation occurs in childhood (The Concept of Anxiety),
that this alienation takes the form of the adoption of a comprehensive social
universe—what Kierkegaard calls “the ethical” (Fear and Trembling)—and
that this social universe then comes to constitute the possibility through
which we then act (Philosophical Fragments). Where he differs, however, lies
in his intention. Whereas Kierkegaard sought to extricate individuals from
this alienation—a goal that Sartre ultimately s hares—Sartre’s insight lies in
recognizing that this shared alienation provides the philosophical foundation
for the objective study of history, in a way that does not compromise freedom. Specifically, insofar as we each circumscribe our actions through a
shared sense of possibility, history becomes intelligible because understanding the social ideas through which we act serves an explanatory role in understanding collective human behavior. If we were all truly responsible free
agents, this intelligibility might be lost, because we, as unique individuals,
would truly be the cause of our actions. However, until that time, this intelligibility remains.
For Sartre, therefore, the story of history does not come at the expense of
freedom but presupposes it, insofar as it is the story of freedom acting unfreely. “Thus man makes History; this means that he objectifies himself in it
and is alienated in it. In this sense History, which is the proper work of all
activity and of all men, appears to men as a foreign force exactly insofar as
they do not recognize the meaning of their enterprise (even when locally successful) in the total, objective result.”81 Objective history appears as a foreign
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force precisely because it is symptomatic of our own underlying alienation. As
a result of our failure to responsibly appropriate our freedom, we do not recognize ourselves in our collective activity, because rather than giving authentic expression to ourselves in that work, we instead give voice to the social
universe we have adopted in childhood, as it becomes the possibility through
which we act. However, it is in this way that history is born; while our freedom
remains the underlying cause of our actions, in ceding responsibility for our
actions to social values we have adopted, the explanation for our actions—if
not the cause—can be found in those values. That is, in circumscribing our
freedom through a socially determined sense of possibility, that sense of possibility explains our actions more than does our freedom. For Sartre, therefore, history is not the story of free individuals but the story of unfree ones; it
is the story of Kierkegaard’s freedom circumscribed through Marx’s social
analysis.
And yet, if we collectively overcome the social forces shaping our possibility, in favor of an authentic possibility that emerges from our own subjectivity, we might then create a history that is nothing more than Kierkegaard’s
“freely acting causes” ending in more “freely acting causes.”82 Such a s ociety—
the nature of which we will explore in the following c hapter—would be a society of free individuals, for whom the idea of an objective history that
contains its own explanation or causality could only come at the expense of
their own responsible appropriation of freedom. However, until such a society
exists, when only one of us wakes from our childhood slumber, we wake to a
world that is still asleep. In such a case, as Sartre well knew, Kierkegaard’s
understanding of individual emancipation remains the condition by which we
might recognize Marx’s history as true.

CHAPTER 8

DEMOCRACY

Marx and Democracy
In exploring questions of bondage, emancipation, and history, we have seen
Marx and Kierkegaard repeatedly imagine freedom as synonymous with a
substantively rich conception of s elf-determination, the acquisition of which
requires overcoming the ways in which we are determined subjects. It should
be no surprise, then, that when Marx imagines what a truly free community
would look like, as he does in a brief section on “true democracy” from his
Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right, he defines it in exactly the same terms. As expected, rather than a society in which individuals
are treated as objects determined by the state, true democracy occurs when
the people appropriate the state’s agency themselves, so that political action
becomes the collective expression of individual self-determination. “In all
states other than democratic ones the state, the law, the constitution is what
rules. . . . In democracy the constitution, the law, the state itself, insofar as it
is a political constitution, is only the self-determination of the people, and a
particular content of the people.”1 For Marx, the transition from other forms
of political arrangement to democracy therefore mimics the transition Kierkegaard describes as the movement of faith, a movement in which an individual subject transitions from being socially determined to s elf-determining, or
from experiencing politics as something foreign to which they are subject to
experiencing politics as emanating from their own freedom.
To further describe this, Marx uses a theme that he will use again in works
like The Eighteenth Brumaire, as he comes to define the people as content and
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the constitution as form.2 Insofar as the constitution is an arrangement we use
to organize life, it is a form we impose on ourselves, whereas the people are
the content that are being given that form. In this way, Marx reads our dialectical nature into our sociopolitical reality, by recognizing that our freedom
always exists as an ontological fact, or content, whereas it may or may not exist
in the existential relationship we have with ourselves, or the form by which we
live. Forms other than a true democracy therefore retain democracy as content, insofar as our ontological freedom is inalienable, but they betray it in
form, by failing to appropriate it existentially. Therefore, for example, “democracy is the truth of monarchy; monarchy is not the truth of democracy. Monarchy is necessarily democracy inconsistent with itself; the monarchical
element is not an inconsistency in democracy. Monarchy cannot be understood in its own terms; democracy can.”3
Foreshadowing the distinction at the heart of Marx’s understanding of
alienation (i.e., freedom acting unfreely), Marx critiques all forms of constitution prior to true democracy, as they have each betrayed our collective freedom. Therefore, “democracy is content and form. Monarchy is supposed to be
only a form, but it falsifies the content.”4 As Marx argues, political freedom
originates in the demos (i.e., the people), and our form of constitution must
stay true to that fact. Furthermore, the demos is not imagined solely as a
“whole” but as comprising “elements” (i.e., actual, individual people).5 And so,
whereas in a “monarchy one part determines the character of the whole,” in a
“democracy none of the elements attains a significance other than what is
proper to it. Each is in actual fact only an element of the whole demos.”6 And
these “elements” (i.e., these actual individuals)—rather than an abstract notion
of the people, such as that which legitimizes liberal d
 emocracy—constitute
democracy as content. In other words, in a democracy, we each attain the significance we deserve, that of free and equal individuals.
The distinction between form and content therefore allows Marx to criticize forms of government other than true democracy on the basis of their exclusionary appropriation of s elf-determination. In a monarchy, for example,
the people do not exercise their own political s elf-determination because the
state is controlled by the king. And in ceding self-determination to the singular
individual of the king, the freedom of the other constituent members of the
community is lost, as the exercise of their freedom is usurped by one “element”
of the “whole.” Therefore, monarchy might be a form of political organization,
but insofar as it gives self-determination to the king, it simultaneously betrays
the self-determination of the rest of the d
 emos—it is a form that “falsifies the
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content.”7 Moreover, the language of “falsification” speaks not only to the material usurpation of freedom but also to the fact that as a form of government that
fails to allow for collective s elf-determination, it has to maintain itself through
a legitimating ideology. That is, the survival of a monarchy depends on its ability to convince individuals that self-determination is not theirs to have. This
ideology—or, as we have seen in Chapter 7, this concept of s overeignty—seeks
to legitimize monarchy and thereby falsifies the content to which it is giving a
form; that is, it spreads a lie. Monarchy is not only a practice but, looked at dialectically, it is also an idea.
Therefore, in the same way that an alienated individual lives by way of a
false sense of self, so too with the community, seeing their own freedom in the
king’s actions rather than in their own lived lives. Reframed to include all
constitutions that are not true democracies (by which measure liberal democracy would be included), Marx writes that “all other state forms are definite,
distinct, particular forms of state. In democracy the formal principle is at the
same time the material principle. Only democracy, therefore, is the true unity
of the general and the particular.”8 In democracy, the formal principle or political form comes to match the material principle or content, ending the conflict between the people and exclusionary forms of government. Given this,
we can see why “democracy is the truth of monarchy,” as the people’s freedom,
insofar as it always exists as content, is always the truth—regardless of their
appropriation of that freedom.9 The challenge, then, is to imagine a “particular” form of constitution that does not circumscribe the people’s “general” or
universal freedom, but that instead truthfully expresses the general in the
particular. However, imagining a particular that does not betray this universal
requires us to reimagine how we typically imagine constitutions.
In order to do so, Marx imagines the constitution of a true democracy as
something whose truth does not reside within it but within its relationship
to its origins in the people. Rather than a constitution to which its citizens
are subject, Marx offers a constitution that is only ever an objectification of
theirs. As such, it retains its status as a particular (i.e., one particular objectification of the people) rather than becoming a particular that attempts to
present itself to the people as the general to which they should conform. For
Marx, therefore, the essence of a true democracy lies in a self-reflexive political relationship (as opposed to Kierkegaard’s self-reflexive personal relationship) in which the freedom of the demos is fully appropriated. In this way,
any particular constitution that the demos creates remains a particular constitution, because the demos, as having appropriated its freedom, realizes
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that whatever particular constitution it happens to create will forever remain
its creation.
Furthermore, if the essence of a true democracy resides in the relationship
that exists between the demos and the form that they give to themselves, the
self-reflexive political relationship by which this occurs needs to be understood
as a universally achieved appropriation of individual freedom. That is, this
relationship is not one in which the “freedom of all” is appropriated, because
this would presumably include exclusionary forms of government that usurp
the people’s freedom and place it in the hands of the few, or as Marx wrote of
monarchy, governments in which “one part determines the character of the
whole.”10 Moreover, this is similarly true of liberal democracy, which represents
a highpoint for this form of political alienation, insofar as it offers a limited
degree of political freedom to the people, which serves to disguise the lack of
self-determination within the rest of our lives.11 Opposed to this, true democracy is a form of constitution in which each of us appropriates our own individual freedom, so that, as we have seen, “none of the elements attains a
significance other than what is proper to it. Each is in actual fact only an element of the whole demos [people].”12 And as free individuals, we each exercise
our own s elf-determination as equal members of the demos. Therefore, Marx
is clearly imagining a society of radical individualism and the community to
which this leads; that is, Marx is imagining a society of Kierkegaard’s self-
appropriated individuals. Or, as Bertell Ollman writes (keeping in mind that
the terms “true democracy,” “communism,” and “socialism” are synonymous
for Marx),13 “Communism is the time of full, personal appropriation.”14
Marx’s true democracy is therefore little more than a society in which
individuals have truly become free and in which they therefore recognize that
the forms they give to themselves are a product of their freedom. However, if
we examine the social nature of true democracy, rather than its point of origin
in the freedom of the people, we can see that what further constitutes its constitution is a loving and faithful acceptance of others as free self-determining
creatures. As Kierkegaard knew, our own freedom necessarily entails a recognition of the freedom of others. And if we move beyond Kierkegaard’s insight
into what this looks like from the point of view of the single individual, and
instead imagine what the universal acquisition of freedom looks like, we arrive at Marx’s famous pronouncement from the Communist Manifesto: “In
place of the old bourgeois society, with its classes and class antagonism, we
shall have an association, in which the free development of each is the condition for the free development of all.”15 The essence of this association is not
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found in a “specific” constitution to which the people prostrate their “general”
freedom; it is found in the intersubjective bonds that unite individuals who
are free.
In Part II, we saw that faith in the freedom of others requires that we overcome the fears and anxieties that lead us to grasp onto objects and, notably,
the objectified form we anxiously give to others. As a result, instead of controlling others, we learn to trust in them. This was Kierkegaard’s leap; we leap
beyond a world comprised of the intellectual objects that we use to try and
control it, and we instead allow others and the world they have created to be
revealed.16 Therefore, it is in faith—or, in more secular terms, in t rust—that
community is born. And here we find the constitution of democracy: comprised of truly free individuals, what comes to define democracy is trust. It is
a trust placed in people who, through their own responsible appropriation of
freedom, have likewise learned to t rust—and who have become trustworthy.
The constitution is not something that sits atop people, looking down, determining their subjectivities, while simultaneously providing control over
others—in the way that Hobbes’s Leviathan creates “trust.” Instead, a democratic constitution is nothing other than an expression of the trust experienced between free subjects, as they collectively act out of their own respective
appropriation of freedom, necessarily doing so with one another in mind.
Therefore, rather than finding comfort in domination, we instead trust that
when we have needs, our community will be there to meet them.
Claims like these have sometimes been taken to mean that Marx is an
anarchist, insofar as he decries all static political organizations. However, this
misses the point. What Marx decries is any form of political organization that
exists at the expense of individual freedom, a problem that is not solved by the
elimination of all forms of political organization but rather by changing the
nature of the relationship between the people and politics. For instance, “in
democracy the political state, which stands alongside this content and distinguishes itself from it, is itself merely a particular content and particular form
of existence of the people. [Whereas] in monarchy, for example, this particular,
the political constitution, has the significance of the general that dominates
and determines everything particular.”17 The state is therefore annihilated only
insofar as it is considered to be the true and full expression of the people,
because in such a case the “particular” state appears as the “general” or universal truth. In a monarchy, therefore, the particular sociopolitical structure
comes to seem more true than the people whose freedom it appropriates,
which is demonstrated insofar as we live according to it as form rather than
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to the democracy of our content. Instead, when s elf-determination is universally appropriated, this alienated type of state is eliminated, so that the state
can return to the status of the particular that it is. That is, it can exist as a tool
that aids in the people’s self-determination—a particular tool serving a particular need—rather than something that usurps their self-determination.
What follows is that true s elf-determination requires the freedom to organize and reorganize as we see fit. Even when a particular constitution remains
the same over successive “moments,” it never takes on a life of its own, as it is
instead created and r e-created each and every moment of its existence, because it is our act of freedom that maintains it. Miguel Abensour captures this
well when he calls it “the principle of ongoing self-foundation.”18 Or, in Kierkegaard’s vernacular, Marx’s point is that we continue to bring our world “into
existence.”19 However, the moment we forget that the state depends on us, we
instead become subject to it. And this last point, that the state depends on the
people rather than the people on the state, is, for Marx, the revealed truth of
our social and political existence. “Democracy is the solved riddle of all constitutions. Here, not merely implicitly and in essence but existing in reality, the
constitution is constantly brought back to its actual basis, the actual human
being, the actual people, and established as the people’s own work. The constitution appears as what it is, a free product of man.”20 Rather than an alienated
existence over above us, the riddle is solved, and the constitution reappears as
what it is—nothing more than the way the people have chosen, at any moment
in time, to organize themselves. In a democracy, therefore, the people appropriate the activity of creating and re-creating their society, so that the constitution is brought back to its “basis” (i.e., “the people”). As a result, it thereby
emerges as a product of their “own work.” That is, it emerges as a product of
their freedom. And here, we have returned to Kierkegaard’s insight that history is the story of freedom.
While Marx scholars frequently draw on his concept of true democracy,
the only comprehensive study of Marx’s Critique (and his thoughts on true
democracy that are only contained there) is Miguel Abensour’s Democracy
Against the State.21 As even the title implies, Abensour manages to capture the
fundamental nature of true democracy, as opposed to other fixed forms of
government. Moreover, Abensour is astute in teasing out the temporality of
Marx’s true democracy in a way that unwittingly places it in Kierkegaard’s
world. So, rehashing the prior point that democracy continually creates its
political form anew, Abensour writes that “the resolution of the constitution
(socialized man) eliminates the danger of petrification since it brings about a
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reduction of the constitution, a determination of its limits as a moment—since
it assigns the constitution the status of being a moment.”22 Democracy therefore
entails the realization that the forms we create, those that we bring into existence, exist only so long as we continue to do so.23 They exist in the moment, a
moment that we have now fully appropriated and that Kierkegaard calls “the
fullness of time.”24 However, “in democracy,” as opposed to Kierkegaard’s interest in the single individual, and because freedom has been appropriated universally, “each moment is really only a moment of the whole demos.”25
This becomes clearer when Marx speaks in the concrete terms of the state
and civil society. Whereas civil society is where our lives are actually lived, the
state is the abstract realm we have created to govern us; and reciprocally, our
failure to recognize this “has arisen only from the notion of the political state
as a phenomenon separated from civil society.”26 In other words, our failure to
appropriate freedom leads us to see freedom elsewhere, and by seeing freedom elsewhere, we fail to see it in ourselves. Yet, when we overcome the alienation that leads to this divided arrangement, and each of us reclaims our
freedom in a real, material way, freedom returns to us as a quality of our lived
lives. In such a case, “civil society is actual political society.”27 Therefore, in
overcoming our alienated relationship to ourselves, an alienation whose political manifestation is the sovereign state, Marx argues that the return to reality entailed in true democracy allows us to see one another for the individuals
that we are, and for the social function we serve. Rather than investing parts
of society with a meaning and value other than what they deserve, such as
when we see the state as the true repository of s elf-determination, we instead
come to see one another truly. The “shoemaker,” for instance, serves no symbolic role; he merely is “what he is and does” (i.e., he is an individual helping
society fill an essential need).28 And freed from the necessity of wage labor, he
does what he does out of that need. That is, his work, as Kierkegaard might
call it, is a “work of love.”29
In Philosophical Fragments, Kierkegaard explores the value of Christianity
as a historical doctrine, applying to it the same criticism that he applies to
Hegel in particular and to speculative philosophy in general. As an objective
doctrine, Christianity lends itself to the problem of inauthenticity, as disciples
might come to conform to its maxims, without engaging in the subjective
transformation by which those maxims are instead expressions of an underlying lived truth. This leads Kierkegaard to offer a poetic iteration of the essential truth of Christianity. “Even if the contemporary generation had not left
anything behind except these words, ‘We have believed that in such and such
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a year the god appeared in the humble form of a servant, lived and taught
among us, and then died’—this is more than enough.”30 The essential truth of
Christianity is therefore little more than the fact that God lived, loved, and
died. Furthermore, “this little announcement, this w
 orld-historical nota bene,
is enough to become an occasion for someone who comes later.”31 In helping
us recognize that love is possible—a love that we need in order to become
free—Christianity has done its job.32
Paralleling Kierkegaard’s attack on the objective doctrine of Christianity,
Marx does the same with the state, attacking our belief that democratic laws
are the repository of collective freedom, so that we might recognize that
human beings are that repository. Interestingly, even though we do not need
Marx to more explicitly parallel his work with that of Kierkegaard, he does.
So, for example, “in a certain respect the relation of democracy to all other
forms of state is like the relation of Christianity to all other religions. Christianity is the religion ατ έεοχήν [par excellence], the essence of r eligion—deified
man as a particular religion. Similarly, democracy is the essence of all state
constitutions—socialised man as a particular state constitution.”33 If Christianity is the religion par excellence, and is so because it is nothing other than
“deified man as a particular religion,” the democratic state is the equivalent,
insofar as it deifies “socialised man” as a particular constitution. The former
deifies us in our individual form, whereas the latter deifies us in our communal form. And while prior religions and constitutions were similarly alienating, they contained only partial truths; however, liberal democracy and
Christianity capture our full truth, albeit in alienated forms. As a result, “To
democracy all other forms of state stand as its Old Testament.”34
Kierkegaard therefore seeks to divorce Christianity from the weight of
obedience to Christian dogma, because of that objective dogma, Marx aptly
notes that “man creates religion.”35 However, Marx similarly seeks to divorce
democracy from an objective or legalistic conception of democracy, for it is
“the people which creates the constitution.”36 True democracy, just as we
might expect Kierkegaard to argue of “true Christianity,” occurs when we
overcome a subservient position to their alienated forms, so that we might
make the worth that they express “human” or real instead of “legal” or alienated. As a result, the message of Christianity will become real when we learn
to love one another (“god appeared in the humble form of a servant”), just as
the message of democracy becomes real when we likewise learn to love one
another (the truth of democracy is “socialised man”). Kierkegaard attacks
Christianity as a doctrine, reducing it to its basic premise, a premise that
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needs to be appropriated by each individual; while Marx attacks liberal democracy, reducing it to its basic premise, a premise that likewise needs to be
appropriated by a community of individuals. Yet, at base, both premises are
essentially the same. We are free, equal, and loving creatures.

