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KIERKEGAARD’S THEORY OF COMMUNICATION

The purpose of the article is to present Kierkegdiaarnique view of communication.
Before | proceed to expound the theory which ibédound in hidapirer, | would like
to discuss succintly his general sentiments on phgtics (this seems appropriate, since
Kierkegaard'’s theory of communication is his reactio the modern metaphysics).

For Kierkegaard each knowing activity, as every hamactivity in general, includes
a value-judgement, since as long as it is consgibis directed towards the realization
of the aim, which constitutes the value for thejsabof activity. Thereby, metaphysics,
as every human activity, also contains a referén@egiven set of values. Not being an
innocent description of reality, metaphysics is ere&n announcement, but always an
appeal to specified values. It is always a persmag some actions. Metaphysics does
not render the “objective” reality, which the metgpician contemplates from the
perspective of a neutral observer. On the contnagtaphysics is an expression of his
subjective attitude towards the reality, in whiod articipates and, which he (in his
subjectively specified way) wishes to interpret andstruct.

Having understood the nature of metaphysics in thé&sy, Kierkegaard could
formulate his thesis that every communication ishatoric. While metaphysics is
a rhetoric which endeavours to conceal its rhedbriharacter by purporting to be an
objective mirroring of the Reality, Kierkegaard'sremunication reveals its rhetoricity.
In consequence of this, Kierkegaard’s theory of kmmication is not directed towards
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the Truth. Communication, similarily to metaphysifghich, nonetheless seeks to
disguise that) never mirrors the Reality, as itafsv forms it. Each communication
reflects nothing more than the outlook of the comioator. Due to the fact that
outlooks on life are not subject to the dychotorfiyroth and falsehood, Kierkegaard’s
communication seeks to refrain from judging axitdsg Kierkegaard's indirect

communication aims at making the individual awaf¢he subjectivity of his axiology

and, consequently, at encouraging him to undert@aions directed towards the
realization of values, to which he subsribes. Gmwhhole, Kierkegaard’s communica-
tion is an appeal for actions.

Kierkegaard’'s theory of communication was profoyndifuenced by Socrates’
maieutics, i.e., the method of assisting the iotartor to bring forth — and thus become
aware of — his latent knowledge. Needles to sag, l#tent knowledge that the
indivuidual is to become conscious of, is his ay. Similarily to Socrates,
Kierkegaard strove to prompt the individual to aey; making him aware of the
subjective values on which his outlook on life weesed. As the subjectivity of every
human’s axiology cannot be communicated directlyjerkegaard constructed
pseudonymous authors that were to represent diveiti@oks (existential perspectives).

As the present paper does not pretend to be aruste study of Kierkegaard's
idea of communication, | shall confine myself te Rapirer, as it is in thePapirer that
we find the most important source of informationoab Kierkegaard's theory of
communication. | am refering to the section (¥B 79 — 89, p. 143 — 190) of 1847 year
entitled ,Den ethiske og den ethisk religieuse Meddelelsakkiik'*.

In the paragraphs VAIB 83 i 89, Kierkgeaard makes three crucial distims. In
the first one, which concernes the object of comigation, Kierkegaard distinguishes
the communication of knowlegd¥iflens Meddelel3ewhich does possess the object of
communication, and the communication of abilitgufinens Meddelelye which is
dispossessed of it. The communication of abilitydispossessed of the object of
communication, for it presupposess the presencsoofe subjective axiology and is
directed towards the realization of the values Whige already subscribed by the
subject.

The second distinction deals with the medium of kamication and comprises, on
the one hand, the communication of knowledge whiemains in the medium of
imagination Phantasie-Medigt and to which Kierkegaard ascribes possibility
(Mulighed, and, on the other, the communication of abiltynose medium is actuality
(Virkelighedens Mediujn In accordance with the second distinction, Kég&ard
characterizes all communication of knowledge asedaircommunication djrecte
Meddelelsg while all communication of ability as indiredhdirecte Meddelelge

The third and last distinction refers to the cominator (Meddele} and the receiver
(Modtage). If one accentuates equally the communicator @ueiver, then it is the
communication of esthetic ability. If one accentsamainly the reciever, then it is the
communication of ethical ability. And finally, if n@ accentuates mainly the
communicator, then it is the communication of rieligs ability.

