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Because there are many ways we might examine Kierkegaard’s thought, it is impossible to provide an 
exhaustive account of his work in any one single course. Be that as it may, his authorship can for all 
that still be treated systematically as a whole, provided we choose a trusty guiding thread to do so. 
We’ll take a telling because emblematic remark of his as ours. Kierkegaard writes, “Qualitatively a self 
is what its criterion is.” Our task, then, will be to make sense of two questions this remark raises. The 
first question: what are the possible criteria by which we can measure what it means to be who we are? 
And the second: why, according to Kierkegaard, is faith the best? Or to put it another way: what does 
Kierkegaard think it is to be a self? 
 
 
Tutorial 1 Either/Or and Stages on Life’s Way; or, On Choosing Oneself 
 
Essay 1 
 

Discuss Kierkegaard’s distinction between the so-called “aesthetic” and “ethical” ways of human 
existence. What are the measures that define each? Are the arguments in favour of the ethical’s putative 
superiority to the aesthetic actually convincing? Why or why not? 

 

Primary texts 

Kierkegaard, Søren. 1987. Either/Or Part I, translated by Howard and Edna Hong, Princeton 
University Press. 

Kierkegaard, Søren. 1987. Either/Or Part II, translated by Howard and Edna Hong, Princeton 
University Press. 

Kierkegaard, Søren. 1988. Stage’s on Life’s Way, translated by Howard and Edna Hong, Princeton 
University Press. 

Suggested secondary texts 

Davenport, John. 2012. “Narrative Unity, Autonomy, and Kierkeggard’s Aesthetic-Ethical 
Disintction,” pp. 91-127. In Narrative Identity, Autonomy, and Mortality: from Frankfurt and Macintyre to 
Kierkegaard, Routledge. 

Evans, Stephen & Roberts, Robert. 2013. “Ethics,” pp. 211-229. In The Oxford Handbook of Kierkegaard, 
University of Oxford Press 

Pattison, George. 2012. Kierkegaard: the Aesthetic and the Religious, SCM Publishing. 

Pattison, George. 2005. The Philosophy of Kierkegaard, Acumen Publishing Limited. 



 

Tutorial 2 Fear and Trembling; or, Faith as the Self’s Measure? 

Essay 2 
 
Kierkegaard’s Fear and Trembling is perhaps best remembered for its famous distinction between the 
“ethical” and “religious” categories of  existence. Explain as best you can what he means by “a 
teleological suspension of  the ethical,” distinguishing the Hegelian and Kantian conceptions of  the 
ethical from Kierkegaard’s own Abrahamic measure of  faith. How, if  at all, does the text’s portrayal 
of  the distinction between the “knight of  resignation,” on the one hand, and the “knight of  faith,” on 
the other, shed light on such a suspension? Something to mull over when considering all this is the 
issue of  whether love can be a duty; Kierkegaard’s view would seem to suggest that any strictly 
“ethical” system has no such place for love, because only a religious commitment to faith allows love 
to assume its rightful pride of  place as the the true measure of  a human being’s existence. Is he right 
about that? If  not, why is he mistaken? 
 
 
Primary texts 

Kierkegaard, Søren. 1983. Fear and Trembling, translated by Howard and Edna Wong, Princeton 

University Press. 

 
Suggested secondary texts 
 
Evans, Stephen. 2006. “Faith as the Telos of  Morality: A Reading of  Fear and Trembling,” pp. 209-224. 
In Kierkegaard on Faith and Self: Collected Essays,  
 
Ferreira, Jamie.1998. “Faith and the Kierkegaardian leap,” pp. 207-234. In The Cambridge Companion to 
Kierkegaard, Cambridge University Press. 
 
Ferreira, Jamie. 2013. “Love,” pp. 328-343. In The Oxford Handbook of  Kierkegaard, University of  Oxford 
Press. 
 