Weakness and Arbitrariness
On September 17, 2011, New York City experienced something that was a
long time in coming. Following the 2008 financial crisis, a crisis that reached
global proportions not seen since the Great Depression and that served to
expose, and was precipitated by, the rapacious criminality of segments of the
financial services sector, a small group of activists descended on lower Manhattan. Setting up an encampment in Zuccotti Park, a few short blocks from
Wall Street, their movement came to be known as Occupy Wall Street. Within
a few weeks, it grew into hundreds of “permanent” occupiers who slept in the
park and many more thousands who volunteered or who otherwise participated. Moreover, inspired by Occupy Wall Street (just as Occupy itself was
inspired by the Middle Eastern revolutions known as the Arab Spring, as well
as by the preceding Spanish protests of the “Indignados”), dozens if not hundreds of other Occupy encampments set themselves up in cities across the
United States and the world. Back in New York, a broad swath of the city
participated, creating, for its brief life of two months, a space in which people
felt safe to share their own stories of vulnerability, as the recent crisis had left
a scant few untouched.
For many, the supportive environment at Zuccotti Park was the first time,
perhaps ever, that they could unburden themselves of the economic anxieties
that had been mounting for years. The prior decades had seen real wages
stagnate or plummet, just as inequality increased, yet no popular discourse
existed to address this. As a result, while many people had long suffered, they
imagined their problems as individual ones. However, the crisis, and the subsequent exposure of its origins in the predatory practices of the financial industry, helped many see that the precipitous decline through which they had
been living was hardly accidental, and not an individual but a political problem. The atmosphere at Zuccotti Park was therefore one of support, as people
both talked and listened; it was one of self-expression, as people engaged in
artistic projects and participated in the “general assembly”; it was one of festivity, as people unburdened themselves of worries and found the joy of
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community; and it was one of critique, as people experienced what a community could be, only to realize that outside of the park, the reality was hardly
the same.
Even practically, the community thrived, as there was no shortage of people
who sought to support Occupy: be it by cooking food or by cleaning, by helping to organize and dispense supplies, by providing medical care, by volunteering at the ever growing “people’s library,” or by making one of the numerous
donations that flooded Lower Manhattan in the form of money, food, and
supplies. Whereas in the “real world” outside of Zuccotti Park, the diminishing
quality of life meant that work seemed to matter less and less, within the park,
volunteers were energized by the recognition that this community only existed
through them—that the community consisted of nothing but them and their
work. For those involved, the satisfaction in seeing themselves in their work,
and in knowing that they freely acted out of a genuine sense of community,
provided a satisfaction that for many was new. This helps explain why one of
the most popular slogans at Zuccotti Park was “democracy at work.”
In the years since, much has been written, and some of it is quite illuminating. However, among this growing literature, what helped capture the
world’s imagination, and helped the movement spread, were the numerous
biographical stories about those who had made their way to Zuccotti Park.
Rather than works that sought to explain the internal mechanics and history
of the movement37 or those that sought to explain the economic crisis that
preceded the movement,38 the personal narratives of those involved most
helped connect the movement with people who might otherwise not have
become politically engaged.39 It was through these stories, stories that helped
people imagine that they too were connected with many others who were
suffering, that a sense of solidarity was forged. This solidarity was demonstrated not only in the crowds that descended on Zuccotti Park or in the numerous encampments that popped up across the country and the world but
also in the way that Occupy Wall Street managed to capture the hearts and
minds of millions of people. And as we will see, for Marx, the democracy of
Zuccotti Park was foreshadowed by a democracy of his own, that of the 1871
Paris Commune.
Before turning to the Commune, however, we will turn to an event that
preceded the Commune by twenty years. In one of Marx’s most celebrated
works, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, Marx offers a penetrating
analysis of L
 ouis-Napoléon’s 1848–52 rise to power, which culminated in his
reign over the Second French Empire as Emperor Napoléon III.40 In a story
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that foreshadows the populist fascism of the twentieth and t wenty-first centuries, Marx saw Louis-Napoléon’s sole governing principle as that of arbitrary
power, insofar as “the coup d’état was ever the fixed idea of Bonaparte.”41 However, coincident with this rise, Marx also explains that his work tells the story
of the defeat of the proletarian party.42 Historically, this paints an accurate
picture, insofar as the events of 1848–52 paved the way for the return of Empire, while simultaneously dealing a heavy blow to the workers movement.
However, more than a historical coincidence, there is an essential conceptual
opposition at play between Napoléon III’s arbitrary power and the true democracy whose potential manifestation he halted.
As Marx recounts, L
 ouis-Napoléon Bonaparte was a leader free from ideology and whose sole principle, or “idée fixe,” was that of the arbitrary power
of “the coup d’état.”43 However, Marx is insightful in highlighting the popular
support behind Bonaparte, for Bonaparte began as the elected president of
France before becoming emperor by way of a coup. To explain this, Marx
turns to the smallholding peasants, who were the rural class that provided
popular support for Bonaparte’s counter-revolution. As Marx notes, rather
than originating as a counter-revolutionary class, the smallholding peasants
had earlier been a revolutionary one, as the social institution of smallholding
was consolidated by Napoléon I, who had given land to the peasants as an
attack against the aristocracy.44 However, this attack on the aristocracy, an
attack that empowered the peasantry by giving them greater control over their
own lives, had, for Marx, “outlived its day.”45 What was once an advance in the
ability of the peasantry to determine their lives had become a position in
which counter-revolution brewed.
Marx’s point is quite similar to that which he made in On the Jewish Question, insofar as he is arguing that something that today is a step toward emancipation can tomorrow become a step backward. For Marx, the eventual
conservatism of the smallholding peasants was almost inevitable insofar as it
emerged from the very nature of their class. Specifically, he notes that the
peasantry largely shared the same social and economic conditions; however,
they were simultaneously isolated from one another because their mode of
production depended on isolation.46 Each peasant family was essentially s elf-
sufficient and therefore lacked the external stimulation that might provoke a
more critical awareness of their shared condition, as might have happened in
the industrial cities. For instance, in the cities, the “division of labor,” the
“variety of talent,” “the application of science” to work, and “the wealth of social
relationships” all created a social reality that lent itself to a critical engagement
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with oneself and the world.47 As Marx wrote in the Manifesto, given the dynamism of the world of capital, “man is at last compelled to face with sober
senses, his real conditions of life, and his relations with his kind.”48
And so, as opposed to the dynamic world of capitalism that perpetually
undermines our illusions, the precapitalist economic practices of the smallholding peasantry required the maintenance of a status quo. More problematically, it was also a status quo entailing social isolation, with the absence of
social intercourse working against the possibility that a class consciousness
might develop. However, while they failed to develop a class consciousness, a
feeling of disempowerment could nonetheless pervade this class, as this feeling did not require an understanding of their class position but only an experience of the vulnerability associated with it. For Marx, the peasantry were
therefore “incapable of enforcing their class interests in their own name,
whether through a parliament or through a convention. They cannot represent themselves, they must be represented. Their representative must [appear]
as an unlimited governmental power that protects them against the other
classes and sends them rain and sunshine from above.”49 This made them a
perfect match for Napoléon III, a leader who lacked any political ideas himself, save for the desire to lead. And so, powerlessness met power, as the pure
arbitrary power of Napoléon met the uncritical powerlessness of the peasantry. Or, as Marx writes, “The fixed idea of the Nephew [Napoléon III] was
realised, because it coincided with the fixed idea of the most numerous class
of the French people.”50 Therefore, lacking a will of their own, Napoléon became “the will” of the people. And so, formless content met contentless form.
While the peasantry lacked authentic class consciousness, their political
consciousness was still comprised of the ideas left behind by Napoléon I, from
a time when they had been a revolutionary (rather than counter-revolutionary)
class. To the extent that Napoléon III cloaked himself behind a veil of ideology, he therefore did so behind the remnants of this political ideology. For
example, “One sees all ‘idées napoléoniennes’ are ideas of the undeveloped
smallholding in the freshness of its youth; for the smallholding that has outlived its day they are an absurdity. They are only the hallucinations of its death
struggle, words that are transformed into phrases, spirits transformed into
ghosts. But the parody of the empire was necessary to free the mass of all the
French nation from the weight of tradition and to work out in pure form the
opposition between the state power and society.”51 And so, because “the tradition of all dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the brain of the living,”52 Napoléon III’s caricature of the “idées napoléoniennes” helped waken
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the French public from their dreams. Previously unable to free themselves
from their past, the past continued to shape the present, and it did so by confining their future; in Kierkegaard’s language, the past became possibility,
which then became actuality. However, in the parody created between these
vacuous ideals and Napoléon’s unbridled power, the condition existed for the
rest of the French people to awaken from the hold of tradition. Or, as we have
seen in Part II, this “parody” made it easier for them to doubt.
Marx therefore argues that power was completely divorced from its origins in the people because Bonaparte’s victory was a victory “of the executive
power over the legislative power, of force without words over the force of words.”53
It was a government in which the arbitrary whim of a single individual ruled
over all, lacking even the limitations that class and ideology typically provide,
and it therefore made the exercise of power easier to recognize. And as a consequence, “France . . . seems to have escaped the despotism of a class only to
fall back beneath the despotism of an individual, and, what is more, beneath
the authority of an individual without authority. The struggle seems to be
settled in such a way that all classes, equally impotent and equally mute, fall
on their knees before the rifle butt.”54 However, in the starkness of Bonaparte’s
idée fixe, in the unveiled exercise of arbitrary power, Marx also saw “the germ
of the triumph of the proletarian revolution,”55 freed of the illusions that had
maintained it in chains.
In a description that could have been taken from Kierkegaard’s Fear and
Trembling, Marx writes of the French public as having lost everything but only
so as to gain everything. He writes of a society that needed to lose what it
thought it had in order to gain what it truly had, so that, freed from the illusions that maintained it in bondage, it could rise to the truth of self-
determination—that “germ of the triumph of proletarian revolution.”56 And
for Marx, this truth did emerge, if ever so briefly, in the final moments of
Napoléon’s reign; it emerged in the Paris Commune, for the Communards
“have no ideals to realize, but to set free elements of the new society with
which old collapsing bourgeois society itself is pregnant.”57 That is, the Commune allowed free self-determining individuals to emerge from underneath
the ideological veils of the old bourgeois society.
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Democracy and Violence
Like Occupy Wall Street, the Paris Commune lasted a scant two months.
Moreover, both were precipitated by the arbitrary rule of elites, which helped
reveal the parody played by those in power. In the case of Occupy, the 2008
financial crisis occurred as a result of finance capital’s d
 ecades-long campaign
of deregulation, which resulted in a massive agglomeration of unchecked
power. Interestingly, on the nature of finance capital, Marx writes, “Since
property here exists in the form of stock, its movement and transfer become
purely a result of gambling on the stock exchange, where the little fish are
swallowed by the sharks and the lambs by the stock-exchange wolves.”58 As
capital transforms from industrial into finance capital, it increasingly becomes
divorced from the productive process, so that what comes to govern it are
those who “gamble” on the stock market, and who typically gamble with other
people’s money.59 The people therefore find themselves subject to the arbitrary
games played by finance capital, like “lambs” to the “wolves,” just as the latest
economic crisis was caused by a financial system in which the few could reap
the rewards of their irresponsible gambling while simultaneously socializing
the risk. Similarly, the Paris Commune began after a crisis brought on by
Napoléon III’s arbitrary rule, as he foolishly initiated the F
 ranco-Prussian
War, which led to a major defeat and the Prussian conquest of France. Following this defeat, the Commune managed to institute democratic government
and a wide swath of social reforms that Marx would glorify as an example of
what true democracy might look like. The people therefore came to doubt the
contentless form of those in power because this form was little more than a
parody masking arbitrary will, and they instead began to create their own
form out of their content.
If The Eighteenth Brumaire tells the story of the workers’ defeat and the
ascendency of authoritarian rule, The Civil War in France is Marx’s attempt to
do justice to the Paris Commune and its legitimate form of self-rule.60 Written
as the Commune was still under way, it greatly resembles the stories that
emerged from Occupy Wall Street, insofar as, coupled with his sharp analysis,
Marx seems equally interested in humanizing the Communards. In fact, Marx
had serious problems with the Commune itself, as he believed it had little
chance to survive and that its working-class bona fides were questionable, but
he also recognized the significance of what it tried to do, both socially and
politically.61 As David McLellan notes, this work speaks more to Marx’s ideas
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of what a future communist society might look like than to the Commune
itself.62 In fact, for all his praise of the Commune in The Civil War in France,
in an 1881 letter, Marx goes so far as to denounce the Commune for not being
socialist, further suggesting that its dreams outmatched reality.63 As a historical record, therefore, we need to take The Civil War in France with a grain of
salt; however, as a pronouncement on Marx’s vision of a better future, and as
a demonstration of the fact that he believes that intersubjective feelings of
solidarity are the foundation of this future, it has much to offer.
In The Civil War in France, Marx elaborates on the events and general
character of the Commune, drawing attention to that which he finds most
significant, such as its relative nonviolence. Juxtaposing it with the French
Revolution, the revolution that solidified bourgeois rule, Marx writes that the
Commune was “free from the acts of violence in which the revolutions, and
still more the c ounter-revolutions, of the ‘better classes’ abound.”64 Marx notes
only two instances of violence, both of which entailed soldiers revolting
against their commanding officers.65 He further explains that one of these
rebellions occurred when soldiers refused to fire on an unarmed crowd, so
that even these rare cases of violence were motivated by a deeply humane
sympathy.66 Moreover, for Marx, these rare cases were not examples of how an
individual in a true democracy would act but were examples of the remnants
of bourgeois socialization, as he further argues that within a truly socialist
army (which he also argues is something of an oxymoron), even such cases
would not occur.67
Relying on his previous analysis of the relationship between the people
and the state, Marx uses this to help explain the nonviolence of the Commune. For instance, Marx writes that the Commune existed only because the
standing army, who were in the paid employ of the government, had been
replaced by the National Guard, who were themselves largely members of the
working class.68 His point is that the National Guard was not opposed to society, dictating to it as does the state, but that they were a part of society, acting
out their own unique role within it. Therefore, when the government summoned the Guard for its own counter-revolutionary purposes, out of 300,000
only 300 responded, because they knew that of which they were a part.69 Marx
therefore draws a connection between the sense of solidarity that unites a true
democracy and the nonviolence that similarly characterizes it, insofar as the
social bonds that constitute a democracy prevent the subjects within it from
acting violently toward one another. In other words, democratic individuals
cannot be both democratic and violent.
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As Marx continues, in opposition to the Commune as the representative
of freedom, solidarity, and nonviolence, he now juxtaposes a picture of the
new French government led by Adolphe Thiers. “ ‘The men of order,’ the reactionists of Paris, trembled at the victory of the 18th of March. To them it was
the signal of popular retribution at last arriving. The ghosts of the victims
assassinated at their hands from the days of June, 1848, down to the 22nd of
January, 1871, arose before their faces. Their panic was their only punishment.
Even the sergents-de-ville, instead of being disarmed and locked up, as ought
to have been done, had the gates of Paris flung wide open for their safe retreat
to Versailles.”70 Marx does chastise the Commune for not being politically
astute enough to recognize that their enemies needed to be “disarmed and
locked up,” as these enemies would never relent.71 This no doubt reflects
Marx’s ambivalent attitude t oward the actual Commune and his belief that the
Commune was destined to fail.72 Nonetheless, Marx clearly juxtaposes the
innocence of the C
 ommunards—an innocence that, given his critique of
them, he believes can coexist with a lucid praxis—with the guilt-ridden panic
of the c ounter-revolutionaries, as they fled Paris for Versailles.
While the material reason for subduing the Commune was quite obviously the desire to regain control of the city that was at the heart of French
wealth and power, Marx chooses to describe the c ounter-revolutionaries in
deeply subjective, almost Kierkegaardian, terms. For Marx, the counter-
revolutionaries were anxious, and it was an anxiety born of their guilt and not
from any objective reality within the Commune, which was itself peaceful.
Marx writes that the “ghosts” of their “ victims . . . arose before their faces” and
that this was the cause of their “panic,” which then manifested in the imagined
specter of “popular retribution.”73 In other words, the c ounter-revolutionaries
were terrified at the thought of a bloodthirsty revolution, but it was only the
memory of their past c rimes—their guilt—that fed these fantasies, leading
them to see a threat to their lives where none existed.
Therefore, in terms that could have been borrowed from The Sickness unto
Death, Marx realizes that guilt perpetuates our inability to apprehend reality,
because rather than accepting responsibility for our past crimes, we instead
become further invested in our self-serving self-deceptions. Moreover, paralleling Fear and Trembling, Marx also makes the case that freedom appears as
an existential threat to those not yet free, just as the “men of order” tremble
before the Communards, much as we tremble before Abraham. And so, while
the “men of order” clearly faced the material loss of their wealth and power,
they also faced a deeper crisis brought on by the freedom of the Communards.
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They could therefore face their a nxiety-laden guilt and hope for forgiveness
and freedom, or they could deny that guilt and attempt to solidify their hold
on the delusions by which they ruled themselves and others. Unfortunately, it
was the latter route they took, and the result was the brutal repression of the
Commune. Therefore, in contrast to the nonviolence of the Commune, the
“men of order” committed “revolting atrocities” in their ruthless suppression
of the Commune, as they were unburdened of any shared sense of humanity
that might limit them.74

