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“Ne Quid Nimis.” Kierkegaard and the
Virtue of Temperance

Abstract: In this article I argue that—despite Kierkegaard’s seemingly harsh cri-
tique of temperance—it plays a crucial role in the ethics he worked out under the
pseudonym of Anti-Climacus in The Sickness unto Death and Practice in Christi-
anity. Anti-Climacus, following Socrates in the Philebus, thinks of the good life as
a “mixed” life in which the different and opposed dimensions of human exis-
tence, peras and apeiron, are in due proportion. In Anti-Climacus’ ethics the
process of realizing the “mixed” life does not, contra the Socratic conception, in-
volve reason restricting desire, but, instead, the will (infused with self-knowl-
edge) grounding imagination in the facticity of human existence. It is through
this perfectionist process that we are able to imitate Christ, which is how Anti-
Climacus ultimately understands the good life. Moreover, I suggest that we
could understand this form of temperance as a virtue. In the conclusion I
show that Kierkegaard’s seeming critique of temperance is actually a critique
of mediocrity.

| Introduction

Any attempt to argue that Kierkegaard views temperance as morally praisewor-
thy, seems, for a number of reasons, bound to fail. First, many of his texts are
morally extreme; for instance, when he writes that we constantly should keep
in mind God “hates specifically that in which you naturally have your life, to
which you cling with all your zest for life.”* Secondly, Kierkegaard is, throughout
his writings, particularly critical of aspects that have traditionally been associat-
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ed with temperance, such as prudence and curbing the passions; aspects that he
regards as expressions of mediocrity. He writes, for example, that the prudent do
not dare to venture in their lives and that consequently they will lose
themselves.? Thirdly, in some texts Kierkegaard seems to explicitly criticize tem-
perance, usually from a distinctly Christian perspective. For instance, in a jour-
nal entry he criticizes the classical adage “ne quid nimis” [of nothing too much]:
“If this is the truth: ne quid nimis—then Christianity is a lie, every line of Holy
Scripture is madness and confusion.” In the same passage he writes that “ne
quid nimis” is the highest wisdom for pre-Christian, Greek thought, but that
Christianity goes beyond it.* He thus seems to think about temperance when
he describes the pagan virtues as “glittering vices.”

Kierkegaard therefore seems to put classical, Greek thought and Christian
thought in opposition precisely with regard to temperance. Undoubtedly he
thinks about Socrates, whom he regards as “the founder of ethics” and the
most important of the Greek philosophers.® In Plato’s dialogues temperance (so-
phrosyné) is one of the cardinal virtues. That is to say, one’s life cannot possibly
be considered to be good when one lacks temperance. Socrates claims that the
person who is temperate or sophron has established order or harmony in him- or
herself.” Realizing this harmony means establishing a right proportion of the dif-
ferent elements of human existence. Now, if temperance should be understood
as the virtue through which we establish a right proportion of the different ele-
ments of human existence, we stumble upon something remarkable: the ethics
Kierkegaard develops under the pseudonym Anti-Climacus in The Sickness
unto Death seems to revolve precisely around this idea, i.e. of realizing the
right proportion of different elements of human existence. Temperance would,
in that case, be the core of Anti-Climacus’ ethics.

We have indeed stumbled upon a remarkable ambiguity in Kierkegaard’s
ethical thought. On the one hand he seems to repudiate temperance, whereas
on the other hand he develops an ethics that seems to revolve around the
idea of temperance. How should we understand this apparent contradiction?
Does temperance indeed play a crucial role in Kierkegaard’s ethics? But if this
is the case, how should we understand his seeming critique of this virtue? Or
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is this simply an insoluble contradiction? In this article I will explore these ques-
tions. In the second section I will give a brief account of the Socratic understand-
ing of sophrosyné. 1 will elaborate Anti-Climacus’ philosophical anthropology
and ethics in the third section. In the fourth section I will show that temperance
indeed plays a crucial role in that ethics. The fifth section will focus on the ques-
tion whether we could understand this Anti-Climacian understanding of temper-
ance as a virtue. In the conclusion I will reflect on Kierkegaard’s critique of tem-
perance.