! The Dialectics of the Ethical and Ethically-Religious Communication. In the article, | use the Danish
SOREN KIERKEGAARDS PAPIRER, bd. I-XIll, Kgbenhavn, 1968-1970, Index ved Niels Jgrgen
Cappelgrn, bd XIV-XVI, Kgbenhavn, 1975-1978.
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The purpose of these distinctions is to clarifyt tiee communication of knowledge,
as objective, concentrates solely on the objé€sfer{standen and tends towards
impersonality, whereas the communication of abiligeding the communication, the
communicator and the receiver tends towards pelispri{@®ap. VIII? B 84, 85). The
direct communication, as oriented towards “objattivis, in Kierkegaard's eyes,
useless, for insofar as it aims at abstracting famy subjective elements (seeking to be
axiologically neutral), it has nothing to offerdmgle individuals.

Thus, reflecting upon communication, Kierkegaarstidguishesntially the object
of communication, the communicator, the receivedt e very communicatiorP@p.
VIII? B 83 i 85). Nevertheless, he then ponders thetigumesvhat it would imply, if
everybody possessed some knowledge, i.e., if them® no need for the object of
communication. According to Kierkegaard, such anseabe of the object of
communication would entail a tremendous transfoionatof the dialectics of
communication. As there would be no need to compatai anything, for everybody
does possess some set of values to which they rdubgce., everybody already does
possess a subjective object of communication thianat be communicated objectively),
there would be no need for the object of commuiwoatcommunicator or receiver.
With the situation being as it is, the direct conmication becomes pointless and has to
be superseded by the indirect communication.

Kierkegaard repudiates the traditional pattern @hmunication, for, in his eyes, it
disseminates quietism. The direct communication pmdm individuals to accept
passively whatever is communicated and, as a restitis, to abandon all acting. The
direct communication is, therefore, a constructpebple who are entirely devoid of
a will to act, and who, by means of this inventgaek to hush the voice of their guilty
conscience, so that they would never have to acallatKierkegaard’'s theory of
communication does not wish to mirror the Realgiyce it wants to be an appeal for
transforming the reality of the subject.

For Kierkegaard there are no descriptions, justeafy hence, his indirect
communication does not describe actions, but appfal them. Not being directed
towards describing, but towards evoking actions,itidlirect communication is based on
the presupposition that every communication isatiedl in its nature. Since every
communication appeals to the receiver's emotionsjerdegaard’s indirect
communication is an overt persuasion (metaphysiesciovert one).

Every human being has a subjective axiology. F& thason, there is no point in
communicating him directly a given set of valudshé already possesses some set of
values, then communication should aim at evokirgr tiealization indirectly. That is the
difference between the direct and the indirect comication: while the former directly
imposes an objective set of values, the latterdéatly evokes a subjective one.

Kierkegaard’s entire authorship realizes the pastubf indirect communication. His
whole production constitutes an alternatigiherthe direct part (religious works signed
with Kierkegaard’'s namedr the indirect part (pseudonymous works). As an @uth
Kierekgaard avoids, then, imposing a concrete agwl We do not have to associate
him immediately with Christianity. For even if hénfself declared to be a Christian
writer, his authorship can, by no means, be reducedhristianty, owing to the
aforementioned alternative. Thereby, Kierkegaaidéa of indirect communicatiois
realized in his authorship, which, not imposindaice, evokes it.
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As | have mentioned before, Kierkegaard was inspiog Socrates. The Greek
thinker (at least in Kierkegaard’'s interpretatio®mained utterly negative in his
philosophy (he did not concoct any absolute truti)ich prevented him from idolizing
the established order, in which he lived. As Kigikard assumes that every individual
does possess a set of values which, therefore,sneedto be communicated (it is
a realization of the values that has to be evokeelyenders his indirect communication
free of ultimate results. The postulate of freedointhe ultimate results (i.e., the idea
that communication should not offer any absolutethtr as it is in the case of
metaphysics) is to forestall the deification of thestablished order, since, in
Kierkegaard’s eyes, every absolute truth absolstilae culture which begot it.