Ecce Homo
While the violent atrocities were one-sided, the picture that emerged was the
reverse, as Thiers used the threats issued by the Commune—threats never
carried out—to paint them as barbarous, while he presented himself and the
government as virtuous.75 Marx cleverly writes that this is the way capitalism
typically works, cloaking itself in innocence, while demonizing its enemies as
attacking “the basis of civilisation” itself—namely, private property.76 However, as Marx corrects, the working class merely wants to make property
real—it wants to expropriate the e xpropriators—so that freedom can also be
made real. “It wanted to make individual property a truth by transforming the
means of production, land and capital, now chiefly the means of enslaving and
exploiting labour, into mere instruments of free and associated labour.”77 The
Commune did not want to eliminate property; it wanted to change its form
by eliminating the oppression and exploitation endemic to capitalism, so that
it could be replaced by the freely cooperative labor of communism.78 However,
opposed to this stood Thiers and the government, portraying freedom as oppression and oppression as salvation.
For Marx, in having appropriated their freedom, the workers had become
both truthful and real, whereas the bourgeoisie maintained a comfortable detachment from the events of the Commune, making them both false and unreal. Marx therefore writes that this resulted in two Paris’s: the false Paris of
Thiers and the bourgeoisie, as well as the real Paris of the workers.79 The false
Paris was the Paris of Boulevards, built by Haussmann under Napoléon III’s
reign, which opened the city for troops and artillery;80 it was the Paris created
by Haussmann when he razed “historic Paris to make place for the Paris of the
sightseer!”;81 it was the Paris of the capitalist, the gilded, and the idle;82 and it
was the Paris of distant detachment.83 The false Paris was therefore the Paris
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of those lost within possibility, and who lacked any sense of the actual. For
these Parisians, “the civil war [was] but an agreeable diversion, eyeing the battle
going on through telescopes, counting the rounds of cannon, and swearing by
their own honour and that of their prostitutes, that the performance was far
better got up than it used to be at the Porte St. Martin. The men who fell were
really dead; the cries of the wounded were cries in good earnest; and, besides,
the whole thing was so intensely historical.”84 For the Paris of Thiers, like Kierkegaard’s bourgeois philosophers, life itself was but a spectacle.
In contrast to this false Paris, however, stood the Paris of the workers. This
Paris was one in which life was lived and not simply observed. The real Paris
was a Paris of workers working and living together and who demonstrated
“self-sacrificing heroism” in defense of one another.85 It was a Paris of freedom
rather than exploitation, of community rather than alienation; it was a Paris
whose existence was not proven by theoretical theorem or philosophical argument but whose truth and goodness were obvious to those who would see
it, beneath the lies that attempted to obscure it.86 And so, opposed to the distant reflectiveness of the bourgeoisie, a reflectiveness that shielded them from
reality and a reflectiveness that also used ideas in service of domination, the
truth of the workers was a lived truth, an experienced truth, and a truth revealed to those with eyes to see.
With this broad juxtaposition in mind, Marx writes about the specific
nature of the Commune, demonstrating how it concretely embodied both
freedom and equality. Moreover, the Commune embodied not only economic
equality but gender equality too, as “the real women of Paris” emerged during
the Commune.87 These women were like those of antiquity—“heroic, noble,
and devoted”—just as were the men, therefore laying to rest the gender differences that had defined all previous societies.88 Furthermore, the equality of the
Commune was also political, as found in the Commune’s practice of universal
suffrage. However, political s elf-determination was not found in a distant and
reflective representative institution like a parliament but in the government as
a “working body” that administrated what needed to be administrated and
that was therefore justified by the real needs of the community, rather than by
a “concept” of sovereignty.89
Marx also writes that government functions were not carried out by government functionaries indebted to the state, but by “responsible agents of
society” who were themselves a part of, and in service to, the community.90
That is, the government was a part of the people and did not exist over and
against them. Perhaps most important, the government published “its doings
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and sayings, and initiated the public into all its shortcomings.”91 It thereby
demonstrated its true appropriation of freedom, because rather than hiding
behind lies to cloak its potential mistakes and to shield it from the pangs of
guilt, it stood revealed, accepting responsibility for its actions, so that it was
also capable of asking for forgiveness of its “sins.” And so, faced with this open
and honest expression of freedom stood Thiers and his government, who had
no choice but to paint the Commune as a barbarous abomination, because
only in obscuring a truth that was revealed could he hope to construct the
obfuscating legitimacy upon which his own rule relied.
The theme of freedom pervades Marx’s work, and in describing the Commune, Marx’s vision of freedom finally found a home within history. “Working, thinking, fighting, bleeding P
 aris—almost forgetful, in its incubation of a
new society, of the cannibals at its gates—radiant in the enthusiasm of its
historic initiative!”92 For once, history was not the history of oppression but a
history written by the free. For Marx, therefore, the workers of Paris were an
example of free individuals becoming w
 orld-historical actors, who thereby
became the incubators of a truly new society that was not defined by oppression but by freedom. Opposed to this stood Versailles, the home of the Thiers
government, which birthed nothing new and yet was “eager to feed upon the
carcass of the nation” as the old world feeds upon the new like “ghouls.”93 In
other words, what sustained the world of oppression was not its own free creativity but its exploitation of the freedom of others. Or, recalling Kierkegaard’s
thoughts on temporality, workers bring things into existence, whereas governments of oppression merely feed upon that life and themselves are only death—
without freedom, their world is one of cessation. And so, Marx draws the
conclusion, “Paris all truth, Versailles all lie.”94 And this truth, in its fleeting two
months of existence, likewise revealed falsity. “The civilisation and justice of
bourgeois order comes out in its lurid light whenever the slaves and drudges
of that order rise against their masters. Then this civilisation and justice stands
forth as undisguised savagery and lawless revenge.”95 When freedom reveals
itself, when it beckons us to acknowledge its truth, we have but one choice: to
accept it or retreat into lies. The former is the path to community, the latter,
despairing alienation.
Ultimately, the political failure of the Commune lay in its inability to usher
in universal f reedom—a failure, Marx believes, that was in this case inevitable.96 Its partial victory left its enemies intact and therefore able to muster
their forces for a counterattack. Had the Commune been able to establish itself across France (a feat Marx could imagine, even if, practically, this possi-
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bility was little more than imagination): “The Communal Constitution would
have restored to the social body all the forces hitherto absorbed by the State
parasite feeding upon, and clogging the free movement of, society. By this one
act it would have initiated the regeneration of France.”97 Failing such a universal appropriation of freedom, the Commune’s gains were temporary, as the
forces of unfreedom remained, seeing in the Commune an existential threat.
However, something occurred at the Commune, and perhaps for the first time
ever. Just as Kierkegaard thought it essential to remember the example of
Christ—“Even if the contemporary generation had not left anything behind
except these words . . . [god] lived . . . this is more than enough”98—Marx also
thought it essential to remember the example of Paris. If Christ, to Kierkegaard, was an absolute example of an individual of loving freedom, for Marx,
the Commune was an example of a community of free and loving individuals.
In remembering that freedom once existed, our own faith in freedom could
be nourished. For Marx and for Kierkegaard, therefore, the message of freedom is clear: ecce homo—behold the man! It is here that community is born.