It is important to raise these questions because the role of temperance in
Kierkegaard’s ethical thought has not yet been thoroughly worked out. In recent
years there has been a growing attention to Kierkegaard’s relation to the virtue
ethical tradition. Studies dealing with individual virtues such as faith, love, cour-
age and patience are important, but, as said, temperance has not yet been ela-
borated upon. By asking the questions mentioned above we are able to shed new
light both on Kierkegaard’s ethical thought and on his relation to (and place in)
the virtue ethical tradition.

Il Socrates on the Good Life and Sophrosyné

Alasdair MacIntyre stresses that we can only understand what a virtue is—and
what the specifics of a particular virtue are—when we also have a conception
of the good life.® This is because virtues are the qualities or dispositions through
which the good life is realized. What, then, is the good life according to Socrates?
We encounter an answer to that question in, among others, the dialogue Phile-
bus.

The main question of the Philebus is whether the good consists of pleasure
or of insight. Answering this question presupposes an account of the nature of
pleasure and insight. In his search for a proper understanding of pleasure and
insight, Socrates develops an ontology that distinguishes being into four catego-
ries: 1) the infinite, the limitless (apeiron)—pleasure; 2) the finite, the limited (or
that which limits) (peras)—insight; 3) the mixture of apeiron and peras—the
mixed life; and 4) the cause of the mixture of apeiron and peras—reason.® Soc-
rates claims that the good life cannot consist in pleasure or insight alone, but
that it is a mixed life: a life in which both pleasure and insight have their

8 Alasdair Maclntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory, Notre Dame: Notre Dame University
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place and function.'® However, in this mixed life, the elements mixed are not nat-
urally in due proportion: “Any kind of mixture that does not in some way or
other possess measure or the nature of proportion will necessarily corrupt its in-
gredients and most of all itself. For there would be no blending in such cases at
all but really an unconnected medley, the ruin of whatever happens to be con-
tained in it.”*

For the realization of the good, mixed life—the life in which peras and apeir-
on are in due proportion—measure or temperance is of crucial importance. How
should we understand this virtue according to Socrates?’? In Plato’s dialogues
three essential features of this virtue are identified. The first feature consists of
what we could call the prototypical meaning of sophrosyne: self-control or,
more precisely put, control over one’s desires. We come across this meaning of
sophrosyné in dialogues in which this virtue is discussed. A very clear example
is the Gorgias in which Socrates defends sophrosyné over against Callicles’ meas-
ureless hedonism.'®* Moreover, in the Republic Socrates defines temperance as
that which orders and controls our desiring nature.*

In order to make clear what he means by self-control, Socrates uses in the
Gorgias as well as in the Republic the expression of being master of oneself.”
This implies that something inside myself rules over another part of me. In
the person that can truly be called sophron, the better rules over the worse,
the higher over the low, the rational over the irrational.® Here we encounter a
second essential feature of sophrosyne: self-control must be understood as rea-
son controlling our desires. In Plato’s dialogues reason appears as the paragon
of temperance, as we have also seen in the Philebus in which insight—which
is the activity of reason—is understood as peras, limited or limiting. A clear illus-
tration of this second feature of temperance can be found in the Phaedrus, where
Socrates describes the human being as a charioteer and a pair of winged
horses.” In this image, the charioteer represents reason whose task it is to con-
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trol the irrational parts of human nature, represented by the two horses.*® This is
a painful and even violent process in which the desires need to be curbed again
and again.' However, this is the only way that prevents the whole from going
down through inner conflict.*

This phrasing leads us to a third essential feature of sophrosynée. The human
being who can truly be called sophron possesses according to Socrates in the
Gorgias a certain order: “Will it be a good one if it gets to be disorganized, or
if it gets to have a certain organization and order?”*! In the Republic, Socrates
understands that order and harmony as an inner “agreement”: the temperate
person is the one in whom there is an “agreement between the naturally
worse and the naturally better as to which of the two is to rule....”?* Moreover,
in the Phaedrus Socrates claims that from that moment on the irrational part
of human nature “is humble enough to follow the charioteer’s warnings.”*
The person who can truly be called sophron is therefore not internally divided
but possesses inner harmony.

This very short discussion of sophrosyne in a number of Platonic dialogues
suffices to show that temperance is the virtue that is inextricably connected to
Socrates’ conception of the good, mixed life as is worked out in the Philebus. So-
phrosyné is the quality of the mixed life in which a due proportion of peras and
apeiron is realized. This due proportion is formed when our (temperate) reason
manages to control our (immoderate) desires.

