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The dangers of clarity

Can Kierkegaard’s ambiguities be translated?

M. G. PIETY

gren Kierkegaard was one of the greatest
pros stylists of the Danish Golden Age,
and many of the carliest English transia-
tions of Kierkegaard's works were significant
literary achievements in their own nght. Unfor-
tunately, they were also marred by technical
inaccuracies that caused a great deal of confu-
sion in the interpretation of Kicrkegaard's
thought in that part of the world where a knowl-
edge of Danish was, and still is, rare, even among
scholars. This has meant that very few people are
in a posilion to criticize translations of these
works, so many of the mistakes in the first trans-
lations have continued to appear in subseq!
that

to in Philosophical Fragments. The diffi-
culty is that this obscures the fact that the title is
clearly an allusion to a popular Danish saying:
“Smuler er ogsd brpd" (Crumbs are also bread),
which is, in turn, an allusion to Matthew 15:27 —
something which is certainly relevant to an
understanding of the substance of the text. The
book purports to be an objective comparison of
{wo diametrically opposed interpretations of the
relation of the individual to the truth, the
“Socratic™ interprefation and what Kierkegaard
refers to as “the alternative™ to the Socralic.
Many scholars have taken the claim to ohjectiv-
ity made in the preface of the work quite literally.
It is clear, however, that the alternative o the
“Socratic” interpretation is the Christian inter-

ion, and that Kicckegaard is ind d biased

lations. Tt gradually became apy
new translations were in order, and in the 1970s,
Princeton University Press nobly undertook the
task of publishing them. The series of about
thirty vol is nearly complete, and it scoms
appropriate at this point to reflect on some of the
difficulties  sssocisted  with  translating
Kierkegaard and the significance these difficul-
ties have for philosophical, or scholarly transia-
tions more generally,

The most striking thing sbout the new transla-
tions is that they are decidedly inferior to their
pmdccessorshalemsoflimrystyie,l:is

ppropriate that a lator of a philosaphical
work, when faced with a choice between a trans-
lation that reads well and one that preserves the
conceptual substance of the original, should
choose the iaicer, and it is natral that the reader,
when faced with an excruciatingly awkward
translation, should that this is the most
accurate way the ideas can be rendered in Eng-
tish. But while some of the'new translations of
Kierkegaard arc clear improvements, ina techni-
cal sense, on the first English translations, the
improvements in others are negligible.

Philosophical translations are problematic in
general, not merely because (as Jonathan Rée

i abserved in a recent article in the TLS, “Being
foreign is different”, September 6, 1996) ulterior
meanings intrude into the translation process,
but also b ultetior translations intrude

! into this process. Translators of philosophical

texts, if they are philosophers themselves, often
undertake this thankless job out of a kind of ped-
agogical zeal. That is, the motivation for trans-
1ating a philosophical text is very often the belief
of the translator that he can improve on an exist-
ing translation and thus put the reader in a closer
relation to the original text. This implies, of
course, that the translator is already familiar with
the work in translation, and this familiarity can
affect his understanding of the original text. He
may uaconsciously impose earlier translations
on this text and, if he is unfortunate, repeat some
of the mistakes of these earlier translations.

This is probably the explanation behind the
fact that Philosophiske Smuler is translated by

in Favour of this latter intcrpretation. As things
stand, it may take conlemporary readers some
time to appreciate this fact, whereas a proper
translation of the title along with a riote explain-

Klerkegaard, drawn by his cousin Christian
in 1840; from The Oxford Hlustrated History
of Western Philosophy, edited by Anthony
Kenny (407pp. Oxiord University Press.
Paperback, £13.99. 0 19 285335 X)

ing the allusion to the Danish saying would indi-
cate immediately what was going on.

The influence of earlier translations probably
also accounts for the fact that the question with
which the new translation of the Crumbs or
Fragments begins is: “Can the truth be leamed?”
rather than: “Can the truth be taught?” Danish
has only one word, “lzre” for both “teach™ and
“Jearn™; it is thus up to the translator to determine
which translation is appropriate in a given con-
text. David Swenson, who produced the first
English translation in 1939, chose “learned”, and
the Hongs followed his example both in their
{ of the § lation in 1962 and

Howard and Edna Hong as Philosophical Frag-
ments in the new edition. The Latinate “Frag-
menter” was common in scholarly and philo-
sophical writing in D k in the ni h
| century. It was not this expression Kierkegaard
' chose, however, for what was to become one of

his most important philosophical works, but the
' less pretentious “Smuler”. “Smuler” means
: scraps or crumbs, thus Philosophiske Smuler is
1 properly translated as Philosophical Crumbs.
: This may scem like a minor point, and indeed

many Kierkegaard scholars would prefer the title

in the new Princeton translation in 1985.