PART IV

PRAXIS

The form of the good is the last thing to be seen, and it is reached
only with difficulty. . . . It isn’t surprising that the ones who get to
this point are unwilling to occupy themselves with human affairs
and that their souls are always pressing upwards, eager to spend
their time above.
—Plato, Republic
When you take a step to address wrongdoing, you are taking a step
away from God, but in His service. Dealing with such matters is
hard and thankless work.
—Sister Aloysius, in John Patrick Shanley’s Doubt
I am not a Christian.
—Søren Kierkegaard
I am not a Marxist.
—Karl Marx

CHAPTER 9

RELIGION

The Single Individual
Posthumously published in 1859 but written in 1848, Kierkegaard’s The Point
of View for My Work as an Author is his most exhaustive authorial memoir.1
As he imagines—or reimagines—his project, his aim had always been to cultivate a sense of radical individuality that was based in faith and that was
embodied in his category of “the single individual.” Therefore, if Kierkegaard’s
praxis can be spoken of in terms of its goal, such an individual is certainly it.
In fact, Kierkegaard explicitly acknowledges this, as when he comments on
the great critical and popular success he received upon the publication of his
first major philosophical work, Either/Or. Despite this success, it was at this
point that he decided to make “a break with the public, not out of pride or
arrogance etc. (and certainly not because the public was unfavorable t oward
me at the time, since, the very opposite, it was altogether favorable toward
me), but because I had made up my mind that I was a religious author whose
concern is with the single individual, an idea (the single individual versus the
public) in which a whole life-and worldview is concentrated.”2 As we have
already seen in our analysis of Fear and Trembling, itself one of the first works
following Either/Or, Kierkegaard makes use of the category of the single individual, such as when he argues that “faith is namely this paradox that the
single individual is higher than the universal.”3 However, now, Kierkegaard
juxtaposes the category of “the single individual” with the category of “the
public” (sometimes referred to as “the crowd”), distilling his point to its poetic
essence, and thereby offering up a more accessible vision of its truth.
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With this in mind, the sine qua non for understanding Kierkegaard’s category of the single individual is in many ways found in two historical examples:
Socrates and Jesus Christ. Despite their many differences, what they had in
common was an absolute fidelity to a vision of ethical life that necessarily excluded them from certain forms of social life. Turning first to Socrates, Kierkegaard writes that “the single individual, which was regarded as eccentric and
the invention of eccentricity, which it indeed was, for was not the person who
in one sense was its inventor, Socrates, at the time called Üôïðþôáôïò (the most
eccentric of men)—I would not trade having brought it forth decisively at the
time, I would not trade it for a kingdom. If the crowd is the evil, if it is chaos
that threatens, there is rescue in one thing only, in becoming the single individual, in the rescuing thought: that single individual.”4 Speaking in the almost
religious terms of salvation, it is through the example of Socrates’s life that we
receive “the rescuing thought” of “the single individual,” because in glimpsing
the ethical courage of his doubt, it becomes easier to imagine ourselves that
way too. Yet, opposed to Socrates stood the c rowd—a crowd that ultimately
killed h
 im—living the comfortable lives of social conformity, and that was created by the mutual abdication of individual ethical responsibility.
Following this example, Christianity complements Socratic doubt by offering a positive doctrine of faith that explicitly asserts the transcendent value
of human beings. If Socrates helped eliminate the untruth, Jesus Christ provided the truth, by offering an example of the unifying power of love. It is love
that constitutes the most fundamental human essence, one that we each need
to appropriate individually, but that then connects us eternally. For this reason, Kierkegaard states that “the essentially religious is the true humanity
[Menneskelighed].”5 Therefore, in addition to the Socratic maxim that “the
unexamined life is not worth living,” Kierkegaard adds the religious maxim to
“love thy neighbor as thyself.”6 However, as was the case with Socrates, opposed to Jesus Christ stood the crowd. “Take the supreme example, think of
Christ . . . as an individual alone with him in a solitary place, as an individual
to go up to him and to spit on h
 im—the human being never was born and
never will be who would have the courage or brazenness to do it; that is the
truth. But then they became a crowd; then they had the courage for it—
frightful untruth!”7 As in the case of Socrates, opposed to Christ stood the
crowd—a crowd that also eventually killed h
 im—and that was similarly created by the abdication of individual ethical responsibility, and that was thereby
“free” to act inhumanely.
Kierkegaard’s project therefore becomes one of extricating humane indi-
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viduals from the inhumanity of the crowd. While he has nothing but contempt for the evils that the crowd perpetrates, he has nothing but faith in the
individuals who comprise it. “And this is my faith, that however much confusion and evil and contemptibleness there can be in human beings as soon as
they become the irresponsible and unrepentant ‘public,’ ‘crowd,’ etc.—there is
just as much truth and goodness and lovableness in them when one can get
them as single individuals.”8 Within the most irresponsible and inhumane
human being lies the possibility of a responsible and humane individual,
within the greatest evil lies a chance for good, and within hate lies the possibility of love. And this transformation occurs by way of relating oneself to the
transcendent value found within each individual, a value that Kierkegaard
believes is best exemplified, or revealed, in the example of Jesus Christ.
So far, much of this has been repetition, if Kierkegaard’s category of the
single individual is a welcome summary. However, at this point in his memoir,
Kierkegaard explains the single individual in a problematic way, by explicating what he sees as the difference between the transcendental realm and the
worldly one. For Kierkegaard, “The world, if it is not evil, is m
 ediocre . . . 
[and] to apply the category ‘human race’ to what it means to be a human
being . . . is a misunderstanding and paganism, because the human race, humankind, is different from an ‘animalkind’ not only by the advantage of race
but by this humanness, that every individual in the human race . . . is more
than the race. . . . [Therefore] to relate oneself to God is far superior to relating
oneself to the race or through the race to God.”9 In passages like this, it has
been easy for Kierkegaard’s critics to mistakenly infer an ascetic attitude, insofar as Kierkegaard sees value in the spiritual realm and little in the worldly
one, which is only compounded by his claim that the truth of the single individual is opposed to the “mediocre” world, so that “the good must suffer.”10
However, Kierkegaard is not championing an ascetic attitude, so much as a
pessimistic one, and in better understanding his point, we not only draw him
closer to Marx, but we can also see how the optimism of Marx’s politics are an
answer to Kierkegaard’s pessimism.