Il Anti-Climacus’ Ethics and Philosophical
Anthropology
Now that we have seen how Socrates understands sophrosyné, I will turn to Anti-

Climacus’ ethics. In this section I will provide an account of his ethics by work-
ing out his conception of the good life and his philosophical anthropology.
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A Anti-Climacus’ Philosophical Anthropology

What does it mean to be human? This is one of the central questions of Kierke-
gaard’s writings. Almost all of his philosophical and theological works explore
and answer this question. Despite the complex and multifaceted character of
his oeuvre, his philosophical anthropology is remarkably consistent. One of its
characteristics is that human existence should be understood as a relation of
opposite aspects or dimensions. Kierkegaard describes human existence in
Johannes Climacus, or De omnibus dubitandum est as a relation of reality and
ideality** and in The Concept of Anxiety, under the pseudonym Vigilius Haufnien-
sis, as a relation of body and soul.?> In The Sickness unto Death, Anti-Climacus
uses different pairs of concepts to describe human existence. Being human
means being a relation of the temporal and the eternal, of necessity and possi-
bility, finitude and infinitude.?® The Sickness unto Death contains Kierkegaard’s
philosophical anthropology in its most elaborated form, which is why I will focus
mainly on this book. However, Practice in Christianity—the other book Kierke-
gaard published under the pseudonym Anti-Climacus—will also prove to be im-
portant for my argument.

Anti-Climacus writes, in The Sickness unto Death, in a famous and complex
passage:

A human being is spirit. But what is spirit? Spirit is the self. But what is the self? The self is
a relation that relates itself to itself or is the relation’s relating itself to itself in the relation;
the self is not the relation but is the relation’s relating itself to itself. A human being is a
synthesis of the infinite and the finite, of the temporal and the eternal, of freedom and ne-
cessity, in short, a synthesis.... Such a relation that relates itself to itself, a self, must either
have established itself or have been established by another. If the relation that relates itself
to itself has been established by another, then the relation is indeed the third, but this re-
lation, the third, is yet again a relation and relates itself to that which established the entire
relation.”

This philosophical anthropological scheme, describing human existence as the
self-conscious relation of two opposite dimensions, refers to “another” that
has established the human being. Later it becomes clear that this “another” is
God, who has created human beings.?® The question of how to conceive of the
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relation between human being and God will become important at a later stage of
my argumentation (Section V). At this moment it is important to see that Anti-Cli-
macus understands human existence as a self-reflective relation of opposite di-
mensions. These dimensions are described in different ways so as to highlight
different aspects of human existence. He is especially interested in the pairs
“possibility—necessity” and “infinitude—finitude.” Interestingly, he describes
this last pair as “peras—apeiron”!*

Anti-Climacus develops an ethics on the basis of this philosophical anthro-
pology. He explores not only the factual structures of human life, but he also de-
velops a normative view on human existence. That is, he aims to establish a view
on human existence as it should be and as it should not be. The latter is descri-
bed as a despairing existence. “Despair” is, for Anti-Climacus (and for Kierke-
gaard in general), an ontological and phenomenological concept that refers to
a misrelation in the self and the experience of this misrelation, respectively.
When in despair, the human being suffers, in his or her existence, from a lack
of one of the dimensions and foo much of the other: he or she might, for in-
stance, have focused too much on his or her finitude and therefore have neglect-
ed his or her infinitude.?° It is important to see that both dimensions of human
existence are not naturally in due proportion, precisely because human beings
are relations that relate to themselves. The human being is a “self”—that is, re-
lates to him- or herself—and this implies according to Anti-Climacus that one is
free to give shape to the relation of peras and apeiron that one is.>* This gives us a
first impression of the ethics he develops in The Sickness unto Death: human be-
ings should realize a proper relation between both dimensions of their
existence.? Anti-Climacus’ ethics therefore centers on the idea of striving for
the realization of the ideal of the mixed life in which peras and apeiron are in
due proportion. But what does that mean concretely?