There is considerable evidence, however, that
the concern of the Crumbs is not whether the
truth can be learned, but whether it can be taught.
Kierkegaard criticizes the “Socratic” interpreta-
tion of the rclation of the individual to the truth,
on the grounds that it deprives both the teacher
and the moment at which the truth is lcarned of
any real significance. The alternative —ie, Chris-
tian — interpretation invests hc teacher with
what Kierkegaard calls “decisive significance”,
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yet according ‘o this interpretation, he argues.
the teacher “is not a teacher”. That is, Christ,
asserts Kierkegaard, “goes beyond the definition
of ateacher™.

One of the most important issues in both the
Crumbs and its companion volume, the Con-
cluding Unscientific Postscript, is whether there
can be an intermediary between the believer and
Christ, whether Christian truth can be passed
down from one individual or generstion to
another. That is, onc of the most important issues
treated in these works is whether Christianity is
doctrine that can be taught in the conventional
sense. Kierkegaard's conclusion is unequiva-
cally No.

"The pernicious effect of earlier translations on
later translations has not been restricted to the

Crumbs ot Frag ltisalso btedly the
explanation behind the p e of a particularly
perverse fation of a gein The Sick-

ness unto Death in every English trnslation of
this waork, including the most recent. The pas-
sage in question concerns the relation between
knowledge and the will:
if a person does not do what isright at the very
second he knows it — thea, first of all, knowing
simmers down. Next comes the question of how
willing appraises what is knowa. Willing is
dialectical and has-under-it-the entire lower -

_ . nature of_man. If willing docs not agree with

what is known, then it does not necessarily fol-
low that willing goes ahead and docs the oppo-
site of what knowing has uaderstood (presura-
ably such strong opposites are ) rather,
willing allows some time to elapse, an interim
called: “We shall look at it tomomow"". During
all this, knowing becomes more and more
obscure, and the lower nature gains the upper
hand more and more; alas, for the good must be
done immediately, as soon as it is known. ... but
the lower nature’s power lies in stretching

things out. (94)

This is the wording of the new Priuceton trans-
lation. Apart from the fact, however, that the
nouns "Erkjendelsen” (“"knowledge™) and “Vil-
lien” (“the will”) have been inexplicably trans-
lated into English as participles, the wording of
this § ge is ially similar to that of the
Lowrie translation from 1941 and the new Pen-
guin translation from 1989, The difficulty con-
cemmns the passage that reads: "Willing is dialecti-
cal and has under it the entire lower nature of
man. If willing does not agree with what is
known, then it does not necessarily follow™, etc.
The Danish expression that is lated by
“willing" in the second sentence is actually the
demonstrative pronoun “dennc” (“this"). The

. passage thus translates literally as: “The will is

dinlectical and has under it the entire lower
nature of man. If this does not agree with whatis
known . .. *, etc. The subject of the second sen-
tence is not the will, but what Kierkegaard refers
to as man’s “lower nature™. That s, the objection
to acting on the knowledge in question comes
from man's lower nature, not from the will. This
distinction is important, because the dialectical
character of the will, according to Kierkegaard,
is precisely that it has under it not merely the
entire lower nature of man, but his higher nature
as well. The will is not destincd, on his view, to
serve the lower nature, but can actually bring the
lower nature under the control of the higher
nature. The question is thus whether the will, in
appraising the situation, will side with the lower
or with the higher nature.

This is actually one of the casicr passages of
Kierkegaard's texts to translate. It is grammati-
cally straightforward, and only the proper trans-
lation is ultimately coherent. Three of the four
extant German translations get it right, so why
have English translators coosistently got it
wrong? The answer is that Lowrie got it wrong in
1941 and that subsequent translators have sim-
ply read Lowrie’s cror back into the original
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text. The Fact that the mistcanslation produces a
passage that is both awkward and difficult to

d d merely satisfies what Réc refemred to
as the public taste for “philosophical translations
that do not make much sense™. There are other
cases, however, where the influence of caricr
translations of Kicrkegaard has not actually
reduced the coherence of the passage, but has
simply obscured certain subtleties in the origi-

apprecigtion of the work as a whole.

