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HISTORICAL INTRODUCTION

In a journal entry from 1846, Kierkegaard stated that Either/Or was written “lock, stock, and barrel in eleven months. At most there was only a page (of ‘Diapsalmata’) prior to that time. As far as that goes, I have spent more time on all the later works. Most of Either/Or was written only twice (besides, of course, what I thought through while walking, but that is always the case); nowadays I usually write three times.”1 The work presumably began to germinate and to take form during the few months before Kierkegaard’s departure for Berlin on October 25, 1841—the eventful months of September-October, during which he broke his engagement to Regine Olsen2 and published and defended his dissertation, The Concept of Irony.3 In his first letter from Berlin, October 31, 1841, Kierkegaard wrote to his old friend Emil Boesen: “I have much to think about and am suffering from a monstrous productivity block. I have as yet no occasion to let its nisis [persistent pressure] wear off. . . .”4 But on January 6, 1842, he was able to report to Boesen: “I am working hard. So that you may see that I am the same, I shall tell you that I have again written a major section of a piece, ‘Either/Or.’ It has not gone quickly, but that is due to its not being an expository work, but one of pure invention, which in a very special way demands that one be in the mood.”5 In November 1842,6 the editor’s preface to Either/Or was finished, and the two volumes were published February 20, 1843.

Before the journey to Berlin, Kierkegaard had written a draft of Judge William’s “The Esthetic Validity of Marriage,” the first piece in Part II of Either/Or. His second piece in Part II and most of Part I were written afterward in Berlin and Copenhagen.7

In February 1842, he wrote to Boesen:

It is absolutely imperative that I return to Copenhagen this spring. For either I shall finish Either/Or by spring, or I shall never finish it. The title is approximately that which you know. I hope you will keep this between us. Anonymity is of the utmost importance to me. . . .

Either/Or is indeed an excellent title. It is piquant and at the same time also has a speculative meaning. But for my own sake I will not rob you prematurely of any enjoyment.

This winter in Berlin will always have great significance for me. I have done a lot of work. When you consider that I have had three or four hours of lectures every day, have a daily language lesson, and have still gotten so much written (and that regardless of the fact that in the beginning I had to spend a lot of time writing down Schelling’s lectures8 and making fair copies), and have read a lot, I cannot complain. And then all my suffering, all my monologues! I feel strongly that I cannot continue for long; I never expected to; but I can for a short while and all the more intensively.9

Schelling talks endless nonsense both in an extensive and an intensive sense. I am leaving Berlin and hastening to Copenhagen, but not, you understand, to be bound by a new tie, oh no, for now I feel more strongly than ever that I need my freedom. A person with my eccentricity should have his freedom until he meets a force in life that, as such, can bind him. I am coming to Copenhagen to complete Either/Or. It is my favorite idea, and in it I exist. You will see that this idea is not to be made light of. In no way can my life yet be considered finished. I feel I still have great resources within me.

I do owe Schelling something. For I have learned that I enjoy traveling, even though not for the sake of studying. As soon as I have finished Either/Or, I shall fly away again like a happy bird. I must travel. Formerly I never had the inclination for it, but first I must finish Either/Or and that I can do only in Copenhagen.10

Although only a few journal entries from earlier writing were used as diapsalmata in Either/Or,11 the earlier writing is nevertheless present in tone and substance. The sardonic irony of Mr. A, especially in “Diapsalmata” and “Rotation of Crops,” reflects the tone of a “Faustian doubter”12 and represents the irony of despairing estheticism in contrast to what is called “Irony as a Controlled Element. The Truth of Irony” in The Concept of Irony.13 On the other hand, “The Seducer’s Diary”14 is an explicit example of the romantic individualism discussed in Irony,15 a particularized delineation of what Friedrich Schlegel calls life as “a work of art,” an “airy dance.”16 Kierkegaard’s first use of the title phrase “either/or” is also found in Irony in its Latin form aut/aut.17 Later, the Danish form found currency even on Copenhagen streets. As Kierkegaard remarked, “I am without authority, only a poet—but oddly enough around here, even on the street, I go by the name ‘Either/Or.’”18

