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Foreword

‘Possibility’ runs through Kierkegaard’s writings from beginning to end; it is a term that he variously defines, deploys, applies, critiques, hints at and triumphantly affirms. As the chapters in this volume demonstrate, it is therefore not a term that can be given a single, simple and unequivocal meaning. ‘Don’t ask for the meaning, ask for the use’, counselled Wittgenstein, and Kierkegaard uses, warns against and recommends possibility in sometimes bewildering but nevertheless arguably consistent ways. To follow the manifold of these uses, we need to be alert to the often-simultaneous presence of the philosophical, theological, literary, political and biographical dimensions in Kierkegaard’s writings – and, again, the different viewpoints from which the subject is approached in the chapters that follow help us get some sense for this.

Among Kierkegaard’s earliest writings is his ‘Gilleleie Journal’, a semi-fictional, semi-autobiographical account of a journey he took to northern Zealand, aged twenty-two, where he brooded over the multiple bereavements he had recently suffered and thought about what to do with his life. Standing on the sandy cliff-tops overlooking the Sound, he depicts himself as someone possessed of a manifold of possibilities – but which should he choose as the one possibility that will define his life? The question is personal and is expressed in literary form, but Kierkegaard already knows that it is loaded with philosophical and religious implications.

Each of the dimensions of possibility is taken up by one or more of the pseudonyms and fictional characters through whom Kierkegaard further developed his own intellectual persona. Assessor Vilhelm (also known in English as Judge William) depicts the aesthete of Either/Or as someone who has become lost to the world and alienated from himself through his absorption in aesthetic possibilities and consequent lack of concern for the real-world impacts of both his actions and inaction. Vigilius Haufniensis, author of The Concept of Anxiety, complicates the picture, showing how possibility is involved in human beings’ original fall from the innocence of paradise, but is also a means of recovery from the debilitating effects of this fall. Johannes Climacus will be the one through whom Kierkegaard most systematically attends to philosophical treatments of possibility, turning the critique of possibility onto Hegelian (and some other) versions of philosophy and showing that they suffer from confusing what is only possible or ideal with actuality. This, he argues, is not something that can be arrived at through thinking alone but demands existential decision and action. Yet, as a later pseudonym, Anti-Climacus will explain, possibility is not merely to be discarded since it is integral to the very structure of being human. Without possibility, we would be slaves of necessity, unable to rise above the givens of our situation and move towards our future in freedom and hope.

Nor is Kierkegaard himself, writing in his own name as the author of a series of devotional or ‘upbuilding’ works, silent. The very first of these discourses urges us always to expect victory in facing the uncertainties and dark nights of our existential situation. Such a victory is only one possibility, but it is the possibility we must grasp and hold to if we are to live up to our own true potential. In Works of Love, he writes that it is through possibility that eternity ‘entices and attracts a person onwards, from the cradle to the grave – if only we choose to hope’. But it is the pseudonym Anti-Climacus, who provides the most radical formulation, climaxing a meditation on the biblical saying that ‘For God, all things are possible’ with the startling and controversial assertion that ‘God is: that all things are possible’. To know possibility in the right way or, better, to exist with a right relation to possibility, would be to know and to live with God.

To think this claim through to its logical conclusion would thoroughly recast the kinds of debates about the existence of God that have dominated the philosophy of religion and Christian apologetics for so long. The issue would no longer be whether God ‘existed’ in abstraction from human beings’ existential struggles but whether, versus the Sartrean counsel of despair, those struggles – our struggles – allow us to see hope as the ultimate horizon of our existence. An impossible possibility beyond all possibility, perhaps – and certainly beyond any calculus of probabilities. Putting it like this, of course, suggests that the question of God, thus conceived, is at the same time a question about what it is to be human. We cannot therefore be surprised that Kierkegaard was (in Heidegger’s own words) ‘philosophically essential’ for the godless philosophy of human existence developed in Being and Time – a philosophy in which the issue of existential possibility plays a central role. Whether it is the divine or the human or the relationship between divine and human, possibility is inescapable.

It is not the task of a foreword such as this to anticipate the contents of the book that follows. My aim here is simply to underline – three times in red, if possible – that ‘possibility’ is absolutely central to Kierkegaard’s own path of thinking across the whole span of his writings and that it is also decisive with regard to the questions and insights that he bequeathed to his intellectual and spiritual (read, the German: geistig) posterity. Remarkably, this importance has scarcely been reflected in the secondary literature to date. We may therefore hope that this volume will not only be read and debated in its own right but will also stimulate a wider engagement – existential and intellectual – with the issues that are focussed in the deceptively simple concept that the contributors so illuminatingly address.

George Pattison

St Monan’s, Fife
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Introduction

Existence and possibility

Erin Plunkett

The term ‘possibility’ (Mulighed)1 and its variants occur with curious frequency across Kierkegaard’s writings. Key to Kierkegaard’s ontology of the self, possibility, is linked to imagination, anxiety, despair, temporality, transition, the moment and a number of other core ideas in his works. The term is also central to Kierkegaard’s critique of Hegelian logic, in which the underlying questions seem to be: What does freedom have to do with history? How is change possible? What does it mean to begin? Yet, it is a term that has not received sustained critical attention in studies of Kierkegaard. In what follows, I will attempt to establish a philosophical context for Kierkegaard’s modal categories, to explain the reception of these categories within Kierkegaard scholarship and to sketch an outline of the meaning and significance of possibility in Kierkegaard’s works.

In contemporary philosophy, the categories of ‘possibility’ and ‘necessity’ are most often discussed as part of modal logic, a subfield of analytic philosophy that deals with categories of propositions or judgements. The rather narrow logical understanding of these terms does not encompass the sense that they had for Kierkegaard, nor the sense in which these terms have been understood in the history of philosophy and theology, from which Kierkegaard draws. In this wider tradition, the logical use of these terms is grounded in a more fundamental ontology, that is, the modalities of possibility, actuality and necessity are modes of being; they are attempts to think about the nature of what is and about how things come to be. Kierkegaard, as a thinker of existence, movement and beginnings, could not help but be drawn to such questions.

It is Kierkegaard’s ontological thought that, to my mind, grounds the different themes and approaches to Kierkegaardian possibility that are represented in this collection, even where ontology is not the explicit concern. Some basic historical context in this area will therefore help to lay the groundwork for an understanding of Kierkegaard’s use of possibility and related terms.


Senses of being

Aristotle’s recognition in the Metaphysics of a diversity of senses of being, particularly his distinction between ‘what a thing is’ and ‘that a thing is’ is a seminal moment in the thinking of being.


There are several senses in which a thing may be said to ‘be’, . . . for in one sense the ‘being’ meant is ‘what a thing is’ or a ‘this’, and in another sense it means that a thing is of a certain quality or quantity or has some such predicate asserted of it. While ‘being’ has all these senses, obviously that which is primarily is the ‘what’, which indicates the substance of the thing.2



On the one hand, what a thing is, or essence, accounts for our ability to know the world and our experience of continuity through time and change. On the other hand, that a thing is, or existence, refers to the sheer contingency of factual being, that there is being (or some particular being) rather than















Reception of Kierkegaard as ontological thinker
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	3 This reading is influenced by Étienne Gilson, Being and Some Philosophers, 2nd ed. (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Medieval Studies, 1952). The brief history presented here is adapted from the first chapter of Michael Wyschogrod’s book Kierkegaard and Heidegger: The Ontology of Existence (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd., 1954). Wyschogrod names his first chapter ‘Being and some problems’, with a clear nod to Gilson.
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