Krishek, Sharon. 2009. Kierkegaard on Faith and Love, Cambridge University Press.  
 
Westphal, Merold. 1998. “Kierkegaard and Hegel,” pp. 101-124. In The Cambridge Companion to 
Kierkegaard, Cambridge University Press. 
 
 
Tutorial 3 The Sickness unto Death; or, Why Anything but Faith is Despair 
 
Essay 3 
 
In The Sickness unto Death, Kierkegaard claims to identify two forms of  despair. One, he writes, is the 
despair of  “not willing to be oneself ”; the second, he claims, is the despair of   “willing to be oneself.” 
Explain what he has in mind with this paradoxical formulation. Having done so, evaluate what might 
be the most crucial claim of  the entire work; namely, that if it were the case that the human self  had 



established itself, then only the first form would be possible, but not the second. As he explains it, 
because the second form of  despair is “the expression for the inability of  the self  to arrive at or to be 
in equilibrium and rest by itself, but only, in relating itself  to itself, by relating itself  to that which has 
established the entire relation,” it follows on this definition that the self ’s ability to “will to be itself ” 
but nonetheless remain in despair entails that there is a God. Hence his subsequent formula for faith, 
the supposed one and only antithesis to despair: “The formula that describes the state of  the self  
when despair is completely rooted out is this: in relating itself  to itself  and in willing to be itself, the 
self  rests transparently in the power that established it.” Is Kierkegaard right? Is the second form of  
despair indeed only possible if  there is a power outside the self  that has established it? Why or why 
not? 
 
 
Primary texts 
 
Kierkegaard, Søren. 1980. The Sickness unto Death: A Christian Psychological Exposition for Upbuilding and 
Awakening, translated by Howard and Edna Hong, Princeton University Press.  
 
Suggested secondary texts 
 
Dahlstrom, Daniel. 2010. “Freedom through Despair: Kierkegaard’s Phenomenological Analysis.” In 
Kierkegaard as Phenomenologist: An Experiment, edited by Jeffrey Hanson, Northwestern University Press. 
 
Evans, Stephen. 2006. “Who is the Other in Kierkegaard’s Sickness unto Death? God and Human 
Relations in the Constitution of  Self,” pp. 263-276. In Kierkegaard on Faith and Self: Collected Essays,  
 
Evans, Stephen. 2006. “Kierkegaard’s View of  the Unconscious,” pp. 270-300. In Kierkegaard on Faith 
and Self: Collected Essays, Baylor University Press. 
 
Theunissen, Michael. 2005. Kierkegaard's Concept of  Despair, translated by Barbara Harshav and Helmut 
Illbruck, Princeton University Press. 
 
 
Tutorial 4 Works of Love; or, the Measure Enacted 
 
Essay 4  
 
In Works of  Love, we find love cast as a duty made possible by faith. If  for Kierkegaard faith is the 
human being’s highest calling, pick two instances of  what he here calls works of  love and explain in 
what sense you imagine he thinks the two works you’ve chosen to discuss presuppose and embody 
faith. Do you find this portrayal of  faith and love as standing in a relation of  reciprocal exchange 
convincing? In short, is Kierkegaard right that love is the highest, best, and truest criterion of  a self ? 
If  you agree, say why. If  not, make your case for a different measure.  
 
 
Primary texts 
 
Kierkegaard, Søren. 2009. Works of  Love, translated by Howard and Edna Hong, Harper Collins 
Publishers.  



 
Suggested secondary texts 
 
Ferreira, Jamie. 2001. Love's Grateful Striving: A Commentary on Kierkegaard's Works of  Love, Oxford 
University Press. 
 
Bloechl, Jeffrey. 2010. “Kierkegaard between Fundamental Ontology and Theology: 
Phenomenological Approaches to Love of  God.” In Kierkegaard as Phenomenologist: An Experiment, 
edited by Jeffrey Hanson, Northwestern University Press 
 
 