Similar  difficulties arc presented by
Kierkegaard's views on knowledge, or, moee
particularly, by his many discussions of the rela-
tion between belief and knowledge. Kicrkegaard
argues that it is nol possible to know that God
became man because such a proposition repre-
scats a combination of the two mutually exclu-
sive categories of etcrnal and historical truth. He

Yoursetves. According to Kierkegaard, the fail-
ure to express what he refers to as Christian
“truths™ in one’s existence is Lo transform Chris-
tianity into *a way of speakivg (“Talecmaade™),
which it least of alf wants to be™. The Hongs have
translated “Talemaade™, however, more nar-
rowly as “platitudes™. “Piatitude™ is listed as an
acceptable transtation of the modem Danish
“talemade™, [Lis not listed, however, as an accepl-

does occ ty refer, however, to k led

nal. The first English translations of Kicrkegancd
were literary achievements in part because they
were quite free. Unfortunately, this created the
impression that Kicrkegaard did not have what
one would call a technical vecahulary. and this
impression was reinforced by the fact that
Kicrkegaard explicitly disdained terminological
coansistency for its own sake.

ut there is consistency, and thea there is

i y, as Kierkcgaard would say.

There ase many terms that are faicly con-
sistently used by Kierkcgaard in technical
senses, He distinguishes, for example, between
certain Danish terms (eg. “Tilvrelse™ and
“Tilnzrmelse™) and their Latinate cquivalents
(“Existents™ and “Approximation”). Both
“Tilverelse™ and “Existents™ have traditionally
been translated as “existence™, but they do not
mean the same thing foc Kierkegaard. The
Hongs are fortunately sensitive to this point ad

|

of Chiist, for example, in the Crumbs, where the
belicver is said to “know™ Christ “as he was
known™.

1tis clear, however, from the original texy, that
Kierkcgaard does not contradict himself on this
point. Danish has four expressions thal can be
ranslated into English as “knowledge™, “Erk-
jendelsc™, “Viden™, “Kundskab™ and “Kjend-
skab™, C porary cpi logists distin-
guish between propositional knowledge (e,
knowing that something is the case), skill knowl-
edge (ic, knowing how to do something) and
acyuaintance knowledge (ic, knowing a person
or place). These distinctions correspond roughly
10 the four Danish expressions for knowledg,
“Exkjendelse” is seldom used in spoken Danish,
hut when it is used, it refers in general to the
recognition, or perception, that something is the
case. -That is. it refers to propositional knowl-

ablc tr of the ninetcenth-century “Tale-
maade™ in the definitive Danish-to-English dic-
tionary of the period. “Talemaude™ was defined
then as simply # "mode of expression or phrase™.
The tanslation as “platitudes™ is thus mislead-

the integrity of what is known in translation the-
ory as “lhelarget language™ resulted in increased
accuracy, but literal translations are not always
the best traaslations, cven from a substantive
standpoint. This is clear from Hannay's intro-
duction to his recent translation of The Sickness
Unto Death. The new Princeton translation of
The Sickuess Unto Death opens with a dcfinition
of the self as “a relation that relates itsell @
itself”, whereas Hannay's translation defincs the
self as “a relation that rclates o itself™. Hannay
explains in his introduction that “because the
Danish for ‘to relate’ (in the seasce of ‘to be in
relation') (at forliolde sig) has a reflexive form,

4 have rendered this as ‘relates itsel( to

ing. “Platitede” has pejorative o but
the emphasis in the passige inquestion is clearly
on the distinction between saying and doing,
ruther than on the substance of what is said.

here are instances, however, in which

I cven the most comscicntious translator
will be unable to prescrve an anbiguity

that cxists in the original text. This is thc casc
with the foltowing passage in Kicrkeganrd's
Concluding Unscientific Postscript, where he
examines the relation between consciousness of
guilt and consciousacss of sin. Existence. he
argues, is crphasized in the former as sharply as
it czm be emphasized without beeaking with

edge, us does “Viden™ which js a morc c
ion for such knowledge. “Kundskab™

have ional luded the rel Danish
term in brackets in the new Princcton translation
of the Concluding Unscientific Postscript. Noth-
ing has been done, however, 1o reproduce the
distinction between  “Approximation™ and
“Tilnzemelse”, although it is cruciat to under-
standing the substauce of Kierkegaard's views
on the difference between what he calls subjec-
‘ve and objective truth. We cin only approxi-

t¢ both kinds of truth, according 1o

serkegaard. We approximate objective truth in
knowledge, but we approsimalc subjective or
“ethical-religious™ truth, in our lives, by cndcav-
outing to live cthically.