Furthermore, Kierkegaard rendered his indirect comioation free of ultimate
results, as he believed that outlooks on life catm@classified as true or false. With
regard to outlooks, there is no absolute view, tdctv everybody should subscribe.
Kierkegaard rejected the idea of an absolute tnuttich could be adopted by all, since
humans are sick unto death and equally sick urathdare all their truths. Accordingly,
he postulated that communication reflect the natofethe communicator. If the
communicator is in the process of becoming, thencbimmunication should also be in
the becoming (i.e. it should be free of ultimateults, for all absolute truths exclude
becoming). Kierkegaard’s indirect communicationkseto avoid petrifaction which is
typical of the direct communication directed towseth ultimate result in the form of an
absolute truth. Absolute truths (ultimate resuttgvent individuals from self-reflecting
and prompt the emergence of the mass society. Thesidea underlying the indirect
communication is that truth is not something tagiven once and for all.

This helps also to explain why Kierkegaard alwayste of himself that the category
without authority gden Myndighedwas the category of his authorship as a whole. Th
communication that is free of ultimate results asdd on the assumption that no human
being can escape from time. This fact notwithstagdevery human being cherishes the
hope that such an escape will fall to his lot. Tthesseeks an absolute authority, which
could provide him with an absolute truth (i.e., esoumicate an ultimate result to him).
Kierkegaard communicates without authority, formonan has the authority to present
his outlook on life as the absolute one. As suctiools cannot be judged as true or
false, none of them can become the absolute trugh, none of them can be
communicated as an ultimate result.

Additionally, as every human being possess a sevaties (and no object of
communication is necessary), the communication Ishdxe oriented towards the
realization of the values. These values can negaehlized absolutely, for truth (their
realization) is not something given once and for Bherefore, Kierkegaard speaks of
a continuous striving towards truttigh fortsatte Streeben efter Sandhed

The continuous striving towards truth signifiestttie individual incessantly reflects
upon the values, to which he subscribes. When dsinghe individual is “primitive”.
Kierkegaard writes about primitivitylt is not so much to bring something absolutely
new forth; for there is actually nothing new undie sun, as it is to revise the
universally human (at revidere det Almene-Msklighg fundamental questions (de
fundamentelle Spgrgsmaal). That is honesty (Rduligin the deepest sense. Entirely
to lack primitivity (Primitivitet) and, thus, thevision (det Reviderende); entirely to take
everything without further ado as common practi8kik og Brug) and let it be enough
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that it is common pratice, and, thus, to evade résponsibility for doing likewise is
dishonesty (Uredelighed).

And therefore, | consider it to be dishonesty tha question has not come up at all;
what it is to communicate (hvad det er at medd@ep.VII1% B 89).

Kierkegaard warns against being devoid of printgiviNow, when the indirect
communication is directed towards awaking primijiviit does not mean that the
communication praises backwardness, coarsenessudgmtity. It is no glorification of
barbarism. Primitivity in Kierkegaard means natoesls and originality; it refers to
authenticity and is contrasted with automaticallopted opinions, views, values etc.
Kierkegaard qualifies an individual's relation to i@ea as primitive, when it is genuine
and not resulting solely from a membership in hisure (i.e., taken without further ado
as common practice).

Demanding primitivity, Kierkegaard sugests thatrgudguman be capable of revising
the existing convictions, norms and directives. fSagrimitive revision is, in his eyes,
the only way to render one’s existence authentierké€gaard’s theory of the indirect
communication is the effect of the cultural crisishich has befallen modernity.
Therefore, in thePapirer (VIII > B 81:1-4, 82:2-9, 86), we read that the confusiod
delusion of the modern age originates in dishon@stgdelighed, which dates from the
moment, when one abandoned Kant's “straight wa§énts eerlige V@j due to which
science became fantastic (pure knowledge), asstheen forgotten what it is to be
a human being. Metaphysics abandoned Kant's straighi, since it identified thought
with being. Such an equation rendered it pseudeetivg (i.e., fantastic and abstract), in
view of which the metaphysical project has, acamydo Kierkegaard, nothing to offer
to subjective individuals. As an example of theedir communication, metaphysics
abstracts from the subjective axiology of men, arakes the question what it is to be
a human being sink into oblivion.

