The Logic of Sgren
Kierkegaard’s Misogyny
1854-1855

by Julia Watkin

When one reads the Journals of the last two years of Kierkegaard’s life,
one cannot help being struck by the negative expressions about women.
We read that “woman is personified egoism. Her burning, hot devotion
to man is neither more nor less than her egoism”, whereas man “is not
originally an egoist”, he does not become that until “he is lucky enough
to be united to a woman”, when he becomes the thorough egoist in the
union “commonly known as marriage ... the proper enterprise of
egoism”.! We learn that woman’s characteristic fault is, “cunning,
subtlety and lies”, she is “the weaker sex”, expected to “wail and
scream”.2 Man “was structured for eternity” but woman “leads him into
a digression”. Woman in her relation to the religious “explains nothing”,
her devotedness “is essentially related to interjections, and it is un-
feminine if it is more than that”.3 For she relates to things directly,
“breathes the air of directness”; she “participates in religion at second-
hand, through the man”.4 So “at the greatest distance from the ideal is:
mother, madam. The real fury against the ideal comes from family life,
from the lioness, or, to say it another way ... from the suckling sow”.5 —
Parallel to these statements are Kierkegaard’s many comments (often in-
voking the authority of St. Paul)¢ praising celibacy and rejecting the sex-
ual drive with its begetting of children as something anti-Christian, as in
the piece headed “Propagation of the Species, Christianity wants to bar
the way”.”

Several reasons have been given as to why Kierkegaard in his last years
seems to make a violent attack on women, sex and marriage — an attack
that seems all the more strange when one considers his positive attitude
earlier towards marriage.8 — Most obvious is a psychological-patho-
logical explanation. One can suggest that Kierkegaard could not fulfil his
engagement in the reality of marriage to Regine Olsen;® over the years he
developed a vicious “sour grapes” attitude concerning women and sex.
Eduard Geismar considers that Kierkegaard’s struggle with his “thorn in
the flesh” is an element in the situation when he develops his view that
the philosophy of Schopenhauer is to blame. Kierkegaard, who was
already leaning in a similar direction, developed “an asceticism hostile
to life” because he was influenced by Schopenhauer’s cynical disgust
with life. Schopenhauer’s thought encouraged Kierkegaard to relieve his
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feelings in the Journals from 1854 and in several numbers of “The
Instant”.10

Yet another possibility is that advanced by Birgit Bertung, who sees in
Kierkegaard’s statements about women a “poetical provocation or re-
pulsion”. By using such negative language Kierkegaard aims at a dialec-
tical attack on, not women, but on the mixing up of a temporal relation-
ship to the husband with the spiritual relationship to God, something
that they are in risk of doing, since woman as the child-bearer is in
danger of falling into the role of existing only as “being for others”, of be-
coming a victim to the animal-temporal side of human nature and thus
moving away from spirit and the command of her own personality. On
this view, Kierkegaard is not an ascetic, but is ironizing over the domi-
nation of women by men to which women give their assent. By using
such language he hopes to provoke Society, and especially women, into
an insight into the situation and to movement towards the proper preser-
vation (in this world) of the equality of men and women before God
through the relation to God.!

From the above it can be seen that an important consideration must
influence an assessment of Kierkegaard’s final statements about women.
It has to be decided whether or not he means his attack to be taken di-
rectly at face value. Linked to this question is the problem of Kierke-
gaard’s description of women. Is it meant to apply to women only in the
cultural situation of his time, or does he regard it as a true account of
women in every age? Is it the case, as Sylvia Walsh suggests in her article
“On ‘Feminine’ and ‘Masculine’ forms of Despair”, that in his use of
“stereotyped characterizations of the sexes”, he reflects and helps per-
petuate such characterizations, even though his analysis of the self rests
on a common structure of selfhood for both sexes?!2

With respect to the second question, I am inclined to think that even
in his last years, Kierkegaard was describing Society the way he observed
it around him, and that he probably never considered the question of
cultural conditioning on personality the way we understand that ques-
tion today, even though he realized that each individual starts out from
an historically-conditioned situation. Although he respected and ideal-
ized women and asserts a fundamental equality of the sexes before God,
Kierkegaard, like many other authors of his generation and later, also
perceived fundamental external and natural differences between the
sexes, seeing woman as frail, as needing the support of the man, and as
instinctive and intuitive in intellectual matters. Thus one must try as far
as possible to distinguish between Kierkegaard’s nineteenth-century
view of women — a view that includes his above-mentioned and very
modern emphasis on fundamental equality — and the extreme polemic of
his final years.!3

Regarding the first and main question, I would like here to develop the
view that Kierkegaard’s attack is to be taken directly at face value, but
that it is not aimed exclusively at women and that it makes sense in
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terms of the structure of his authorship as well as of the cultural situation
of the time. The extreme statements of the last years are in agreement
with the logic of basic metaphysical assumptions in the authorship.!4 In
this connection I will be taking a look at Kierkegaard’s view of God, the
world and humankind, with special reference to the significance of mar-
riage, before finally turning to his cultural situation.