There is a difference, however, for
Kicrkegaard, between these iwoe types of
approximation. We can never be certain. on his
view, whether onr apnarently increasingly acon-
rate impeessions of empiricol reality are in fact
increasingly accirate, pnd even if we could be
certain of this, the approximation process itsell
would go on interminably. It is not a process that
has a definite end; we do not know what a perfect
impression of empirical reality would look like.
But we do know what moral perfection. looks
like. according to Kierkcgaard. The conscience.
which he rcfers to as our “co-knowledge™
(“Samviden™) with God, provides us with a pic-
ture of such perfection. The process of approxi-
mating cthical-religious truth does thus have a
definite end. and it is an end each of us is respon-
sible for striving towards, although we all fail to
reach it. We can thus approach subjective truth in
our lives, in a way we cannol aclually approach
objective truth.

Accordingly, Kierkegamd does not use the
capression “Approximation™ in the context of
his discussion of subjective or ethical-religions
truth, but *Tilnzrnelse”. “Tilnzrmelse™ is a
compound composed of two words,
“Nzrnelse”, which translates literally as “to
approach, to come closer™, and the preposition
“til™, which means “to™. *Tilnzmmelse™ is truns-
lated into English as both “approximation™ and
“approach”, and it' is clearly the latter
Kierkegaard intends when he refers to the degree
to which an individual's life expresses ethical-
religious truth. It was, in fact, customacy in theo-
logical circles in Copenhagen in the mid-nine-
teenth century to speak of “approaching God™.

~rkegaard is often criticized precisely for

<ing God unapproachable, and there are cer-
anly passages in his work that appear to support
such an tnterpretation. But it does not survive
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refers to skill knowledge and “Kjendskab™ to
acquaintance knowledge. The last expression is
the one Kierkegaard uses to reler to knowledge
of Christ. Knowing Christ, in the sense of being
acquaintcd with him, is certainly problematic
according to Kicrkegaard, but the peoblems
associated with this Kind of knowledge are dis-
tinguished from thosc associated with the
knowledge that Christ was God.

The difference between acquaintance know-
ledge and propositional klmwlcl.lEl: is crucil to
understanding Kicrkegaard’s philosophy, yet it

" and

fiacy. Ci ss of sin, on the vther
land, represents precisely such a break. Nor-
mally the fact that une exists signifies nothing
move than that one hascome to be and is pow part
of the temporad, phenomenal world. From the
perspective of sin, lowever, "By coming into
existence the individual becomes another person
(ie. not the person God intended him to be, but a
siaful person], or in the instant he is lo come into
existence he becomes anathee person by coming
into existence™.

The difficulty relates to the passage the Hongs
have translated as “. .. in the fustant he is to come
into existence he becomes anotlier person by
ing into cxistcnce™, This pussage can also be

is ludicrous o suggest that “Erkeadel
"

lated as ™. . . in the instant he ought to come

“Viden™ should be d as ™ itional

teleah®

kpowledge™ sad “Kj as “ucq e
knowledge™. Such a prachice would yicld an
extremely awkward academic-scunding fext
wilhonly the faintest stylistic resemblance to the
original. No other solution, such as subscripting,
superscripting, vsing ilalics, or, as the Hongs
b[t_cn do, including the relevant Danish expres-
“sion in brackets, is entirely satisfuctory. The
translation b overwhelmed by unsightly
marks, unintended emphases, or foreign words.
and the thythm of the text is destroyed. Transla-
tors must resign themselves 1o the fact that even
the best translation will incvitably do some small
injustice to the nuances of the original.

This is often difficull, however, for translators
of philosophical works o accept. No gradation
of mcaning is 5o line that philosopliy is indiffer-
ent to it. Minutiae are part of the lifc-blowmd of
philosophical analysis. The pedugogical zcal
that {cads many philosophers to become transla-
tors can thus occasionally even lead them to try
10 rechice ambiguitics in the original text. This is
the case, for example, with the new Princeton
translation of the Fragments, where a single
Danish expression, “Uvished”, appears in Eng-
lish as both “uncertainty”™ and “incettitude™.
“Ceritude™ refers, in philosophical parlance, 10
subjective conviction, whercas  “certainty™,
when contrasted with the former, refers o an
objective state of affairs. The Hongs are very
likely coerect in their assessment of the sub-