Before answering that question, I would like to point out that, at this point,
another question could arise, namely: are we able to realize this ideal of the

29 SKS 11, 151 / SUD, 35. Because of his interest in classical philosophy, Kierkegaard was
familiar with the Pythagorean, Platonic and Aristotelian backgrounds of this pair of concepts.
He seems to have read about it in Wilhelm G. Tennemann, Geschichte der Philosophie, vols. 1-12,
Leipzig: Johann Ambrosium Barth 1798 -1819. Next to this reference in The Sickness unto Death
there are also references to peras and apeiron in his journals. See SKS 19, 384, Not13:4 / KJN 3,
382 and SKS 19, 425f., Not14:1 / KJN 3, 423f.
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31 Cf. SKS 11, 132 / SUD, 16.
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mixed life?** In this article I do not have space to answer this question in an ex-
tensive and nuanced way.>* For my argument it is important to see that Anti-Cli-
macus stresses the striving towards the realization of this moral ideal, a striving
that should be understood as development or “process.”® It is, in other words,
clear that, in Anti-Climacus’ view, we are (at least) able to more and more realize
a proper relation between peras and apeiron.®

As for Socrates, peras and apeiron have for Anti-Climacus meaning on two
levels. On the first level, the pair “peras—apeiron” refers to the dimensions that
he describes as “finitude—infinitude” and “limited-limitless.” These different
terms express in different ways the same fundamental idea: human beings are
not just what they factually are, but also who they could be. Put more concretely,
I am born in these times and this culture, in this family, with this particular body,
these flaws and capacities, and these aspects determine the limits of my exis-
tence; not—it is crucial to see—in any deterministic sense, as if I coincide with
these limits, but they are, instead, the borders within which I can develop and
form myself.

On the second level Anti-Climacus, just like Socrates, connects peras and
apeiron to specifically human capacities. Apeiron is connected primarily to
what he describes as the human capacity “instar omnium”: our imagination.*”
He writes that “imagination is the medium for the process of infinitizing.”3®
Imagination has, by definition, a limitless character, as it is the capacity by
which we are able to transcend all factual limitations. This point is most obvious
in Anti-Climacus’ treatment of what he regards as the primary function of the
imagination: the creation of ideals towards which human beings can strive.*®
This not only shows that the imagination is the primary example of the apeiron
of human existence; but all other human capacities seem, on Anti-Climacus’
view, to be expressions of apeiron as well. The expression “instar omnium”
means both “applicable to all” and “pre-eminently.” He therefore views our

33 For an article that focuses on this question, see Karl Verstrynge, “The Perfection of the
Kierkegaardian Self in Regulative Perspective,” Kierkegaard Studies Yearbook, 2004, pp. 473 -
495,

34 For a more elaborate treatment of this subject, see Rob Compaijen, “Authenticity and Imi-
tation: On the Role of Moral Exemplarity in Anti-Climacus’ Ethics,” Kierkegaard Studies Year-
book, 2011, pp. 341-363.
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spective,” pp. 490 —493.
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imagination as the most important human capacity that also determines the
character of the other human capacities. Feeling or desire, knowing or reason
and the will are ultimately all determined by our imagination and can, for
that reason, become “fantastic” or apeiron.*° This means, therefore, that, accord-
ing to Anti-Climacus and in contrast to Socrates’ view, none of the human ca-
pacities are limited or peras out of themselves!

When we combine the meanings of peras and apeiron on both levels, it be-
comes clear that Anti-Climacus’ ethics is an ethics of becoming oneself. Realiz-
ing a proper relation of peras and apeiron is becoming oneself.** In this ethics we
can distinguish three “moments”: first, properly relating to the peras or facticity
of my existence, which means, more concretely, that I accept my existence with
all of its factually determined aspects (such as were mentioned above). Anti-Cli-
macus writes that we then take responsibility for our actual selves with their dif-
ficulties and advantages.*> Secondly, properly relating to the apeiron or infini-
tude of my existence means, more concretely, that I continually form or
perfect my existence by striving towards ideals provided by my imagination.
Thirdly, combining both these “moments” means, more concretely, that I am
continuously striving for an ideal self that is in line with the facticity of my
existence.”® Although this account of Anti-Climacus’ account of a proper relation
of peras and apeiron has now been made more tangible, it is still rather abstract.
I will make it more concrete, but in order to do that I will first have to dwell on
the human capacities that are so pivotal to Anti-Climacus’ ethics.