Despite the tension indicated by the very title Either/Or and publication in two separate volumes, Kierkegaard regarded the work as having “a plan from the first word to the last,”19 a view hardly shared by his contemporaries. If the cohesion of the dialectically balanced volumes was overlooked at the time, it is not surprising that later readers generally failed to relate Either/Or to the other pseudonymous and signed works by Kierkegaard. He himself maintained that Either/Or has an integral wholeness and constitutes part of a larger whole: “My contemporaries cannot grasp the design of my writing. Either/Or divided into four parts or six parts and published separately over six years would have been all right. But that each essay in Either/Or is only part of a whole, and then the whole of Either/Or a part of a whole: that, after all, think my bourgeois contemporaries, is enough to drive one daft.”20

Three years later, and again eighteen years later, Kierkegaard reaffirmed the integrality of the complex series of writings beginning with Either/Or, and he defined the nature of the whole. “An authorship that began with Either/Or and advanced step by step seeks here its consummating place of rest at the foot of the altar, where the author, personally most aware of his own imperfection and guilt, certainly does not call himself a witness to the truth but only a singular kind of poet and thinker who, ‘without authority,’ has had nothing new to bring but ‘has wanted to read through once again, if possible in a more inward way, the original text of individual human existence-relationships, the old, familiar text handed down from the fathers’ (see my postscript to Concluding Postscript).”21 “What I have understood as the task of the authorship has been done. It is one idea, this continuity from Either/Or to Anti-Climacus, the idea of religiousness in reflection.”22 One of the latest items (1854) in Kierkegaard’s papers reiterates this thought and goes beyond Anti-Climacus. The title page of the proposed summary work briefly and comprehensively reads: “My Program: Either/Or By S. Kierkegaard.”23

As part of the whole including the pseudonymous works, Either/Or lacked one element, according to Kierkegaard: a narrative section or an imaginary construction24 in the experiential mode. On the flyleaf of a copy of Either/Or, I, Kierkegaard wrote: “Some think that Either/Or is a collection of loose papers I had lying in my desk. Bravo!—As a matter of fact, it was the reverse. The only thing this work lacks is a narrative, which I did begin but omitted, just as Aladdin left a window incomplete. It was to be called ‘Unhappy Love.’ It was to form a contrast to the Seducer. The hero in the story acted in exactly the same way as the Seducer, but behind it was depression. He was not unhappy because he could not get the girl he loved. Such heroes are beneath me. He had capacities comparable to the Seducer’s; he was certain of capturing her. He won her. As long as the struggle went on, he detected nothing; then she surrendered, he was loved with all the enthusiasm a young girl has—then he became unhappy, went into a depression, pulled back; he could struggle with the whole world but not with himself. His love made him indescribably happy at the moment; as soon as he thought of time, he despaired.”25 After the appearance of the contemplated narrative (with appropriate modifications) in Stages on Life’s Way, Kierkegaard cryptically explained its omission from the earlier work. “The imaginary construction, however, is precisely what is lacking in Either/Or (see a note in my own copy [Pap. IV A 215]); but before it could be done absolutely right, an enormous detour had to be made.”26

In an appendix to Concluding Unscientific Postscript,27 Johannes Climacus discusses in some detail the substantive relation of Either/Or to the other pseudonymous works: “I mention these books,” Climacus modestly writes, “only insofar as they constitute elements in the realization of the idea I had but which in an ironical way I was exempted from realizing.”28 The idea, that of “existential inwardness,”29 involves various “elements” of Either/Or: the esthetic and the ethical, immediacy and reflection, the individual and the universally human, time and eternity, history as a given and the gaining of a personal history, the momentary and the moment, existential dialectic, the use of freedom, erotic love and ethical love, living poetically and living responsibly, despair and hope, possibility and actuality, choosing, immanence and transcendence, the inner and the outer, concealment and openness, imagination and actuality, thought and actuality, knowledge and action.