into exi: he ¢ tob
clsc”. This latter lation is in fact

- withrpasaage in The Sickness Unto De
reads: “cvery moment that a scif exists, i
process of becoming, for the self kacra Suvogity
{in potentiality] docs mot exist, is simply that
which ought to come into existence”, The pas-
sage from the Postscript could thus refer either
to hereditary sia or to actual sin in the sense of
the repeated failure of the individual to become
the person Ged intended him 1o become, or it
could refer to both. How onc transiates this pas-
sage depends on wheee one belicves the commas
should be placed in the original text.
Kicrkegaard, who prided himsetC on his use of
punctuation as a rhetorical device, includes no
commas whalcver in this passage; thus it is rea-

sonable to the ambiguity in q was
intentional. It is simply impossible, b f, to

itself", which has then been construed as *relatcs
its actual self to its true sclf’.” He poiats out,
however, hat the rclation in question “is
described in one plice simply as "prychophysi-
cal’, that is, as just a relation between mind and
body™ and that it cannot thus be a refation
between the actual and the ideal sell.

A few words must be said here in favour of
Hannay's translations, It is generally recognized
that they are supedior to the Hongs® in terms of
style, but there has been little substantive con-
parison of the 1wo, The Hongs” translations give
the impression of scholarly rigour because of
their extensive scholarly apparatus, includiog a
Jetailed historical i juction, a critical supplec-
ment and an index, but they ace no better than
Hannay's from a substantive standpoint. and
they ace occasionally worse. Princeton has been
promoting them as the definitive scholarly trans-
lations, and they have, as a result, been accepted
as such by maay scholars. But the translation of
philosophical works should ideally be under-
taken by a philosopher, and Hannay is onc ol the
few { of Kictkegaard who fils this
requirement. He is a philosopher of some note
an active Kicrkegaard scholar and has lived i
Scandinavia for more than thirty ycars.

[t is difficult 10 scquire knowledge of Danish,
even for those few scholacs who make the efiont,
becatise there arc few places outside Denmark
where Danish is taught. Grants and fellowships
available to scholars who wish to study in Den-
mark seldoar cover more than one ycar — not
cnough time to learn another language well

gh to read a philosophical text in it. The sit-
uation is further complicated by the fact that
Danish has changed considerably  since
Kicrkegaard wrote. In  order to read
Kicckegaard's texts, oac should thus ideally
have a nineteenth-century Danish-to-English
dictionary, and these are so rare | know of only
two Kieckegaard scholurs who own them (onc of
whom is Alastaic Hannay). Most scholars arc
forced to rely on nineteenth-century Danish-to-
Danish dictionarics, which it requires consider-
able knowledge of Danish to decipher.
Philosophy, as Réc has observed, “hax never
settled down within sel(-eaclosed national lun-

oreserve this ambiguily in atranslation. The best
1 traastator can do is (o provide the variant trans-
lation in a footnote. .

Many translaters belicve that the best way to
casure fidelity to the original is to make the
translation as literal as possible, but an exagger-
ated concern for literalness has marred maay of
the Hongs® new trausations of Kierkcgaard for
Princeton University Press. This can be seen if
one contrasts passages from these tmnslations
with passages from Alastair Hannay's Lransla-
tion for Pcnguin. The Hongs® “Will the tongue
li of my spirit never be loosened . . . s,

stance of the Lext, but itis not the tr *s job
to reduce the ambiguily of the originul. The
ambiguity is part of the original and should be
preserved, il possiblc, in a translation.

The desire 1o produce a translation that is actu-
ally clearer than the original is also inherently
dangerous. This can be scen in the Hongs” trans-
lation of a passage of Kierkegaard's Jiedge for
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for example, a literal translation of “Skal da

Aundens Tungebaand aldrig lesncs paa mig . .."
but Hannay"s “'Is my spirit to be forever tongue-
tied . .. " is certainly pre(crable. One could per-
haps tolerate what William McDonald referred
10inareview of the Hongs” transtation of Either-
Or as “sins against English” if such violations of

guages™, but philosophers occasionally do, and
nowhere is this more tcue than in Denmark_ Den-
mark is isolated both geographically and liuguis-
ticatly, and Danish society is as a rcsult some-
what insular. Danish authors, no matier how
cosmopolitan their education may have been,
tend to write for an exclusively Danish public, #
public that is strikingly homogeneous in its cul-
tural heritage. Kierkegaard railcd against the
provincialism of Copenhagen, which he was
fond of referring (o as a “markct town”, but while
a few of his contemporarics published works in
Latin or German in the hope of reaching wider
audiences, it was for the inhabitants of this
“market town" that he wrote, and this, perhaps
more than anything elsc, has made and continucs
Lo make translation of his works dilficult.
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