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Each volume of this series of companions to major philosophers
contains specially commissioned essays by an international team of
scholars, together with a substantial bibliography, and will serve as
a reference work for students and nonspecialists. One aim of the se-
ries is to dispel the intimidation such readers often feel when faced
with work of a difficult and challenging thinker.

Few thinkers have been so consistently misunderstood as Seren
Kierkegaard (1813-1855). Amongst the many myths that have at-
tached themselves to his work is the belief that Kierkegaard was an
irrationalist who denied the value of clear and honest thinking. The
truth is that Kierkegaard did deny the power of reason to uncover
universal and objective truth in matters of value, but in the current
philosophical climate there is nothing irrational about that.

The contributors to this companion probe the full depth of Kier-
kegaard’s thought, revealing its distinctive subtlety. The topics cov-
ered include Kierkegaard’s views on art and religion, ethics and
psychology, theology and politics, and knowledge and virtue. Much
attention is devoted to the pervasive influence of Kierkegaard on
twentieth-century philosophy and theology.

New readers will find this the most convenient and accessible
guide to Kierkegaard currently available. Advanced students and
specialists will find a conspectus of recent developments in the in-
terpretation of Kierkegaard.
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ALASTAIR HANNAY AND GORDON D. MARINO

Introduction

Myths attach rather easily to some thinkers, especially to those
who like Hegel are hard to read or like Kierkegaard hard to place.
Such myths are often based on hearsay or a superficial reading of the
texts. One lingering myth about Kierkegaard is that he is an irra-
tionalist in some sense that denies the value of clear and honest
thinking. Kierkegaard did deny the ability of reasoned thought to ar-
rive at universal and objective truth on matters of value, but today
that is considered quite rational. This collection of previously un-
published essays is offered as proof of how wrong it is to suppose
that if Kierkegaard’s philosophical star is in the ascendant, as it now
is, things must be going badly with philosophy.

Besides this general myth, though owing as much to them as they
to it, are the particular myths - of Kierkegaard’s uncontrolled pre-
dilection for paradox, a delight in exaggeration, and his writer’s
weakness for rhetoric over perspicuity - myths that have led in
their turn to superficial renditions of the ideas and to failures to de-
tect consistency or development in his multiauthored production.
More than with any other recent thinker, and for good or ill, the re-
ception of Kierkegaard’s work has carried the subjective stamp of
the receiver’s own preferences. So much so that one might well ask
if Kierkegaard has not so much enjoyed as “suffered” his several
renaissances.

Emanuel Hirsch, whose influential German translations reflect
personal political leanings, tried to weave Kierkegaard into the tan-
gled web of an existence theology adapted to National Socialism.
Herbert Marcuse, the revisionary Marxist, detected in Kierkegaard
the makings of a deeply rooted social theory, while his Frankfurt
School colleague Theodor Adorno saw in Kierkegaard a fellow cam-

I



2 THE CAMBRIDGE COMPANION TO KIERKEGAARD

paigner against the tyranny of the concept over the particular. The
criticisms these two leveled at Kierkegaard’s focus on religion and
the individual are nevertheless hampered by narrowly focused vi-
sions of their own. Besides Hirsch, Kierkegaard was heralded by
many other theologians. Attempts to see in him the provider of a
radical Christian apologetic set in motion yet another school of in-
terpretation. But he was also eagerly read in Max Weber’s circle and
welcomed by agnostic and atheistic thinkers of widely diverging
political views. Heidegger’s debt is still to be measured, but Kierke-
gaard’s influence on the foremost Marxist intellectual of the cen-
tury is well recorded. Though later in life Lukacs criticized the
“self-mortifying subjectivism” of Kierkegaard’s critique of Hegel, in
his youth he had held Kierkegaard in an esteem that bordered on
hero worship.* As for yet another dominant twentieth-century tra-
dition, analytical philosophy of language, it is no news that its
leading twentieth-century exponent also felt the impact of Kierke-
gaard’s thought. Wittgenstein once described Kierkegaard as the
nineteenth century’s most profound thinker.

This chameleon-like quality of the Kierkegaard reception can be,
and has been, blamed on Kierkegaard himself, on his resort to pseu-
donymity and on the variety of his themes and writing styles; one
gets the impression that behind the writings no one in particular is
at home. Others, and not only those like Barthes and Foucault who
proclaim “the death of the author,” would find in this, on the con-
trary, a reason for praising the writings. Thus postmodern perspec-
tivism provides yet another illustration of the versatile tenacity of
Kierkegaard's appeal, bringing a very broad but perhaps precisely on
that account still limited perspective of its own to bear on the var-
ied texture of Kierkegaard’s writings and on the many levels of
meaning they can be made to disclose.

Given the huge span dividing this newest of renewals and
straightforwardly theological readings of Kierkegaard, it is surely
opportune to look again and carefully into as well as at the texts.
Although some may take the width of the welcome Kierkegaard has
enjoyed to be a reliable indication of the perennial topicality of his
writings, the sheer heterogeneity of the banners under which the re-
ception has occurred does suggest that justice has still to be done
and that a vast middle ground may still be waiting to be charted and
reclaimed.