Kierkegaard makes it clear many times in his authorship that he pre-
supposes the existence of the personal God of Christianity, a God who is
pure personhood, “pure subjectivity” and who “creates out of
nothing”.!5 As Kierkegaard explains in a Journal entry from 1846, in the
act of creating from nothing God withdraws himself so that creation may
come into being. — He withdraws himself in order to give himself, be-
cause it is by so doing that he “makes the recipient independent”. I.e., in
finite relationships, the recipient of a gift is not independent because he
is obligated to the giver, who, in turn, lacks the power to give without cre-
ating obligation. Although God omnipotently creates human beings “out
of nothing” in that humankind is not already in independent existence
prior to creation, he renounces the obligation established through
humanity’s factual total dependence on him in order that human beings
may truly be free.!6 Kierkegaard’s thought here is very like Simone Weil’s
“creative renunciation of God”,!” and already comes to expression in the
early years in his criticism of Solger in the comment that “in that God
sacrifices himself, he creates”.!8

God’s self-giving, self-sacrificing creativity has two expressions. On
the one hand, the divine omnipotence is “able to create the most fragile
of all things — a being independent of that very omnipotence”, but on the
other, it is also able to create “the most impressive of all things — the
whole visible world”.!® This latter is directly dependent on God, it is the
realm of nature, of the aesthetic, where life in its immediate state un-
consciously fulfils its development according to God’s design.2° The for-
mer, since the individual is independent while partaking of the sub-
stance of visible creation, is a synthesis, not only of psyche and.body, but
also of the temporal and the eternal. The individual is animal, but also
spirit.2! God has created humankind in his own image and since the eter-
nal God is spirit, to be spirit is a person’s “invisible glory”.22 Yet, as
Judge William points out in Either-Or, the individual is “finite spirit” as-
signed to temporality, which latter is the possibility of that spirit’s glori-
fication.?? Within the realm of temporality each person is as yet only
finitely “like God” and must use the period allotted to him to fulfil and
make real his God-given potentiality or possibility.

For Kierkegaard then, there are two realms, temporality, and eternity
the abode of God, which latter is in transcendent continuity with the
temporal, being above all time, past, present and future. 24 These two
realms stand in an inverse relation to each other and “God is always the
inverse of man” because of the character of the nature of God and of
eternity. For Kierkegaard, God’s realm is the realm of the intensive,
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whereas temporality is the realm of the extensive.?s In the temporal
world, it is the nature of all existence to extend and assert itself. Creation
is Being, opposite God, as it were, and humankind in its self-
consciousness is actively ego opposite God in freedom and not passively
so like animals and the rest of nature, which follow instinct according to
God’s will. To the world of temporality belong progression and assertion
of selfhood, quantity, expansion, to the realm of eternity belong self-
denial, quality, renunciatory withdrawal. The opposite of the extensive
life of the world is the intensive life of the spirit.26

Such a life can be lived in the world and is expounded by Judge
William to the young man in Either-Or. For Judge William temporality
“exists for the sake of humankind and is the greatest of all the gifts of
grace” because in it each member of the community can relate to the
Christian God, “the eternal Power who omnipresently pervades the
whole of existence”. Authentic community is formed by each individual
living unselfishly in relation to God and neighbour. The aesthetic world-
order of human nature in the raw is brought under control of the ethical-
religious.?” This thought is expanded in the Journals where Kierkegaard
regards the individual in his relation to God as being “decisive as the
presupposition for forming community”, true neighbour love being
“self-denial, rooted in the relationship to God”.?° “Earthly love ... at its
highest is love only for one single human being in the whole world”,
“spiritual love ... loves more and more people, has its truth in loving
all”. “Erotic love and friendship are preferential” but in authentic love to
the neighbour there is an equality belonging to eternity.?