In addition to the relation of Either/Or to the other pseudonymous works, there is another kind of relation to the parallel series of signed works that began with Two Upbuilding Discourses, published (May 16, 1843)30 three months and a day after Either/Or appeared. In Point of View, Kierkegaard characterizes himself as a poet with a leaning toward the religious. Either/Or was the work of the poet, and the discourses were his own.31 This self-description accounts not only for the conscious and deliberate duplexity (differentiated parallelism) of the two writing series but also for the linear development and dynamic coherence of the entire authorship. Therefore, in a journal entry from 1848 he could write:

Yes, it was a good thing to publish that little article. I began with Either/Or and two upbuilding discourses; now it ends, after the whole upbuilding series—with a little esthetic essay.32 It expresses: that it was the upbuilding, the religious, that should advance, and that now the esthetic has been traversed; they are inversely related, or it is something of an inverse confrontation, to show that the writer was not an esthetic author who in the course of time grew older and for that reason became religious.33

The dialectical complexity of the pseudonymous series of writings and the duplexity of the two differentiated parallel series were Kierkegaard’s way of combining Socratic maieutic indirection in the one series and the direct approach in the other. In “The Accounting,” in On My Work as an Author, Kierkegaard explains why he used the pseudonymous approach:

The maieutic lies in the relation between the esthetic productivity as the beginning and the religious as the τέλoς [goal]. It begins with the esthetic, in which possibly the majority have their lives, and then the religious is introduced so quickly that those who, moved by the esthetic, decide to follow along, are suddenly standing right in the middle of decisive qualifications of the essentially Christian, are prompted at least to become aware.34

Kierkegaard went to great lengths to protect the pseudonymity of Either/Or. Not only was the transcribing of the final copy done by various hands,35 lest the secret be detected and divulged by someone at the printing house, but he added an element to his usual practice of walking and conversing in the streets of Copenhagen.36

If I wanted to tell about it, a whole book could be written on how ingeniously I have fooled people about my pattern of life.

During the time I was reading proofs of Either/Or and writing the upbuilding discourses, I had almost no time to walk the streets. I then used another method. Every evening when I left home exhausted and had eaten at Mini’s, I stopped at the theater for ten minutes—not one minute more. Familiar as I was, I counted on there being several gossips at the theater who would now say: Every single night he goes to the theater; he does not do another thing. O, you darling gossips, thank you—without you I could never have achieved what I wanted.37

The pseudonymity of Either/Or was reinforced by a signed disclaimer, “Public Confession,” in which Kierkegaard declined “the undeserved honor” of being regarded as “the author of a number of substantial, informative, and witty articles in various newspapers” and requested “the good people who show an interest in me never to regard me as the author of anything that does not bear my name.”38 A week after the publication of Either/Or (February 27, 1843), “Who is the Author of Either/Or” appeared in Fœdrelandet over the initials A. F . . . . . .39 A week later, the same paper carried Victor Eremita’s “A Word of Thanks to Professor Heiberg,”40 a reply to Johan Ludvig Heiberg’s review of Either/Or in his Intelligensblade.41 A few weeks later, “A Little Explanation”42 appeared over Kierkegaard’s name in response to a “fairly widespread and persistent rumor” that he was the author of the sermon at the end of Either/Or, II, because he had once delivered a sermon and therefore was the author of Either/Or. In “An Explanation and a Little More,” after the first published attribution43 of Either/Or and Stages to Kierkegaard, he declared, “If I am not the author of these books, then the rumor is a falsehood. However, if I am the author, then I am the only one authorized to say that I am that.”44 He exercised that authority in the unnumbered pages of “A First and Last Explanation” at the end of Concluding Unscientific Postscript, published ten months later (February 27, 1846). An additional reason for the pseudonymity of Either/Or concludes the article by A. F . . . . . . : “Most people, including the author of this article, think it is not worth the trouble to be concerned about who the author is. They are happy not to know his identity, for then they have only the book to deal with, without being bothered or distracted by his personality.”45