With the situation being as it is, a new type aihoounication is needed. The indirect
communication takes into account humans’ axioldgsjectivity and is, therefore,
authentic communication. Since it is directed talgarendering the individuals aware of
their axiological subjectivity, it encourages thdam revise the existing norms and
directives. Such a revision evokes primitive adidior having understood the subjective
nature of the values to which he subscribes, ttiniual is bound to proceed to realize
them. Such communication is honest, as it doesimpbse one (“objective”) set of
values, which the entire society is to accept withimrther ado as common practice.
Modernity is dishonest, for, being dominated bydirect communication, it is a culture,
in which primitivity was ousted by the automatigadicquired, and, consequently, it is
a culture of common practic€Kik og Bru@yand mass society.

That modern culture is solely customary can bepmtiog to thePapirer (VIII 2 B
87), traced back to two major facors in the depelent of it. The first of the two
factors, which made culture develop extensivelyteéad of intensively, was the
relinquishment of one scholarly language which dias to the coming to consciousness
of national individualities. In spite of the obvmi@isadvantages, a common scholarly
language was advantageous for the following readuss it restricted the number of
people who dealt with literature; then, it faciléd reciprocal communicatiogjénsidigt
Communicatioly and finally, it provided a relatively standingdafixed terminology,
which prevented the individual from squandering ttears, in which his primitivity
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should develop, for acquiring the apparatus. Whh toming to consciousness of
national individualities, science began to be psadt in mother tongues, because of
which the terminology has grown absurdly. Propowity to the proliferation of the
national terminologies, the confusion escalatedth&s more one communicated, the
more inexact the terminolgy grew. The renounceméhiatin as the scholarly language
resulted in the artificial extension of the appasatwhich now began to live practically
its own life. A plethora of terminologies createdaluble problems grounded, however,
exlusively on the languages (i.e. terminologies).

The upshot of it all was that one established atitution that was supposed to
counteract the effects of the relinquishment of snbolarly language. Although the
institution aimed at bringing about understandiitgended up in precluding it. The
institution were scholarly journals. With the ememge of the press, culture was bound
to develop extensively instead of intensively. Tiegiodicals were supposed to aid in
general view; yet, they became independent, thadtemeral, literature. They started
with the demands of the age to end with the demafidhe moment. The press, as
a form of the direct communication, promotes thedhmentality of a mass society. The
journals generated a particular type of writersurjalists, i.e., people who know
everything to some extent, yet nothing thorougfilye journals and the journalists have
behind them the power of circulation and profit, sot suprisingly, they completely
disregard all subjectivity.

Unless culture is to become solely extensive, a mgve of communication is
required. The indirect communication, as orientedatrds the primitivity of every
axiological subjectivity, makes culture developeimgively, since it neither establishes
a supremacy of the collective over the individwed the metaphysics does), nor does it
establish a number of adherents an ultimate avitefior truth (as the press does).

The hegemony of the press renders culture moreramd superficial. People exist in
compliance with the “objective” (i.e., disseminatby the journalists and metaphysi-
cians) outlook on life, according to which the oblghavioral rule is to conduct oneself
“as the others”. The outcome is, thus, an atroghgdividuality and personality, which,
in turn, makes culture, in Kierkegaard's eyes arhoys and levelling. And all this for
the lack of primitivity. Kierkegaard writes:

As the superficiality of education and culture gspyweople huddle together in the
big cities. Already from the earliest infancy, amreceives no impression of himself. In
the big cities one has more impression of a cowa thfaa man, for in the country there
are two, three or more cows to one man, but inblilgecities there is one thousand men
to one cow.

That is the confusion of the modern age; awfultiratys the burden of traditions along
with itself, the generation is caught in the disardf existence as never before. That is the
dishonesty of the age. Were | to characterize itenvattily, | would say: it is like scurvy
— and what is the remedy for it? Only one: greemijiivity (Pap. VIIF B 87).

Green primitivity is needed, since modern cultwagists in establishing “objective”
rules of conduct, which are to be acquired autaralyi as common practice. In such
culture, individuality and personalisty are but fmpducts of the socialization process.
While the direct communication disseminates ondjéective” axiology for the entire
society, the indirect communication appeals to extbje axiologies of individuals. As
the indirect communication is oriented towards eatiye axiologies, it has to be, as
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mentioned before, free of ultimate results (ifemust not seek to impose an “objective”
set of values in the form of an absolute truth).