In this way, the individual can live the life of eternity now, within the
context of human relationships. Instead of living the competitive life of
the temporal world in the manner of the animal kingdom, he dies to self-
centredness and lives the life of fellowship with God and the transcen-
dent kingdom of heaven, something that is everlasting in that at death
the individual enters into full membership of that realm.3°

Yet just because the realm of eternity is the end and aim of existence,
marriage and physical continuity of the race are treated ambiguously in
Kierkegaard’s writings. For Judge William, if the temporal is the realm
where the individual is placed by God, then, as we have seen, the indi-
vidual’s duty is to aim at the highest within the finite sphere by living a
self-denying and hence eternally-orientated life within finite relation-
ships. Marriage must be the highest and a duty in the finite sphere be-
cause otherwise the physical and spiritual structure in which individuals
make up families and the social whole would disappear. In this sense
marriage unites the spiritual and the physical, providing the spiritual
and physical continuity of the race. Yet the Judge’s outlook is not to be
confused with that of one for whom this life is all. - Marriage does not
exist merely for the sake of continuing the race, but as the necessary pre-
supposition for the possibility of ethical-religious life in temporality.
The temporal world remains the sphere of humankind’s unavoidable
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self-orientation as the individual extends himself in space and time, and
even the Judge can see that this is what gives marriage — “the deepest
form of life’s revelation” and “the beautiful mid-point of life and exist-
ence” - a natural egocentricity from which it cannot be freed by the most
unselfish love.3!

For what hampers the God-like self-renouncing life in the temporal
order is the unavoidable fact of natural preference. In concrete terms, a
man or woman who neglects partner and children in order to give the ap-
propriate love and care to others is hardly the paragon of love. There is a
sense in which individuals must put the selfhood of the family unit first,
however unselfishly they live. Similarly, even where a nation has an
idealistic democratic constitution, it is impossible to escape conflict of
interest, not only within the state but between nations where a govern-
ment must put the interest of the nation before that of other nations.32
Viewed in that light, the state, as Kierkegaard points out, functions as a
“higher egoism” with the task of controlling personal egoisms3? and can-
not be regarded as Christian. Instead, the best government aims at the
greatest happiness of the greatest number as best it can, with emphasis
on protecting posterity.

This fact of natural preference is thus the reason why Johannes
Climacus in Philosophical Fragments points out that “self-love” is “the
ground in all love”, the basic starting-point of all human relationships
before they are transformed into something higher, while Judge William
in Stages on Life’s Way says that “from the essentially religious point of
view ... it makes no difference whether or not a person has been mar-
ried” and that not marrying is “higher” than marrying, the Judge’s re-
vision of his earlier statement being a necessary consequence of a stand-
point that has the transcendent realm of God as the ultimate goal. This is
seen clearly in Climacus’ discussion of “Religiousness A” in Concluding
Unscientific Postscript, where the individual is shown as directing his at-
tention more profoundly towards the transcendent. Here, “self-
annihilation is the essential form of the God-relationship”. - The indi-
vidual concentrates on his God-relationship with greater detachment
from human relationships though paradoxically participating in them
more effectively because aiming to do so on a totally non-self-regarding
basis.3* The movement of the authorship is away from any form of self-
orientation to a God-centredness that requires an ever-increasing self-
denial and self-renunciation.

At this point, it is useful to take a look at Kierkegaard’s view of
humankind’s place in creation in connection with the Christian doctrine
of the Fall. For the factor of unavoidable natural self-concern must be
taken into consideration when looking at Kierkegaard’s later statements
that treat procreation as a fall into sin. The “ideality” preceding the Fall
is for Kierkegaard here, God’s intention that humankind should be like
him by relating to him wholly self-denyingly. The Fall itself is the human
race “lost” or separated from God, seen as occurring when self-conscious
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man first failed to be willing to renounce everything for God and thus
consciously asserted himself. In that sense, procreation is particularly
“the Fall” as the assertion of the human ego in physical existence. From
this standpoint, every child and generation is lost and fallen through
being born, the child sharing in the parental egoism insofar as it is a part
of it.35 As early as 1844 we learn from Vigilius Haufniensis in The Con-
cept of Angst that if Adam had not sinned, i.e. by his disobedience
stressed humankind’s opposite relation to God as opposition fo God, he
would have become eternal immediately, “would in the same moment
have passed over into eternity”,36 instead of which, the emphasis on man
as separate ego means that the sexual because of sin, becomes “the centre
of human egoism”, a propensity to carry him further away from God. In
a Journal note from the draft of The Concept of Angst Kierkegaard’s
pseudonym even goes as far as to state that “first with sin time actually
comes into being”, implying that temporality originates through sin, a
thought that occurs in the Journal entries of the final years. Adam asserts
himself, and expands his ego self-assertively on the horizontal plane of
history, instead of relating in total self-denial to God on the vertical
plane of eternity. Sexuality leads to the fact of human history, and with
the advent of human self-consciousness, procreation becomes a purpos-
ive instead of an instinctive activity. Viewed in that light, existence can
be described by Kierkegaard as “crime” and “punishment” in that hu-
mankind, having defied the divine purpose, wilfully continues in a situ-
ation that tends to isolation from God.3’