B Imagination, Will, and Reason

As we have seen, the imagination is a crucial capacity in Anti-Climacus’ philo-
sophical anthropology and ethics. In the literature on Kierkegaard this has
been recognized as well. For example, David Gouwens,* Jamie Ferreira,* and
Patrick Stokes*® pay extensive attention to the role of this capacity in Kierke-

40 SKS 11, 147f. | SUD, 31f.
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44 David J. Gouwens, Kierkegaard’s Dialectic of the Imagination, New York: Peter Lang 1989.
45 M. Jamie Ferreira, Transforming Vision: Imagination and Will in Kierkegaardian Faith, Oxford:
Clarendon Press 1991.

46 Patrick Stokes, Kierkegaard’s Mirrors: Interest, Self, and Moral Vision, Houndmills: Palgrave
Macmillan 2010.
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gaard’s thought. Stokes remarks in his excellent study on Kierkegaard’s moral
psychology that the paradoxical task assigned to human beings by Anti-Clima-
cus consists in transcending, through our imagination, the limits of our actual
existence, while at the same time connecting ourselves to these limits.*” In
one’s life, one should let oneself be guided by an imagined ideal self that is
both a genuine ideal and one’s ideal self. This implies that one’s imagination
continually needs to be taken back and connected to the concrete, actual situa-
tion of one’s existence. Now, Stokes states that the problem with this task is that
our imagination itself is not capable of doing this.*® If the imagination is the ca-
pacity by which we transcend what is factually given, how can it then, at the
same time, remain connected to what is factually given?

Given the paradoxical character of this task it is interesting that Anti-Clima-
cus writes that, when one’s existence has become “fantastic,” one is responsible
for having brought about this state: “The entire self can eventually become that
[fantastic], whether in the more active form of plunging headlong into fantasy or
in the more passive form of being carried away, but in both cases the person is
responsible.”* That one is responsible for a misrelation in oneself implies that
this misrelation is apparently grounded in an act of will—an act of will in which
one does not “submit to the necessity in one’s life, to what may be called one’s
limitations.”*® Not one’s imagination, but one’s will seems to be therefore the de-
cisive capacity with regard to the imagination’s functioning.

At this point we are confronted with a strong ambiguity in Anti-Climacus’
thought. We discover two views in his thought: a view, as worked out in Section
III, A, that regards the imagination as the fundamental human capacity, and a
view that regards the will as the fundamental human capacity. Without attempt-
ing to ignore this tension, I think it is defensible to consider the second view as
more important. First, Anti-Climacus understands the self primarily from the
perspective of the will: “...the more will, the more self. A person who has no
will at all is not a self; but the more will he has, the more self-consciousness
he has also.” This, it should be noted, is also the reason why he describes
the different forms that the misrelation in the self can take as expressions of
not willing to be itself. Secondly, in Practice in Christianity Anti-Climacus writes,
precisely on the relation of imagination and will: “Every human being possesses
to a higher or lower degree a capability called the power of the imagination, a

47 Ibid., p. 74.

48 Ibid., pp. 78 -80.
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power that is the first condition for what becomes of a person, for will is the sec-
ond and in the ultimate sense the decisive condition.”® There are, therefore,
good reasons to conclude that Anti-Climacus regards the will as the most funda-
mental human capacity.

Because the will is the primary human capacity, it is the will that has to
ground the imagination in the actuality of one’s existence. This “being grounded
in one’s actuality” means concretely, as we saw, that one’s imagination does not
lead one away from oneself, but that it shows us an image of our ideal self. Thus,
for this foundation of one’s imagination an act of will is necessary. But now that
we have solved the problem of grounding the imagination, we are confronted
with a new problem: does not this account of the relation between will and imag-
ination imply an existentialist view on the will in which the will’s decisions are
wholly sovereign and (thus) arbitrary? That would be deeply problematic, be-
cause a will that is not “informed” by reason is blind. That is to say: such an ar-
bitrary, irrational will would not even know whether it has grounded one’s imag-
ination in the actuality of one’s existence.