In this connection, Kierkegaard assumes that ewedywidual is xata Svvouwy
a human beingRap. VIII? B 81:5). That is he assumes that every individimés
possess a set of values, to which he subjectivelhssibes and, thus, the task is to
proceed to realize them. Kierkegaard writes thattésk is, then, to become an existing
ethicist existerende Ethik@r An existing ethicist is, naturally, somebody, ovhaving
become conscious of his subjective axiology, devdtenself to the realization of his
values. In view of the fact that it is self-knowtgdwhich becomes the prerequisite for
being an existing ethicist, Kierkegaard statetakes relatively very little knowledge to
be in truth human being, but all the more self-kienlge (ibid.). No knowledge is
necessary to be a human being, as every human pesgsgsses the knowledge (i.e., his
set of values). All the more self-knowledge is rieegl, as only through self-reflection
a human being can become conscious of his axigliogy he can become conscious of
the knowledge, which he has always possessed ifothe of his set of values) and,
consequently, undertake its realization.

Due to the fact that every individual possessestaot values (knowledge which
reguires self-knowledge, i.e., becoming conscioiome’s axiology), Kierkegaard's
indirect communication is free of ultimate resulisiology cannot be communicated as
knowledge, since it has to be communicated (i.eaked) as ability. As axiology
demands realization, and realization presupposesvlkedge, Kierkegaard's indirect
communication has neither the object of commuracathor the communicator, nor the
receiver. If everybody possesses some knowledge ai.set of values, then there is no
need for the object of communication, and therednne with enough authority to be
either the communicator or the receiver. As Kiedarg'’s indirect communication aims
at overcomig the traditional pattern of communimatiwhich disseminates quietism (it
discourages individuals form acting by making theassively accept whatever is
communicated directly), it stresses the neccegsitgctions.

The medium for communicating knowledge is posdipilwhereas the medium for
communicating ability is actualitP@p. VIII % B 81:26-28, 85:14). This is a result of the
assumption that every individualista dvvauy what he is to become (if he subscribes
to some values, all he has to do is undertake tiealization). Kierkegaard’s indirect
communication does not attempt to describe actimmsseeks to evoke them. In fact, the
function of this communication is solely to stimalandividuals to self-reflection, in
which they will become conscious of their subjeetaxiologies.

That communication of knowledge takes place inmtfeglium of imagination, while
communication of ability (to realize one’s axiolgdgg the medium of reality means that
communication and acting are one and the same.tHioge becomes conscious of his
axiology, i.e., the values to which he subscribmse is bound to proceed to their
realization.

Communication of axiology in the medium of posstpiimagination) would turn
communication into an empty rhetoric, for the cdiodsine qua non for communication
of axiology is the realization of what is communerh— here the only medium can be,
naturally, actuality. Kierkegaard characterizesuality (Virkelighed asthe existential
reduplication of what has been sa{den existentielle Reduplikation af det Sagte
(PapVIll 2 B 85:17). The category of reduplication is to @mevcommunication from
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becoming an empty rhetoric. The purpose of thegoateis to rectify the major mistake
of modernity, which, in Kierkegaard’s eyes, is trensformation of the communication
of ability and duty into the communication of kn@gbe, so that the existential has been
dropped Pap. VIl 2 B 85:31).

Kierkegaard'’s indirect communication is directedvands the existential reduplica-
tion of what has been communicated indirectly. Whatommunicated indirectly is an
individual's subjective axiology. As a matter otfait is not really communicated, for
the individual already possesses a set of valeesyhich he subscribes and, thus, the
idea is only to make him aware of it. Then comesréduplication. The individual exists
in what has been communicated, i.e., he endeawaesatize the values of which he has
become conscious. Reduplication is a transitiomfthe abstract (thought, possibility)
to the concrete (being, actuality), and, for tléason, reduplication means existing in
what has been communicated indirectly: when thevame reduplicates seeks to realize
(reduplicate) his own values of which he has beesdenconscious during the
communication.

Kierkegaard’'s theory of indirect communication dess our undivided and
meticulous attention, for it concerns all of useTgurpose of it is to make us aware of
our subjective axiologies and, then, to encourag¢owndertake the realization of the
values to which we subscribe. The underlying idieth® indirect communication is that
as one cannot communicate actions, one can onle dtv evoke them. In our world,
where many a man does not reduplicate what he cancates or what is communicated
to him, Kierkegaard’'s communication oriented toveattie reduplication of what is
communicated can prove to be of paramount impogtanc