There was one reader, however, Regine Olsen, whom Kierkegaard wanted to discern him behind the pseudonyms, especially the writer behind the pseudonymous diary, as part of his plan to make it easier for her to part with him. “When I left ‘her,’ I begged God for one thing, that I might succeed in writing and finishing Either/Or (this was also for her sake, because The Seducer’s Diary was, in fact, intended to repel, or as it says in Fear and Trembling,46 ‘When the baby is to be weaned, the mother blackens her breast.’) . . . .”47

But Either/Or did have more than a single reader. As a publication it was a “big success.”48 Christian Molbech, historian and literary critic, wrote to Kierkegaard that the sell-out of Either/Or was “‘a phenomenon that may need to be studied.’”49 It was the first of the few of Kierkegaard’s works to be printed in a second edition during his lifetime.50

In keeping with the duplexity of the two series of writings, and in order to “mark the distinction between what is offered with the left hand and what is offered with the right,”51 The Lily of the Field and the Bird of the Air was published on the same day (May 14, 1849) as the second edition of Either/Or. To reinforce the distinction, but also the connection, between the two series, Kierkegaard at different times contemplated two postscripts to Either/Or. One was composed over Victor Eremita’s name,52 and the other he wrote in his own name:

What if I wrote at the back of the second edition of Either/Or:

Postscript

I hereby retract this book. It was a necessary deception in order, if possible, to deceive men into the religious, which has continually been my task all along. Maieutically it certainly has had its influence. Yet I do not need to retract it, for I have never claimed to be its author.53

During the year of the publication of Either/Or, the work was reviewed in eight Danish papers and journals. Among the reviews was one by Meïer Goldschmidt in Corsaren,54 laudatory in its cavalier way and mainly critical of the critics, especially the leading critic of the day, Johan Ludvig Heiberg. In his Intelligensblade, Heiberg stated that, “like a lightning bolt out of a clear sky, a monster of a book has suddenly plunged down into our reading public; I mean the two big, thick volumes of Either/Or, by Victor Eremita, consisting of fifty-four full, closely printed sheets [864 pages] . . . . The book may be called a monster, for it is impressive by its very mass . . . .”55 He concluded: “One closes the book and says, ‘That’s enough [Basta]! I have enough of Either; I do not want any of Or.’ . . . The reader whose approach to the book I have described is ‘one’ . . . . Some individuals may, however, be curious to learn what sort of Or the author contrasts to such an Either, and they will begin at least to page through the second volume.”56 Victor Eremita’s public response came in “A Word of Thanks to Professor Heiberg,”57 and drafts of unpublished pieces and journal entries reflect Kierkegaard’s displeasure at the uncomprehending superficiality of Heiberg’s reading and appraisal.58 More substantial and reflective reviews by Johan F. Hagen and by Hans P. Koefoed-Hansen appeared in Fœdrelandet59 and in For Literatur og Kritik.60

Kierkegaard gives his own estimate of Either/Or in two journal entries from around the time of its publication.

My Opinion of “Either/Or”

There was a young man as favorably endowed as an Alcibiades. He lost his way in the world. In his need he looked about for a Socrates but found none among his contemporaries. Then he requested the gods to change him into one. But now—he who had been so proud of being an Alcibiades was so humiliated and humbled by the gods’ favor that, just when he received what he could be proud of, he felt inferior to all.61

Even if I proved nothing else by writing Either/Or, I proved that in Danish literature one can write a book, that one can work, without needing the warm jacket of sympathy,62 without needing the incentives of anticipation, that one can work even though the stream is against one, that one can work hard without seeming to, that one can privately concentrate while practically every bungling student dares look upon one as a loafer. Even if the book itself were devoid of meaning, the making of it would still be the pithiest epigram I have written over the maundering philosophic age in which I live.63
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Dear Mr. Kierkegaard,
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Yours with heartfelt sincerity,
H. C. ANDERSEN
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EITHER/OR

A FRAGMENT OF LIFE

edited by
Victor Eremita

PART I
CONTAINING A’S PAPERS

Is reason then alone baptized,
are the passions pagans?