Religion as Praxis
Recalling Part III, Kierkegaard is making a similar point to that which he
made in Philosophical Fragments. Specifically, if we locate the essentially
human—our f reedom—in the objective world, we run the risk of betraying it
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by failing to recognize that this is merely an objectification of our freedom and
not freedom itself. Moreover, as we have seen, our nature is unlike animal
nature, because it is a nature that elevates individuals above our universal,
objective formulation, rather than subordinating us to it. Consequently, any
attempt to capture the essentially human in a particular objective d
 octrine—
to capture that which constitutes “the human race”—is bound to fail. For Kierkegaard, therefore, this is why religion has to furnish an understanding of
human beings, because the concern of religion lies with the eternal—its concern is with what endures in and through time—so that it stands as the only
place where we might find a true understanding of humanity. And yet even
here, Kierkegaard is wary of advancing any substantive religious position, because he is fearful that it will inhibit rather than facilitate the acquisition of
faith.11
In fact, for Kierkegaard, herein lies the genius of Christianity, for it offers
up the “paradox” of the G
 od-man, Jesus Christ.12 Rather than attempting to
deify the essentially human by codifying it in an objective doctrine, Christ is
instead a historically specific example of our own transcendental nature, and
one that demonstrates how that nature only ever appears within the world.
That is, Christ is the paradox that the eternal always appears embodied within
the ephemeral—that freedom only appears in history. Granted, Christianity
as a historical phenomenon offers no end of religious doctrine, but Kierkegaard generally dismisses this as constituting worldly “Christendom,” rather
than seeing it as constituting true Christianity.13 Nonetheless, in offering an
example of embodied divinity, human beings now had a way of relating to it,
given our own embodied nature. In other words, through the example of embodied love, we find a medium through which we can receive it. Or, as Kierkegaard explains, “Thus the single individual must personally relate himself to
the unconditional. . . . and I do believe, that this is Christianity and love for
‘the neighbor.’ ”14
It should therefore not be surprising that Kierkegaard understands the
fundamental concern of religion as residing in the praxis of individuation.
“Here again the movement is: to arrive at the simple; the movement is: from
the public to ‘the single individual.’ In other words, there is in a religious sense
no public but only individuals, because the religious is earnestness, and earnestness is: the single individual; yet every human being, unconditionally
every human being, which one indeed is, can be, yes, should be—the single
individual.”15 In relating to the transcendent value of God, and then coming
to understand that this value is embodied in each and every individual, we
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ourselves become the single individual, so that our behavior toward others is
animated by our recognition that they are each irreplaceable and innately valuable individuals. Moreover, in relating to one another as unique embodiments
of a transcendent value, true human equality is achieved. “Ultimately only the
essentially religious can with the help of eternity effect human equality
[Menneske-Lighed], the godly, the essential, the not-worldly, the true, the only
possible human equality; and this is also w
 hy—be it said to its g lorification—
the essentially religious is the true humanity [Menneskelighed].”16 Here we find
as clear an explication of Kierkegaard’s faith in human equality as is possible.
It is an equality found in the fact that we each embody the inalienable value of
human life. However, unlike other creatures whose nature is objective and can
therefore be deduced empirically, ours is a subjective religious nature that we
must individually appropriate in a leap of faith.
Returning to his earlier pronouncement, whereas an ascetic sees the world
as evil, Kierkegaard merely sees it as “mediocre.”17 However, lacking a connection to our own transcendental, eternal, and essentially human nature, that is
precisely what the world is. In other words, if the essentially human lies outside of—or u
 nderneath—the objective, material world, then the world truly
lacks any innate meaning of its own. It is not evil; it is simply without value.
And here, Kierkegaard is merely reframing an earlier problem with which he
has already dealt. Rather than speaking of freedom and history, he is now
speaking of human beings and the world, but the conclusion is the same:
without human beings, both history and the world lose their significance. And
yet, far from a pronouncement of asceticism, this is little different from Marx’s
argument that the material world draws its meaning from the humans who
inhabit it (i.e., through objectification).18 If the world does not reveal the individuals who have created it, it is, at best, mediocre.
Problematically, in his dichotomy of the essentially human and the objective world, Kierkegaard aligns religion with the essentially human but
then uncritically aligns politics with the objective world emptied of those
subjects. We can see this in a short work entitled The Single Individual, which
Kierkegaard appends to The Point of View. Whereas the progressive politics
of his day made a promise of human equality, for Kierkegaard, this promise
can only be fulfilled by religion. “But although ‘impractical,’ yet the religious
is eternity’s transfigured rendition of the most beautiful dream of politics. No
politics has been able, no politics is able, no worldliness has been able, no
worldliness is able to think through or to actualized to the ultimate consequences this idea: human-equality, human-likeness [Menneske-Lighed].”19
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And the reason politics fails is because human equality is found in the transcendental realm and not the material one.
Therefore, emptied of ourselves as equal subjects, the nature of the objective world becomes that of dissimilarity, or diversity—also a likely reference
to Hegel’s concept of infinite d
 ifference—insofar as no two parts of the material world are exactly identical.20 This is true of human beings too, insofar as
we are each different from one another when considered as material beings.
However, for Kierkegaard, when political movements make “the most beautiful dream” of “human-equality” their goal, they attempt to achieve equality
within a realm defined by diversity, rather than recognizing that equality’s
true home lies within ethical and spiritual life. Consequently, “to achieve perfect equality in the medium of world-likeness [Verds-Lighed], that is, in the
medium that by nature is dissimilarity, and to achieve it in a world-like [verds-
ligt], that is, differentiating way, is eternally impossible, as one can see by the
categories. If perfect equality, likeness, should be achieved, then worldliness
would have to be completely eradicated, and when perfect equality, likeness,
is achieved, worldliness [Verdslighed] ceases to be.”21 Rather than recognizing
that human equality is a spiritual quality, politics, for Kierkegaard, attempts
to make it a material one. And in so doing, it not only betrays the transcendental realm, but it betrays the worldly one too.
Applied to the politics of his day, Kierkegaard is making an extremely
uncharitable reading of the progressive politics that was sweeping through
Europe, as he argues that the spirit of equality animating them is simply a
desire to eliminate worldly difference. It is an argument that is little different
than the standard criticism of socialism and communism that see them as
little more than redistributive movements bent on ensuring that everyone has
the very same worldly goods, and in which all the joy of life’s endless diversity
is removed. And so, writing of the revolutions of 1848, Kierkegaard dismisses
what he believes to be their false promises. “In the year 1848 the threads of
sagacity broke; the shriek that announces chaos was heard! ‘It was the year
1848; it was a step forward.’ Well, yes, if ‘government’ is achieved for which
not a single new official is needed or the dismissal of any older official, but
perhaps an internal transformation in the direction of becoming steadfast by
fearing God.”22 However, in such claims, Kierkegaard merely lays his dichotomy of religion and politics atop that between human subjects and the world,
without much, if any, critical reflection. The political actors of his day lack
judgment, insofar as they seek to improve the world through changes to a
worldly realm that lacks any essential significance, while they ignore the realm
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that might truly provide improvement. In order to achieve the goal of the
single i ndividual—responsible and loving human beings—a change in objective political reality is not required; a change in subjects is.
Unfortunately, paralleling Marx’s own superficial and dismissive comments about religion (“it is the opium of the people”),23 Kierkegaard offers
much the same, but for politics. Certainly there is a truth to Marx’s claims,
insofar as religion often serves a deeply conservative role within society, but
religion has also inspired radical and progressive political movements too.
While Kierkegaard was no doubt motivated by a personal distaste for what he
thought to be the superficiality of some of his liberal peers, he similarly fails
to imagine forms of politics that are not subject to his simplistic claims.24 In
fact, Kierkegaard also fails to see his own political nature, just as he fails to see
that his two chosen examples—Socrates and Jesus Christ—were themselves
deeply political.
Despite all of this, Kierkegaard’s chosen religious aim is political. In acting
according to their own conscience, rather than the Sittlichkeit ethics of their
society, the single individual has undermined the way in which societies have
always been legitimized. His entire religious praxis can therefore be understood as an attempt to cultivate individuals who occupy a position of permanent sociopolitical critique, and whose own love of the neighbor compels
them to liberate others too. However, Kierkegaard fails to imagine his project
in these terms and also fails to imagine any further political consequences
from his chosen “religious” end. Specifically, in witnessing the mistreatment
of others, neighborly love certainly compels us to their aid. However, if that
mistreatment is systemic, neighborly love necessarily requires more overt political action, about which Marx has much to say. Yet, in his false equivalence
of politics with the world emptied of subjects, Kierkegaard tries to carve out
a position in which he can sympathize with Copenhagen’s poor, while remaining blind to the cause of that poverty. However, as Archbishop Dom Hélder
Câmara once noted, “When I give food to the poor, they call me a saint. When
I ask why the poor have no food, they call me a communist.”25 Kierkegaard
might have come close to saintliness, but he was no communist. But as we will
see in the next chapter, he should have been.

172 Chapter 9

Indirect Communication
Plato’s Republic begins with one of the hallmark philosophical and political
problems of Western thought: intransigence. On his way home, Socrates is
confronted with the superior numbers of Polemarchus, who desires his company at dinner. In a classic example of might and right, Socrates asks if he
might persuade Polemarchus to let him go, to which Polemarchus responds,
“Could you persuade us, if we won’t listen?”26 Reminiscent of the failure of
reason at Socrates’s trial, we never hear a direct response from the Socrates of
Plato’s Republic, as Glaucon quickly defuses the confrontation. Instead, over
the meandering path of the Republic’s ten books, we find Plato discoursing
about justice in the city and the soul, education, psychology, metaphysics and
epistemology, in a complex tapestry that demonstrates that truth is as much
an issue of a subjective disposition that is ready to receive it as it is about the
objective content of the message. Rather than stating the truth directly (although he occasionally does this too), Plato offers it in the metaphorical and
allegorical form that those like Polemarchus might be ready to hear. And, with
time, they might even approach it directly, trading their cave for the sun. Or,
as Kierkegaard might note, they might be deceived into the truth.27
While the end of Kierkegaard’s praxis is found in the single individual, the
form of that praxis can be found in this Platonic “deception.” In The Point of
View, Kierkegaard explains, “ ‘Direct communication’ is: to communicate the
truth directly; ‘communication in reflection’ is: to deceive into the truth. It
began maieutically with esthetic production, and all the pseudonymous writings are maieutic in nature. Therefore this writing was also pseudonymous,
whereas the directly r eligious—which from the beginning was present in the
gleam of an indication—carried my name.”28 Distinguishing between the
works that carried his name, which were a series of devotional works in which
Kierkegaard “directly” communicated his own faith, he juxtaposes these with
his indirect works, which were his more philosophical works, in which he
sought to “deceive” his readers “into the truth.” Whereas “direct communication presupposes that the recipient’s ability to receive it is entirely in order,”29
Kierkegaard’s indirect works were “esthetic” or creative productions that were
“maieutic [or pedagogical] in nature,” just as were Plato’s allegories. Put differently, direct communication is what occurs between the f aithful—in a Platonic framework, it is how those freed from the cave c ommunicate—while
indirect communication is Kierkegaard’s chosen method of communication
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with those still trapped within. However, while both Plato and Kierkegaard
offer their readers myths and allegories, in place of the dialogic form, Kierkegaard offers pseudonyms.
Kierkegaard’s use of pseudonyms has warranted a lot of attention, as any
reader of his work has to account for the fact that his most important works
were not written in his own name. For instance, we have Johannes de Silentio,
or Johannes of Silence, who penned Fear and Trembling, a work ostensibly
about faith but whose author does not have faith himself—he is silent. Another example is Johannes Climacus, or Johannes of the Ladder, the author of
Philosophical Fragments and Concluding Unscientific Postscript, who is named
after a seventh-century monk who penned a work entitled the Ladder of Divine Ascent, with Kierkegaard’s pseudonymous work mimicking the sort of
religious project found there.30 We also have Victor Eremita, the pseudonymous editor of Either/Or, which was itself composed of works written by the
anonymous author “A” and by Judge William; Hilarius Bookbinder, the editor
of Stages on Life’s Way; Constantin Constantius of Repetition; Vigilius Haufniensis of The Concept of Anxiety; Nicolas Notabene of Prefaces; and A
 nti-
Climacus of The Sickness unto Death and Practice in Christianity. Hardly
exhaustive, this list surveys only some of Kierkegaard’s more popular works.
This diversity of pseudonyms, as well as the “indirect communication” they
reflect, is an area ripe for speculation. Of late, this has led some to claim that
Kierkegaard prefigures Roland Barthes’s “death of the author.”31 This interpretation is further reinforced by Kierkegaard’s own paradoxical admission—in
Concluding Unscientific P
 ostscript—that he wrote the pseudonymous works,
as this admission was then followed by a disavowal: “I am impersonally or
personally in the third person a souffleur [prompter] who has poetically produced the authors, whose prefaces in turn are their productions, as their names
are also. Thus in the pseudonymous books there is not a single word by me. I
have no opinion about them except as a third party, no knowledge of their
meaning except as a reader, not the remotest private relation to them, since it
is impossible to have that to a doubly reflected communication.”32 Consequently, of such claims, Daniel Berthold writes that Kierkegaard conceptualizes “the relation between self and other as occurring across an abyss of
difference that dissolves the authority of the author, and adheres to a philosophy of language in which the author’s text becomes infinitely interpretable
according to the position occupied by the reader.”33
Given that Kierkegaard was not any single one of his pseudonyms, and
that even “Søren Kierkegaard” is itself something of an artistic construction,
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insofar as even his journals were written with a s elf-conscious expectation of
their eventual publication, it has been easy to argue that behind it all there is
no author to whom we might appeal. Instead, rather than a comprehensive
body of thought motivated by a specific intent, Kierkegaard’s work transforms into a Rorschach test that only reveals something of his readers. However, in the haste to see Kierkegaard as a forerunner for contemporary
deconstruction—and his influence does exist there—the decisive presence of
Kierkegaard’s Christianity is easily lost.34 While Kierkegaard was wary of offering Christianity in a form conducive to mimicry rather than authenticity,
Christianity nonetheless constitutes a clear and positive truth t oward which
he was always working.
In contrast to the deconstructionist turn, recent historical work has
demonstrated that Kierkegaard intended to publish many of his pseudonymous works under his own name.35 For instance, Kierkegaard intended to
publish The Concept of Anxiety under his own name, and it was only at the
very last minute that he decided to use a pseudonym.36 The Concept of Anxiety
also mentions several personal details, such as a trip to Berlin that Kierkegaard took, while also being dedicated to his own teacher and mentor, Poul
Martin Møller.37 These are hardly signs of an author who is trying to hide from
his work, both in terms of public attribution and in terms of the “death of the
author.” This last-minute ascription of a pseudonym was also true of Philosophical Fragments, which is further evidence that Kierkegaard’s use of pseudonyms was sometimes a fairly contingent affair.38 Perhaps most important,
pseudonymous attribution was a convention in Danish literary life and one
that often failed to obscure knowledge of the true author.39 While authors
would have known about these failures, this practice seems to have allowed
them the liberty of transgressing certain social mores by sparing them the
discomfort of having to publicly answer for their work.40 However, while the
deconstructionist readings threaten to overvalue the pseudonyms at the expense of the substantive claims that those pseudonyms make, a historicist
reading potentially threatens to undervalue the role of the pseudonyms by
seeing them as little more than a historical convention. However, the truth lies
somewhere in between; in the pseudonyms, what we are witnessing is Kierkegaard’s own Socratic disavowal of knowledge.
Philosophy is not typically written in the narrative form, although Kierkegaard did praise Descartes for the personal nature of his Meditations.41
However, most of Kierkegaard’s pseudonymous works were written this way,
as they typically trace the personal train of thought of their pseudonymous
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author. As readers work through these personal narratives, often rife with
everything from allegories to explicit philosophizing, they are also left with a
deep sense of the pseudonym who is writing it. For this reason, reading Kierkegaard is an often intimate affair, as Kierkegaard invests each pseudonym
with a humanity all its own. While it then becomes impossible to identify
Kierkegaard with any single one pseudonym, with each new work, Kierkegaard’s own presence on the page becomes all the more evident, both as the
author breathing life into each pseudonym and as the playful and provocative
hand behind the page. So, rather than the death of the author, it is hard to find
a philosopher whose presence on the page is more evident, even if it is indirect
rather than direct. That is, Kierkegaard is both everywhere and nowhere.
Whereas Plato’s dialogues give voice to a multiplicity of speakers, Kierkegaard’s pseudonyms play a similar role, but rather than debating one another,
they each receive a forum of their own. What we witness, therefore, is how one
unique subjectivity—be it faithless Johannes de Silentio, philosophical Johannes Climacus, religious A
 nti-Climacus, or any of the others—relates to the
truth. Rather than offering the truth directly, Kierkegaard gives voice to lives
that live in varying proximity to it, as each has different insights into it. We
therefore see how real human beings struggle with their own appropriation of
truth, and we thereby discover characters with whom we can empathize,
rather than an author who claims to hold the definitive word. As Kierkegaard
writes, “Never have I fought in such a way that I have said: I am the true
Christian. . . . No, I have fought in this way: I know what Christianity is.”42 In
the pseudonyms, he had therefore found a way to point others toward the
truth without having to offer himself as the definitive example of it.
The pseudonyms therefore serve to reinforce the nature of Kierkegaard’s
work as praxis, as they undermine the desire to transform them into mere
“objects” of knowledge, which we might objectively study, without being subjectively transformed. For instance, Johannes de Silentio and Johannes Climacus are clearly written from different points of view, making it difficult to
reduce them to a truth that they similarly contain; Silentio is a humble onlooker of Abraham’s act, while Climacus is very much the philosopher, with
an interest in metaphysics and epistemology. And so, whereas a multiplicity
of single authored books would make it easier to discover the “objective” truth
of Kierkegaard within them, the diversity of pseudonyms works against this
possibility, as Kierkegaard is not explicitly located within any of them. Instead,
each work beckons us to see the world from the pseudonyms’ point of view,
because something of ourselves might thereby be revealed. In the context of
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Kierkegaard’s struggle to resolve Socratic doubt with the positive truth of
Christianity, the pseudonyms are a unique solution. They both point toward
a substantive truth while simultaneously causing his readers to doubt the messenger. We must therefore determine for ourselves if what they are pointing
at is true.
As Kierkegaard writes, “And I myself have from the start enjoined and
again and again repeated stereotypically: I am ‘without authority.’ ”43 This is
Kierkegaard’s most common refrain: listen to me, but do not listen to me. He
beckons us to see the truth of his words while warning us against falling prey
to the deception that the truth resides within them rather than within us. “But
from the total point of view of my whole work as an author, the esthetic writing is a deception, and herein is the deeper significance of the pseudonymity.
But a deception, that is indeed something rather ugly. To that I would answer:
Do not be deceived by the word deception. One can deceive a person out of
what is true, a nd—to recall old S ocrates—one can deceive a person into what
is true. Yes, in only this way can a deluded person actually be brought into
what is true—by deceiving him.”44 In offering us characters with whom we can
identify, Kierkegaard helps point us t oward the truth. However, in revealing
that they are fictional “deceptions,” he takes us a step further. Just as Kierkegaard resides in all of these characters but is identical to none of them, we
might also come to see that we are not the same as the identities to which we
ascribe but that we instead reside behind them, in the creative act—like Kierkegaard’s o
 wn—through which they are born. To believe otherwise is to be
deceived, but it is to be deceived away from the truth and into the crowd.