God can therefore be seen as self-denyingly creating nature so that
man in freedom can choose between the two ways he seemingly can be
like God, have “kinship with the Deity”. The individual can either be as
physical creator in giving life or he can surrender himself to an existence
of total self-denial: he can propagate the species as “animal creature” or
as “man of spirit” — choose to be naturally self-asserting in creation to a
greater or lesser extent, or, in utter self-denial can be an example encour-
aging others to do likewise in following the pattern of God’s nature,
Jesus, incarnate God and suffering, atoning servant, who gives up every-
thing even life itself.3

Humankind, however, interprets and wants God’s omnipotence as
self-assertive monarchic power. The individual wishes to be indepen-
dent lord of creation. Hence his first idea is to propagate his kind. He ex-
presses his egoism through reproduction: “Man wants to dabble in the
creator’s activity, if not by creating man, at least by giving life”, says
Kierkegaard, but “to create is reserved for God ... the giving of life is a
weak analogy to this ... human egoism culminates at this point”. In hu-
mankind, “the instinct for the propagation of the race” is in fact as strong
as “the instinct of self-preservation” because through the strength of
numbers it is part of self-preservation, while family life centred round
the mother with her children becomes, as in the animal kingdom, a
species of egoism, in which “woman most certainly does not love herself
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foremost but through (egoistically) loving her own she loves herself”.3°

For this reason, Kierkegaard points out that “the way marriage is re-
garded is decisive for every religious view of life” and that “propagation
of the race is a substitute for immortality”.40 All life-views — even re-
ligions that presuppose a personal God and advocate individual self-
denial for the sake of others — are rejected by Kierkegaard if they postu-
late a false “unity of the divine and this life”. Humankind in defiance of
God wishes to remain within the realm of temporality. It establishes
family life as “a form of godliness”, centring its hopes on this world in
terms of extension of the human ego in the form of race, relationships
and goods. There is a tendency to identify the natural order of existence
with the religious, nationality with religion and to recast God in the
image of man.#! Not willing himself to be a real Christian, the individual
turns Christianity into “Christendom” when he “undertakes to beget
children who shall become Christians and these children in their turn be-
have in the same way” thus turning Christianity into enjoyment of life in
“the ordinary human sense”.42

It can thus be seen that Kierkegaard does not become distorted in his
later writings about marriage and sexuality. It is his metaphysical as-
sumptions about God and creation, the eternal and the temporal, that
make it difficult, if not impossible, for him to reconcile marriage and
procreation with an ideal likeness to God that demands total self-
renunciation. Thus his attitude to marriage shifts when he moves from
discussing how the Christian individual relates to God in and through
the temporal world to how he relates to God from the temporal world in
the light of the demand of Christian ideality. In the writings of the Judge,
marriage is the important relationship sanctifying the temporal under
God, though he is careful to emphasize it as a relationship rather than in
its aspect of continuing the race. Later though, when Kierkegaard begins
to speak of the exception and of self-annihilation before God, marriage
becomes viewed not just as something one may give up under certain cir-
cumstances, or as something one has no time for if one intends to serve
the Absolute absolutely, but as something one must normally give up in
order to fulfil the divine command totally, especially where the human
emphasis on marriage is on having children and on the continuation of
the race. — If the true spiritual path consists of dying to selfishness, deny-
ing the natural self, expansion of the ego in space and time in one’s de-
scendants can be seen as a form of the assertion of selfhood difficult to
reconcile with self-denial when absolute ideality is demanded.43