YOUNG


PREFACE1 [I V]

It may at times have occurred to you, dear reader, to doubt somewhat the accuracy of that familiar philosophical thesis that the outer is the inner and the inner is the outer.2 Perhaps you yourself have concealed a secret that in its joy or in its pain you felt was too intimate to share with others. Perhaps your life has put you in touch with people about whom you suspected that something of this nature was the case, although neither by force nor by inveiglement were you able to bring out into the open that which was hidden. Perhaps neither case applies to you and your life, and yet you are not unacquainted with that doubt; like a fleeting shape, it has drifted through your mind now and then. A doubt such as this comes and goes, and no one knows whence it comes or whither it goes.3 I myself have always been rather heretically minded on this philosophical point and therefore early in my life developed the habit of making observations and investigations as well as possible. For guidance, I have consulted the authors whose view I shared in this respect—in brief, I have done all I could to make up for what has been left undone in the philosophical writings. Gradually, then, hearing became my most cherished sense, for just as the voice is the disclosure of inwardness incommensurable with the exterior, so the ear is the instrument that apprehends this inwardness, hearing the sense by which it is appropriated. Consequently, every time I found a contradiction between what I saw and what I heard, my doubt was confirmed [1 VI] and my zeal for observation increased. A priest who hears confessions is separated by a grillwork from the person making confession; he does not see him, he only hears. As he listens, he gradually forms a picture of the other’s outward appearance corresponding to what he hears; thus he finds no contradiction. It is different, however, when one sees and hears simultaneously but sees a grillwork between oneself and the speaker. My efforts to make observations along this line have been quite varied as far as results are concerned. At times I have had luck, at times not, and to obtain any returns along these paths, one needs luck. But I have never lost the desire to continue my investigations. If at times I have been about to regret my persistence, so also at times my efforts have been crowned with unexpected good fortune. It was just such unexpected good fortune that in a most curious manner put me in possession of the papers I hereby have the honor to present to the reading public. In these papers, I had an opportunity to take a look at the lives of two men, which confirmed my suspicion that the outer is not the inner. This was especially true of one of them. His exterior has been a complete contradiction of his interior. To a certain extent, it is also true of the other, inasmuch as he has hidden a more significant interior under a rather insignificant exterior.

For the sake of order, it is probably best to tell first how I happened to come into possession of these papers. It is now about seven years since I spotted in a secondhand shop here in the city a writing desk that immediately attracted my attention. It was not a modern piece of work, had been used considerably, and yet it captivated me. It is impossible for me to explain the basis of this impression, but most people presumably have had a similar experience during their lives. My daily route took me past this secondhand dealer and his writing desk, and I never let a day go by without fixing my eyes on it in passing. Gradually that desk assumed a history for me; to see it became a necessity to me, and when on a rare occasion it was necessary to make a detour for its sake, I did not hesitate. With time, as I looked at it, the desire awakened in me to own it. To be sure, I felt that it was a strange desire, since I had no use for this piece of furniture, and it would be a prodigality for me to purchase it. But desire, as is known, is very sophistical. [I ] I found a pretext for going into the secondhand shop, inquired about other things, and as I was about to leave I casually made a very low offer for the writing desk. I thought the dealer would possibly accept it. In that case, it would be a coincidence that played into my hands. It certainly was not for the sake of the money that I acted this way, but for the sake of my conscience. It misfired; the dealer was exceptionally rigid. For a time, I again walked by every day and gazed at the desk with enamored eyes. You must make up your mind, I thought. Suppose it is sold; then it is too late, and even if you managed to get hold of it again, you still would never have the same impression of it. My heart pounded when I went into the shop. I bought it and paid for it. This is the last time you are going to be so prodigal, I thought. In fact, it is really lucky that you did buy it, for every time you look at it you will be reminded of how prodigal you were; with this desk commences a new period in your life. Ah, desire is very eloquent, and good intentions are always on hand.
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