CHAPTER 10

POLITICS

Returning to the Cave
Writing in 1919, just nine years after he had written an essay that helped introduce Kierkegaard to Continental philosophy,1 Georg Lukács had this to say
about Orthodox Marxism: “[Even if] recent research had disproved once and
for all every one of Marx’s individual theses . . . every serious ‘orthodox’
Marxist would still be able to accept all such modern findings without reservation and hence dismiss all of Marx’s theses in toto—without having to renounce his orthodoxy for a single moment. Orthodox Marxism . . . is not the
‘belief ’ in this or that thesis, nor the exegesis of a ‘sacred’ book. On the contrary, orthodoxy refers exclusively to method.”2 Prone to the overstatement to
which partisan debates lend themselves, Bertell Ollman notes that Lukács
“may be exaggerating to make his point,” but he also notes that “it is not . . . 
by very much.”3 Lukács’s insight lies in recognizing that for all of Marx’s particular thoughts on economics, politics, and history, what he essentially offers
is a fundamentally new way of looking at the w
 orld—what Lukács calls a
method. Presupposing the type of radically critical individuals it is Kierkegaard’s mission to cultivate, Marx realizes that they then need the critical tools
to understand and thereby change the exploitation that defines their objective
reality. And this is Marxism.
Following Marx’s criticisms of the law, politics, and philosophy, in early
works like On the Jewish Question and Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s
Philosophy of Right, Marx then turned to the material reality of civil society.
In his 1859 A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, Marx writes of
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this turn, as he moves past an analysis of the veils underneath which society
hides and t oward a systematic analysis of society itself. “My inquiry led me to
the conclusion that neither legal relations nor political forms could be comprehended whether by themselves or on the basis of a so-called general development of the human mind, but that on the contrary they originate in . . . 
‘civil society’ . . . [and] the anatomy of this civil society, however, has to be
sought in political economy.”4 As we have seen in On the Jewish Question, the
beliefs that inform our legal and political reality do not necessarily reflect the
underlying material reality, just as our belief in political equality serves to
mask an underlying economic inequality. Therefore, as a methodological
point, Marx argues that rather than beginning with a society’s ideas about itself, we instead need to begin with a society’s actions—and these primarily
reside within civil society. Moreover, for Marx, the fundamental structure of
civil society—its “anatomy”—lies in political economy.
While many have used this claim to argue that Marx is an economic determinist, Marx’s actual point reveals a sophisticated philosophical insight.
Specifically, Marx argues that the economy holds a prior position relative to
the law and politics, and that this needs to be understood if we are to arrive at
a comprehensive picture of our sociopolitical reality.5 As Marx recognizes, the
legal and political realms depend on the economy in a way that is not true in
the reverse, because economic production is the activity through which a society keeps itself alive, whereas the legal and political realm can, at best, influence a society after it has already solved the fundamental problem of its
existence. As Marx notes in the first volume of Capital, “Whatever the form
of the process of production in a society, it must be a continuous process, must
continue to go periodically through the same phases. A society can no more
cease to produce than it can cease to consume.”6 More simply, consumption is
the activity that keeps us alive, but we can only consume that which we manage to produce.
Marx’s methodological insight therefore lies in recognizing that a society’s
fundamental activity has to be that of production, as economic production is
the activity through which a society produces the objects necessary for individual survival, such as food, shelter, and clothing. However, Marx extends
this claim, because he realizes that production is also the activity through
which a society produces the objects necessary for the existence of its legal,
political, intellectual, and cultural activities. As much as a legal or political
system is a set of ideas, it is also a collection of buildings, computers, libraries,
and other forms of infrastructure, without which it would not exist; even Soc-
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rates needed the agora. As a result, a society’s primary activity has to be understood as a perpetual process of p
 roducing—or reproducing—that which it
needs to exist.7 And it is not until this primary economic activity is established
that any subsequent legal and political activity can occur. Consequently, the
economy does not directly determine these subsidiary areas, but it does limit
them, because if they impinge upon economic production, they threaten a
society’s very survival.
As Marx knew, insofar as economic production is the activity through
which we keep ourselves alive, both as individuals and as a society, the economy carries with it an unavoidable necessity that other realms lack. Yet,
human beings are not solely governed by this necessity, as are animals, insofar
as we are also free creatures. In fact, in his 1844 Manuscripts, we have already
seen Marx differentiate between human and animal production.8 For Marx,
animal production is governed by necessity in a twofold way; it is subject to
the demands of physical survival, and it is also bound by the immediacy of
animal nature, insofar as what an animal produces, and how it produces, follow immediately from the particular type of animal that they are.9 However,
while human beings share in this first form of necessity, as we similarly depend on production for our physical survival, human production is not immediately determined by our nature, because we are free. That is, not only can
we produce any object we might imagine, but we can also organize the productive process in any way we see fit. The problem, for Marx, is that we fail to
grasp this latter form of possibility. Rather than recognizing that we can
choose how economic production is organized, only subject to the necessity
of physical survival, we instead superimpose the unavoidable necessity of economic production onto the particular form of production that our economy
takes. Consequently, for us, capitalism comes to appear natural.
Interestingly, this argument parallels Kierkegaard’s argument about freedom and necessity, as we have encountered it in Philosophical Fragments and
The Sickness unto Death. In Fragments, for instance, Kierkegaard struggles to
reconcile human freedom with the necessity that governs the natural world,
and he argues that while we cannot change the universal laws of nature, our
freedom allows us to learn these laws, so that we can then make particular
changes within our world.10 In other words, Kierkegaard accepts the physical
laws of nature; however, while our actions remain bound by those laws, the
actions we choose to take (or not take) remain a product of our free choice.11
For Kierkegaard, therefore, it is in actively balancing the relationship between
freedom and necessity that humanity finds its authentic existence. Or, as he
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writes in The Sickness unto Death, a “human being is a s ynthesis . . . of freedom
and necessity,” but we need to actively appropriate this synthesis by becoming
“the positive third.”12 More simply, it is by positively appropriating both our
freedom and our necessity that we become a free and responsible self.
Therefore, for Marx, the world of political economy, insofar as it produces
the essentials for human life, shares a position of priority with “nature,” as
Kierkegaard conceives of it, insofar as these are the realms of necessity. However, recognizing this necessity does not eliminate human freedom; it only
reveals the foundation upon which it is exercised, because, by recognizing the
way in which human life is rooted in economic necessity, Marx can also reveal
the ways in which it is free. As Kierkegaard might say, if we overdetermine the
economic, we are lost in necessity, but if we underdetermine it, we are lost in
possibility. Or, in Marx’s politicized terms, we might not have a choice but to
work, but we do have a choice over how we organize that work. Therefore,
work might be part of the human condition, but that work need not be alienating and exploitative; it can instead be creative and fulfilling. Moreover, the
necessary productive activity of society can also be a platform that supports
the higher exercise of our freedom, rather than an inexorable process to which
we must subordinate that freedom. More simply put, the economy can serve
us, or we can serve it.

The Real Foundation
By establishing that the economy exists in a prior position relative to the rest
of our sociopolitical life, Marx can then analyze the specific nature of economic production within a given society, which he captures with the term the
“mode of production.” The mode of production therefore materially structures a society with a set of economic relations that necessarily underlies legal,
social, and political relations, because if it did not, that society would fail in
its basic task of reproduction. And, for Marx, the mode of production resides
in a relationship between what he calls the “material forces of production” and
the “relations of production.”13 The “material forces of production” are those
resources available to a society at a given point in time, such as labor, materials, and technology.14 Naturally, these provide the foundation for the economic order of any society, as they constitute the “raw” materials from which
a society can produce that which it needs to survive. However, the material
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forces do not determine the economic system itself, as social “relations of
productions” are then formed that organize their use, such as the economic
relations of slaves and masters, landowners and peasants, or wage laborers and
owners of capital.15
Taken together, the material forces of production and the relations of production then come to form the comprehensive “mode of production” of a
given society, and this mode of production constitutes what Marx calls “the
real foundation” of society.16 Consequently, “men inevitably enter into definite
relations, which are independent of their will, namely relations of production
appropriate to a given stage of development of the development of their material forces of production. The totality of these relations of production constitutes the economic structure of society, the real foundation, on which rises
a legal and political superstructure.”17 In other words, we are each unavoidably
born into a particular mode of production that structures the productive activity of our society. And to the extent that we participate in this productive
activity, we necessarily participate in the mode of production, regardless of
our awareness of it.
All told, the necessity of economic production is the reason that the economy forms the “foundation” on which the “legal and political superstructure”
develops, because a legal or political system that inhibits economic production
is a system that potentially threatens our collective survival. The mode of production therefore acts as a limiting condition on the world of law and politics,
so that economic developments are capable of influencing social and political
reality in a way that is not true in the reverse. For instance, speaking of the
extreme example of an economic change dramatic enough to necessitate a full-
scale social revolution, Marx writes that “at a certain stage of development, the
material productive forces of society come into conflict with the existing relations of p
 roduction. . . . From forms of development of the productive forces
these relations turn into their fetters. Then begins an era of social revolution.
The changes in the economic foundation lead sooner or later to the transformation of the whole immense superstructure.”18 It is easy to imagine that Marx
had the French Revolution in mind and, to a lesser extent, the American Revolution. As feudal economies increasingly transformed into capitalist ones,
these new productive forces abraded against the antiquated social and political
structures of feudalism. And insofar as the economy is that upon which a society’s survival depends, in a conflict between the economy and social and
political life, either the economy wins or else the society is destroyed. Or, as
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Marx notes in the introductory sentences of the Communist Manifesto, class
struggle always ends “in a revolutionary r e-constitution of society at large, or
in the common ruin of the contending classes.”19