The ideality of the renunciation of marriage is in a sense implied at the
beginning of Kierkegaard’s authorship, because Kierkegaard does not
have a closed definition of Christianity. — Judge William does not set up
his ethical-religious way as ultimate perfection, but puts it forward as the
path of development, after which the situation is seen as being between
God and the individual.*4 Even towards the end of the authorship, how-
ever, when Kierkegaard as the “corrective” scornfully rejects the thought
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that “everyone is duty-bound to marry and that marriage is the genu-
inely ennobling life”, he still allows the permissibility of marriage, in
“the Moral” in Training in Christianity. In the last years, side by side
with demands for a “stop” to procreation and a rejection of Christian
“epicureanism”, he points out that there are exceptional dialectical situ-
ations where the ideal of total renunciation may in fact require the indi-
vidual to marry, as in the case of Luther. There are times when to keep
“the things of the world does not signify that one wants to keep them —
no, but that one wants to do something still higher than to give them
away”.4 Also, although Kierkegaard regards the Christian injunction to
hate one’s life in this world as a principle logically “so asocial that it can-
not constitute community” and says that he is “unable to comprehend
how it can occur to any man to unite being a Christian with being mar-
ried”, he points out that he is “not thinking of the case of a man who was
already married and had a family, and then at that age became a Chri-
stian” but of the one who “is unmarried and says he has become a
Christian”.46 In retrospect he believes that his own desire to marry was a
mistake, and it is surely his own situation he is describing when he
speaks of letting the loved one go “in order to love God”.4” — The New
Testament “hatred of men” thus does not mean “conceitedly and
arrogantly” wanting to “despise man and love God”, but is a rejection of
temporality whenever and wherever it becomes divorced from God.4

We can now return to the statements about women with which we
started, having ascertained that Kierkegaard’s misogyny is rather a “mis-
ogamy” or attack on marriage in which both male and female roles are
sharply criticized. Here, it should be noted that the bulk of the negative
statements, and especially those dealing mainly with women, appear in
the Journals and not in the Works, and that there is nothing to suggest
that the Journal entries in question were sketches for a proposed special
“attack” on women only, dialectical or otherwise.*® We should therefore
see Kierkegaard as dealing here, not with the relationship between men
and women, but with the attitude towards marriage current in the so-
ciety of his day in the light of his view of Christian ideality. Certainly one
can regard Kierkegaard’s published “anti-marriage” statements of the
last years as shock tactics, as a part of his attack on “Christendom”, but
these and the Journal entries on marriage and women ought also to be
viewed in the light of other Journal entries that tell us not a little about
attitudes in society towards married and single persons.

We learn from a number of Journal entries that whereas celibacy was
regarded as belonging to holiness in the Middle Ages, after the Re-
formation the reverse has become the case: “Fasting, celibacy, etc. is rid-
iculous extremism, madness, unreasonable worship of God. But mar-
riage is the true and reasonable worship of God.” Under the influence of
Protestantism, marriage has not only come to be “well-pleasing to God”,
it now also “constitutes the meaning of life”. This has affected attitudes
towards the unmarried. We thus also learn that “the unmarried girl who
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is not lucky enough to marry ... is overlooked and minimized”. -
Whereas the married are regarded as the only “genuine citizens in this
world”, the single person “is an alien”, “ridiculous”. Married people re-
gard such a person as “selfish”, and just as families prefer their doctor to
be married because “they are afraid that an unmarried man will be lech-
erous”, so the congregation “will have no confidence in someone as a
spiritual adviser etc. if he is not married.” Even Kierkegaard’s brother,
Peter Christian, has, by 1848, come to believe that “the blessing of God
does not rest upon an unmarried person”.5

Even if we must consider Kierkegaard’s harsh comments about
women and marriage as having reference only to the situation of his
time, can they say anything to us today in our cultural situation where
both men and women concentrate their energies on career and family? I
think they probably can. — To the extent that we live in a time of over-
emphasis on the pursuit of sexuality in various forms, Kierkegaard’s
statements ought to give us pause for thought, for the “abstainer” is still
regarded with suspicion as selfish and as a deviant from the “norm”,s!
while various forms of self-denial and self-renunciation tend to be
understood only in relation to this-worldly goals, for example, fasting as
a political protest in China. As we have seen, Kierkegaard’s statements
are to be understood as being linked to the basic point that he is making
in his authorship, his definition of Christianity and Christian ideality,
with final emphasis on asceticism in relation to the traditional hope of
eternal life. It can be argued that this is still something that we can take
into consideration as a possibility, instead of taking it for granted that it
is “ridiculous extremism” about something untrue because it goes
against our natural inclinations and our current assumptions about the
nature of existence.
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