Materialism Is Existentialism
In an insightful footnote in Philosophical Fragments, Kierkegaard argues that
Hamlet’s question of “to be or not to be” relates to questions of being and not
those of essence.20 In this, Kierkegaard is attempting to demonstrate that unlike Hamlet’s existential question, philosophical inquiry explores questions of
essence, by asking about the nature of that which exists, rather than questions
of being, which pertain to why something exists (or does not exist). Here,
Kierkegaard is merely restating his earlier criticism of philosophy by arguing
that philosophy always presupposes that about which it thinks.21 In other
words, the activity of thinking implies that there is always something about
which we are thinking, even if we do not know the essence of that thing until
our thinking concludes, just as Descartes discovered himself as a thinking
being, but only after engaging in thought first. That is, Descartes was a thinking being before he knew that he was. A century later, Kierkegaard’s insight
would find codification in Sartre’s pronouncement that “existence precedes
essence,”22 just as Paul Tillich would locate the origins of the t wentieth-century
movement of existentialism within the 1840s reaction to idealism, as found
not only in Kierkegaard but in Marx too.23
With Marx’s argument about the priority of the economy in place, it is
now possible to see how an insight similar to Kierkegaard’s, when applied to
the realm of social and political existence, naturally leads to Marx’s materialist
approach to politics. When Marx writes that “the mode of p
 roduction . . . 
conditions . . . social, political and intellectual life” and that “it is not the consciousness of men that determines their existence, but their social existence
that determines their consciousness,”24 he is not making a crudely deterministic claim, as some of his critics assert. Instead, Marx is merely acknowledging the prior position of the economy and how this relates to our existence as
thinking beings. As Marx notes, our consciousness develops within a world
that is already structured economically, and this necessarily has an impact on
the nature of our consciousness. Simply put, we are economic beings before
we become aware of it.
As we have seen, the legal and political realms are ideational realms that
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operate by cultivating a set of beliefs that then structures our behavior, so that
with a different set of ideas, we could construct a different legal and political
reality. However, the mode of production operates in the opposite way, as it
first structures our actions, and only then takes an interest in our consciousness. In other words, while a mode of production often possesses an ideological justification, this justification is not a necessary prerequisite. Instead,
because the mode of production speaks to the way that we have organized our
productive activity, it only requires that we work in a particular way. Granted,
Sartre astutely explores the way that we are indoctrinated into an economic
ideology in our childhood, which thereby ushers us into the set of ideas used
to justify our mode of production, but ideology is not necessary to the economy in the way that it is for political and social life.25 As a result, we do not
primarily confront the economic realm as a realm of ideas that requires our
assent; it confronts us as a material fact. Regardless of our beliefs, we have no
choice but to find a place within our mode of production; we have no choice
but to work.
Therefore, for Marx, truly critical thinking is not a discrete activity distinct
from the material world, in which we critically scrutinize the beliefs that we
hold. Rather, it is a process that occurs out from the world, as we try and make
sense of the very real social structures in which we already live. And this is the
case because the mode of production is not an idea we impose on the world,
and which we might expose in ourselves through self-reflection; rather, it is
the already existing form of our collective productive activity. Therefore, discovering the mode of production does not entail an analysis of the intellectual
objects by which we legitimize our economic reality, in the way that exploring
our ideas about liberal democracy might help reveal its nature (or that, at the
very least, might help expose the way that our beliefs act as the condition for
its existence). Instead, the mode of production is found in the intelligibility
that we discover in the way that our productive activity is already organized.
What follows, then, is that Marx’s sociopolitical analysis—what Lukács called
his “ method”—is an attempt to reveal these structures, by analyzing the way
that we are already collectively acting.
Of the style of his own thought, Marx writes, “In the analysis of economic
forms . . . neither microscopes nor chemical reagents are of use. The force of
abstraction must replace both.”26 Abstraction, for Marx, does not aim to discover a priori truths divorced from material reality; instead, its purpose is to
look at what Kierkegaard calls the diversity of the world, because amid the
diversity of human activity exists recognizable patterns, and these patterns
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reveal the social relations that help constitute a mode of production. In other
words, Marx looks at society, recognizes that a diversity exists there, but also
recognizes that for all this diversity, our activity is organized in very specific
ways. So, Marx might agree with Kierkegaard that the world is constituted by
difference and that it endlessly changes with the passage of time, but Marx’s
project entails learning how to think about this diversity, because he thinks
that you can think about it without thinking it away.
For instance, taking note of this fundamental problem, Bertell Ollman has
this to say of Marx’s dialectical method: “the subject of dialectics is change, all
change, and interaction, all kinds and degrees of interaction. This is not to say
that dialectical thinkers recognize the existence of change and interaction
while nondialectical thinkers do not. That would be foolish. Everyone recognizes that everything in the world changes, somehow and to some degree, and
that the same holds true for interaction. The problem is how to think adequately about them, how to capture them in thought.”27 Marx’s solution to this
problem is to recognize that the mode of production does not exist in the
content of our actions but in their form. That is, while our tendency is to look
at the substantive content of the job that we do, the mode of production is not
found there. Instead, it is found in the fact that regardless of the specific nature
of our job, within any society, productive activity is organized in a very specific way. And so, when Marx speaks of a mode of production, for instance,
he is not describing a static phenomenon, but a series of relationships that
structure our ongoing collective activity. In Heraclitus’s river, Marx identifies
patterns. This prompts Ollman to further note that Marx’s “abstractions” refer
to “processes.”28
Given all of this, Tom Rockmore rightly asserts that Marx is an antifoundational thinker, insofar as “Marx insists . . . that categories which apply to
experience emerge from it and must be altered as the experiential object to
which they refer changes. It follows that there can be no final ground to knowledge in a foundationalist sense.”29 Hardly conflicting with Kierkegaard’s assertion that the truth of our freedom can never be captured in any of its products,
such as the ideas we create, Marx’s analysis extends this claim by offering a
“method” of analysis in which each of his particular conclusions about society
might be wrong (and eventually, as history’s wheel turns, they will be wrong,
except as historical truths). However, their truth resides in their ability to
expose patterns in our collective productive activity, even though these patterns necessarily change over time. And so, we find exhaustive studies of the
history and logic of capitalism within Marx’s work, much of which remains
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both true and relevant in our day, but what underlies them all are methodological insights, such as Marx’s insights into the ontological priority of the
economy, as well as the centrality of exploitation to all existing and prior
modes of production, and these insights continue to form the bedrock of truly
critical sociopolitical thought.
Importantly, what this also reveals is that Marx had found a way to reintroduce objective philosophical thought following Kierkegaard’s critique of
the conservatism of German idealism, such as we find it in Kierkegaard’s critique of the doctrine of anamnesis (a critique Marx largely shares).30 We might
never capture the truth of freedom in any of the intellectual objects that we
create, but these objects can help reveal the very real material impediments to
the free expression of that freedom.31 In fact, insofar as these impediments can
only be revealed through the aggregate analysis of social activity, Marx helps
demonstrate the insufficiency of Kierkegaard’s purely individualized approach
to human freedom. Individual emancipation might require that we overcome
our subservience to the world of ideas, as Kierkegaard helps demonstrate.
However, collective emancipation requires that we rediscover the world of
ideas, as it is the only avenue we have for understanding our material reality
and the exploitation that defines it. In fact, we might even say that Kierkegaard’s commitment to neighborly love requires that we do so.

Class and Identity
As we have seen, the mode of production necessarily forms the foundation of
society, insofar as every society must first solve the problem of production
before it can develop in other ways. Unfortunately, productive activity has
never been organized in the interest of the public good but has always been
organized so that the few are the primary beneficiaries of the work of the
many. As a result, in thinking about the mode of production, what emerges is
the existence of class. Marx explains this in Capital, where he writes about the
way that the mode of production produces the social categories through
which it operates. “Capitalist production, therefore, under its aspect of a continuous connected process, of a process of reproduction, produces not only
commodities, not only surplus-value, but it also produces and reproduces the
capitalist relation; on the one side the capitalist, on the other the wage labourer.”32 In other words, insofar as a mode of production organizes economic
activity in a particular way, class speaks to our location within that activity.
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And this activity—our collective productive activity—necessarily precedes
our ideas about it. The challenge, then, is to recognize the larger whole of
which we are already a part; the challenge is to situate ourselves within what
Marx defines as the “totality” that is the mode of production.33 Once we have
done so, we have discovered our class.
Problematically, in Chapter 6, Kierkegaard levied a significant critique of
the concept of totality when it is applied to the human world, because a totality
presupposes a bounded and deterministic universe that is incompatible with
human freedom. The concept of totality might therefore apply to the natural
world, Kierkegaard argues, but it falls short when applied to the human one.
Moreover, insofar as we come to believe that we can capture the human world
within a coherent totality, we have actually abdicated responsibility to that concept, as we come to see the cause of our actions within its causal operations
rather than within ourselves. As a result, Kierkegaard’s critique is not only a
critique of the concept of totality as a concept, but perhaps more important,
Kierkegaard also suggests that we need to look at the concept of totality differently. Rather than seeing it as a concept whose possible truth needs to be
debated, for Kierkegaard, the concept of totality is a belief that needs to be
overcome.
As with other beliefs, such as the social beliefs that help constitute Hegelian Sittlichkeit ethics, Kierkegaard’s interest lies in helping his readers overcome their subservience to the world of objective ideas.34 And regardless of
whether they are explicitly drawing on Kierkegaard’s sophisticated critique of
totality, many readers see much the same when Marx uses the term “totality”
to refer to the mode of production. That is, they see the construction of an
intellectual edifice that is used to justify horrific crimes, such as those perpetrated in Marx’s name by the Soviet Union, and which simultaneously allows
the perpetrator to avoid a sense of responsibility.35 However, such critiques of
totality treat this concept in much the way that Kierkegaard counseled (i.e., as
a belief) but fail to notice that Marx reinvests the concept of totality with
philosophical significance. Moreover, these two ways of viewing totality reflect a more fundamental underlying conflict that continues to preoccupy
ethical and political t hought—that between the concept of identity and that
of class.
For Kierkegaard, the truth of a totality does not reside in its ability to
represent an underlying human reality; instead, its truth resides in its relation
to the subject who believes in it. That is, a totality is an imaginative construct
that shapes an individual’s sense of possibility and, consequently, that shapes
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their activity. Moreover, in shaping an individual’s actions, it also shapes who
that person becomes—it shapes his or her identity. And as we have seen, this
conception of identity is the central mechanism through which Hegel’s understanding of sociopolitical life operates.36 Moreover, as we have also seen, one
of Kierkegaard’s central criticisms of Hegel is over the status of identity. However, Kierkegaard does not imagine a world without identity, as identity certainly constitutes part of the human diversity that he wishes to maintain, but
he does wish to make individuals conscious of the role that identity can play
in subordinating our sense of individual responsibility. Identity is something
that each of us must overcome, in the interest of becoming truly free subjects,
at which point identity can return, as part of that which makes us unique.
As the present work has suggested, Kierkegaard can and should play a
significant role within political thought. For instance, many forms of injustice,
such as colonialism, racism, and sexism, maintain themselves through the
cultivation of identity. Consequently, the individual subject remains an important locus of study, as it is within such subjects that identity is formed.
Moreover, the individual also remains an important locus for e mancipation—
as Kierkegaard’s work aptly demonstrates—insofar as overcoming the identities that maintain such forms of injustice is also a task that unfolds within
individual subjects. Therefore, studying subjectivity, and changing it, remains
a central project for those interested in exposing and eradicating such identity-
based problems. And for this, there is no better source than Kierkegaard.37
However, the intellectual tools that help expose and overcome identity-
based injustices prove incommensurate when it comes to understanding
questions of economic exploitation, because class operates in a fundamentally
different way. Specifically, identity-based injustices are rooted in subjectivity
and depend on subjective beliefs as their prerequisite. Therefore, from an individual point of view, subjective emancipation is both a necessary and a sufficient condition for overcoming i dentity-based injustices—at least if imagined
as a universal a ccomplishment—because it entails the elimination of the prejudices on which they are based. However, the economic exploitation that defines a class-based economy does not depend on subjectivity, as the mode of
production precedes individual belief. Problematically, then, if class is treated
as an i dentity-based problem, the process of subjective emancipation can actually obfuscate the presence of economic exploitation by presuming that it
is eradicated when prejudice is eradicated. In other words, subjective emancipation can have the effect of normalizing class inequalities rather than challenging them, because we might come to see one another as equal without
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exposing the underlying material inequalities that structure our lives.38 More
directly, if we treat Marx’s concept of totality as if it were Kierkegaard’s (or
Hegel’s) concept of totality, we have eliminated the tool by which we might
expose exploitation.
For Marx, a society’s mode of production speaks to the sum total of relationships that organize the collective productive activity involved in a society’s
reproduction. Consequently, just as slaves need masters and wage laborers
need a wage payer, the mode of production constitutes a whole of which we
are but a part. Or, as Marx writes, “Capital and wage labour are two sides of
one and the same relation.”39 Granted, Marx does realize that the totalizing
nature of any particular mode of production can lend to it the feeling of universal necessity, thereby allowing the dominant class to argue that the current
mode of production is actually in the general interest. For instance, Marx
notes that “the bourgeois and their economists” assert that the “interests of the
capitalist and those of the worker are . . . one and the same . . . [because the]
worker perishes if capital does not employ him. [Just as] capital perishes if it
does not exploit labour.”40 However, by delineating the necessity of economic
production from our freedom to produce in any way we see fit, Marx avoids
the tendency to conflate the unavoidable necessity of production with the
contingent nature of any specific mode of production. Capitalists might need
workers and workers might need capitalists, but that does not mean that we
need the economic system that creates both capitalists and workers.
Moreover, while Marx demonstrates little interest in i dentity-based injustices, he was aware of the limitations of a Kierkegaardian critical position
when it came to understanding the problems of class. For instance, in speaking of class, Marx realizes that “individuals are dealt with only in so far as they
are the personifications of economic categories, embodiments of particular
class relations and class interests.”41 In other words, Marx avoids a focus on
individuals, except insofar as they personify “class relations and class interests,” because he is not interested in who we are. Rather, to the extent that he
is interested in individuals, he is only interested in how our activity plays a
part in our society’s mode of production. As a result, his “standpoint . . . can
less than any other make the individual responsible for relations whose creature he socially remains, however much he may subjectively raise himself
above them.”42 That is, individuals are not responsible for their mode of production in the same way that we might be responsible for other forms of injustice, because the mode of production does not require the complicity of our
belief in it, as it instead confronts us as a preexisting material reality to which
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merely our actions must conform. And in this, Marx notes the inherent limitations of an approach to emancipation that focuses wholly on subjectivity.
As he writes, an individual might “subjectively raise” themselves above the
ideas that serve to legitimize a sociopolitical status quo, including even the
ideas that justify a mode of production, but such emancipation entails an
understanding neither of the mode of production nor of their complicity in
it.43 In order to see this, an individual must actively think about their world,
exposing the various relationships through which productive work is organized, so that they might then discover their particular position within the
larger whole.
As a result, not only must the economy be understood as a totality, lest we
misunderstand its nature by focusing on only a part, but similarly, we cannot
know the true nature of our own activity unless we are able to situate it within
that whole. That is, while a subjective approach to emancipation argues that we
can become responsible for our actions through an act of self-appropriation,
Marx takes this a step further and argues that even then we cannot be so sure.
What might appear to be an ethical action from our own point of view has a
significance that is only revealed if we are able to think about how our actions
fit within the larger economic totality. In broader philosophical terms, in place
of the traditional supposition that truth is discovered through self-consciousness,
Marx argues that truth is discovered through class consciousness. Or, as Georg
Lukács would later argue, s elf-consciousness can itself become a form of false
consciousness, because true self-knowledge is only possible through class consciousness.44 And as Marx knew, without a consciousness of class, it becomes
impossible to challenge its existence.

The Dialectical Self
Traditionally, theorists interested in synthesizing the study of identity with the
study of class focus on the way that phenomena like sexism and racism intersect and interact with phenomena like exploitation and inequality. For instance, as much as class organizes economic inequalities, race and gender
interact with economic processes and distort how they might “naturally”
occur. This is noticeably true in the United States, where racism and sexism
have led to economic patterns that cohere to gender and race lines. And so,
theorists like Nancy Fraser call for a theoretical methodology that is attentive
to both sets of questions, containing both “an economic dimension, associated
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with marketized interaction, and a cultural dimension, associated with v alue-
regulated interaction.”45 Without both sides of the equation, a class analysis
lacking insight into the subjective questions of identity and recognition leads
to a “vulgar economism,” while a focus on the subjective questions without an
understanding of the material reality structuring our individual lives leads to
a “cultural reductivism.”46 And as a question of the objective study of our sociopolitical reality, an approach akin to that of Fraser’s is certainly apt, as it
helps reveal the way that both identity and class structure our world.
However, what this approach lacks, and what is generally lacking in the
discipline of political thought, is a synthesis of these two types of problems
that manages to incorporate Kierkegaard’s radical praxis with that of Marx.
For instance, we have seen how the transformation of class into identity obscures the existence of exploitation, but a similar phenomenon is true in the
reverse. In transforming questions of identity into the objective study of identity groups, rather than the subjective question of emancipation, it is easy to
accord identity a reified status. Consequently, it can become difficult to imagine a form of sociopolitical life that is not mediated by identity and in which
a truer form of intersubjective disclosure occurs. As a result, it should be little
surprise that contemporary identity discourse so often draws upon Hegel
rather than Kierkegaard.47
However, just as Marx offers a reading of Hegel’s social and political
thought in a radical vein, transforming the objective study of the world into
the progressive task of changing it, Kierkegaard offers the corollary—a reading of Hegel’s insights into subjectivity with all the radical possibility of Marx’s
thought. Rather than taking identity for granted, Kierkegaard’s interest lies in
overcoming it, so that it can return without its oppressive and repressive dimensions. And so, rather than marrying Marx to Hegel’s thought, as has been
the case for much of the twentieth century, the real challenge is to marry
Marx’s thought to Kierkegaard’s. It is in this way that theorists might develop
not only a radical philosophy of emancipation, attentive to its objective and
subjective nature, but also a philosophy that is simultaneously a praxis of freedom. And the foundation for this is the dialectical self.

CONCLUSION

LOVE AND REVOLUTION

We are called upon to help the discouraged beggars in life’s
marketplace. But one day we must come to see that an edifice
which produces beggars needs restructuring.
—Martin Luther King Jr., Where Do We Go from Here
When I give food to the poor, they call me a saint. When I ask why
the poor have no food, they call me a Communist.
—Dom Hélder Câmara, Essential Writings

The Gospel of Freedom
Writing from jail and smuggling his words out on pieces of discarded newspaper, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. composed his famous “Letter from Birmingham Jail.” Responding to incrementalist clergy who preferred legal over direct
action and who saw Dr. King’s political demonstrations as themselves the
disruption, he urged his audience to look beyond a “superficial” social analysis
that painted him as the problem and toward the “underlying causes”—only
then would they understand that he had “no alternative.”1 Eloquently detailing
the political history that led to direct action, Dr. King explains why demonstrations have become necessary, as otherwise he knows that change will not
come.2 Moreover, rather than criticizing him for his demonstrations, he would
have preferred that these clergy members “had commended” the demonstrators “for their sublime courage, their willingness to suffer and their amazing
discipline in the midst of the most inhuman provocation.”3 Citing the biblical
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prophets and the Apostle Paul as forebears, Dr. King states that he is in Birmingham because, like his predecessors before him, he is “compelled to carry
the gospel of freedom.”4 The purpose of the present work has been to offer a
philosophical articulation of this gospel of freedom.
Dr. King’s appeal—his “gospel of freedom”—rests on two interrelated
points. First, it relies on a sense of love that he believes lies at the heart of
Christianity, and which unites all humankind, for Jesus “was an extremist for
love.”5 King writes of what follows from this: “I am cognizant of the interrelatedness of all communities and states. I cannot sit idly by in Atlanta and not be
concerned about what happens in Birmingham. Injustice anywhere is a threat
to justice everywhere. We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality,
tied in a single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly, affects all
indirectly. Never again can we afford to live with the narrow, provincial ‘outside agitator’ idea.”6 As King argues, bonds of community unite us all, so that
an attack on one part is an attack on the whole. He cannot sit idly by and
watch injustice unfold, for to do so would be an abdication of that part of
himself through which he relates to others; it would an abdication of his love.
In writing to the clergy who denounce his direct action, King makes an appeal
to their love, he refers to a “higher moral law,” and he invites them to similarly
break unjust laws, which, as Augustine argued, are really not laws at all.7
While the clergy members to which he wrote might not have been swayed,
many among the larger audience were. And in being so swayed, they were
taking a step in the direction of being better, and freer, human beings.
However, King’s appeal is not solely a spiritual appeal to our better nature;
it is also a political argument. Love might provide us with the ethical commitment to break unjust l aws—doing so “openly” and “lovingly”8—but identifying
these laws is not always easy, nor is determining how to act. Direct action is
necessary because of the specific nature of southern segregation, because of
the specific events in Alabama that brought him from Georgia, and because
of Dr. King’s astute analysis as to the path toward justice.9 Love brings us to
the world—a world comprised of other individuals—but there is little in love
that will help with this political analysis, outside of a desire to recognize injustice and a commitment to its eradication. Love is not e nough—it also requires thought and action. This is the story of Søren Kierkegaard and Karl
Marx.
Martin Luther King Jr. might seem a far cry from the philosophical battles
of the mid-nineteenth century, but he is not. Not only does he embody the
ethical commitment to fighting injustice that this work has articulated, cou-
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pled with an acute mind for analyzing their systematic nature, but his intellectual development traces a direct lineage back to Kierkegaard himself—and
also, less pronouncedly, to Marx. It is little secret that in addition to being
influenced by the African American religious tradition in which he was raised,
King not only had read Kierkegaard but also was greatly influenced by Reinhold Niebuhr and Paul Tillich.10 Tillich and Niebuhr were themselves indebted to the theological revival initiated by Karl Barth, a revival in which
Søren Kierkegaard played a foundational role. Moreover, both Niebuhr and
Tillich were indebted to Marx, and to socialism more generally, so that Dr.
King was situated precisely at the nexus of Kierkegaard and Marx. Granted,
this was one or two steps removed, but his intellectual development took place
in a world permeated by their thought. In fact, toward the end of his life, Dr.
King became increasingly radicalized as he shifted his focus toward opposing
the war in Vietnam and to combatting poverty, in an a nti-imperialist and a nti-
capitalist direction that saw him drawing in more of what we might call Marx’s
influence.11
While we should not overstate the influence of Kierkegaard and Marx as
a matter of intellectual history, as a lived embodiment of much of what this
work has argued, it is hard to find a better example than Dr. King. In fact,
given the entrenched nature of Protestant culture in the United States, coupled with the United States’ role as the sole capitalist superpower, it should
be little surprise that it provides such a striking example of the unity of Kierkegaard and Marx. Moreover, given that Marx and Kierkegaard were both
concerned with the lived reality of the truth of freedom rather than its philosophical transmission, it seems clear that they would have preferred the lineage of King to that of academic philosophers. Their thought was a thought of
praxis; it took place in Copenhagen’s streets, Europe’s workers associations,
and Dr. King’s Birmingham. As both Kierkegaard and Marx knew, the challenge of justice was not the challenge of intellectually apprehending it; the
challenge was to live it. And Dr. King lived justice.
This work began by arguing that a useful hermeneutic for understanding
the intellectual developments of the past hundred years was to see them as a
matter of n
 ineteenth-century thought reinterpreted through the events of the
twentieth century. While this is clearly a broad brush with which to paint a
complex lineage of thought, it is a useful generalization, for it helps us reclaim
something of the continuity of Western t hought—and something of its promise. For all the political ruptures through which we have lived, and for all the
intellectual revolutions that have sought to make sense of them, we have not

194

Conclusion

changed very much. We have seen atrocities that make the wildest prophecies
of the nineteenth century seem tepid by comparison, we have lived through
horrors that have seemingly upended everything we once thought of as true,
yet ultimately, we continue to remain responsible for it all. And so, if we have
examples that seem to warrant the very best of our radical critiques, we also
have examples, like Dr. King’s, that remind us of the difficult challenge of remaining faithful to freedom. The unimaginable crimes through which we
have lived are not reasons to give up on freedom; they are examples of the
challenges to its responsible use.
For all the fragmentation through which we have lived, we also continue
to live in the shadow of Hegel. The rational development of history might
depend much more on our free creation of it than it does on a natural unfolding of an idea, and this is certainly for the better. However, just as the intellectual developments of the past century reflect our attempt to make sense of,
and hopefully, become responsible for, its events, this is also true of our future.
Our ideas reflect the reality through which we live, not because they determine it but because they reflect our attempt to understand what it is that we
have done. We live our lives ex post facto, forever trying to accept responsibility for what our freedom has only now just done. Or, as Hegel argued, “The
owl of Minerva begins its flight only with the onset of dusk.”12 Consequently,
we live with guilt, however unacknowledged it might be. And this necessitates
Kierkegaard’s leap. Rather than living our lives after the fact, we must leap into
the present, because that is where our freedom resides.
However, as Marx understood, history might be a history of freedom, but
history is not only the history of my freedom but the history of your freedom
too. And that history, a history of collective irresponsibility, presents problems
that a personal appropriation of freedom cannot solve. While he did not foresee the events of the twentieth century, Marx did recognize how awesome and
terrifying our freedom could be, as it was newly empowered by the bourgeoisie and its technological advances. For Marx, “Modern bourgeois s ociety . . . 
is like the sorcerer, who is no longer able to control the powers of the nether
world whom he has called up by his spells.”13 This is the ethical and political
challenge of our era. What does our responsibility dictate when confronted
with previously unimaginable power? Yet, this has always been the challenge—
if, through our irresponsible failure to appropriate our freedom, we are forever confronted with a new set of horrors we only later realize we are capable
of committing. It is a challenge answered by those like Dr. Martin Luther King
Jr., those who are explained by Søren Kierkegaard and Karl Marx, and those
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of whom George Eliot wrote that “the growing good of the world is partly
dependent on unhistoric acts; and that things are not so ill with you and me
as they might have been, is half owing to the number who lived faithfully a
hidden life, and rest in unvisited tombs.”14 We might hope that they are less
hidden in the future.
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