Does Anti-Climacus defend such an existentialist conception of the will? In
the literature on this subject we encounter two opposing views. The first can be
found in the work of, among others, Stokes. He stresses that the existentialist
conception of the will, as described above, is indeed deeply problematic. For
that reason he aims to detach Anti-Climacus (and Kierkegaard in general)
from an “...existentialist account of agency whereby a totally free, unfettered,
irrational will periodically intrudes upon the rational and reflective activity of
mind, and it is this will that constitutes the true self.”>? In order to do this, Stokes
denies that the will is the most fundamental human capacity and holds on to
Anti-Climacus’ claim that the imagination is the capacity instar omnium. How-
ever, precisely by holding on to the imagination as the capacity instar omnium,
Stokes is unable to clarify how, first, the imagination can be grounded in the ac-
tuality of existence; and secondly, why human beings who do not ground their
imagination in the actuality of their existence are morally culpable.”* Against
Stokes’ position, then, important objections can be brought forward. Is the sec-
ond position stronger?

We encounter the second position in the work of, among others, Alasdair
Maclntyre. He argues that Kierkegaard does advocate an irrational and arbitrary
will: “If...we were to spell out in full Kierkegaard’s doctrine of the will, we would

52 SKS 12, 186 | PC, 186.
53 Stokes, Kierkegaard’s Mirrors, p. 85.
54 See the section “Willing to see” in Stokes, Kierkegaard’s Mirrors, pp. 130 -133.
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find that it leaves open no possibility of those relationships between desire, rea-
son, and will which for Aristotle and Aquinas constitute rational choice.”*® For
Kierkegaard the will is, according to MacIntyre, a sovereign capacity that choo-
ses arbitrarily.>® We seem to have reason to agree with MacIntyre, for instance
when Anti-Climacus argues that the will can stop or go against reason.>” How-
ever—and this is an important point—it does of course not follow that acts of
will are by definition irrational and arbitrary! That the will is the capacity that
can go against the insights of reason does obviously not mean that it cannot
choose on the basis of rational insight. Indeed, this is precisely the conception
of the will that emerges in our discussion. Anti-Climacus states that self-knowl-
edge is necessary for grounding one’s imagination in the actuality of one’s exis-
tence: “Even in seeing oneself in a mirror it is necessary to recognize oneself, for
if one does not, one does not see oneself but only a human being.”*® Without
self-knowledge, then, the will does not “know” what it needs to connect the
imagination to. That is not to say that the will is restricted or bound to reason,
but it does mean that without self-knowledge the will could, in this case, not
make the right decision. Self-knowledge is therefore a necessary condition for
a proper relation of the peras and apeiron of our existence. It is, however, not
a sufficient condition for a proper relation, as Kierkegaard makes clear in FEi-
ther/Or: it was David’s unwillingness, not his lack of self-knowledge, that prevent-
ed him from understanding that Nathan’s parable was about him.*

We should conclude, then, that Stokes does not do justice to the radical and
primary character of the will in Anti-Climacus’ thought, whereas MacIntyre, with
his depiction of a necessarily irrational will, creates a caricature of Anti-Clima-
cus’ conception of the will. In this discussion the will has come forward as
the primary human capacity, but this primacy does not exclude the possibility
of reason informing the will.

55 Alasdair Maclntyre, “Once More on Kierkegaard,” in Kierkgaard After MacIntyre: Essays on
Freedom, Narrative, and Virtue, ed. by John J. Davenport and Anthony Rudd, Chicago: Open
Court 2001, p. 355.

56 Ibid., p. 354.

57 Cf. for example the section on the Socratic definition of sin: SKS 11, 201-208 / SUD, 87-96.
58 SKS 11, 152 / SUD, 37.

59 SKS 3,15/ E02, 5.
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C The Imitation of Christ as the Good Life

As we have seen, the essential moral task in life consists, in Anti-Climacus’ view,
in realizing a proper relation between the peras and apeiron of one’s existence.
More concretely this task involves, as we have also seen, accepting the facticity
of one’s existence as well as striving for an ideal self that the imagination has
formed on the basis of our facticity. But, as was mentioned in Section III, A,
this still is a very formal description of Anti-Climacus’ ethics. Can we develop
a more detailed account of his ethics and determine how he views the good life?

In order to realize a proper relation between peras and apeiron, human be-
ings should strive for an ideal. But different persons will inevitably strive for dif-
ferent ideals. Anti-Climacus is conscious of this obvious fact and writes about
lower ideals such as being a cattleman, master and citizen,®® and higher ideals
such as being a bishop, professor and judge.®* In this hierarchy the ideals that
are harder to realize are more valuable, because they do more justice to the rela-
tional structure of human existence. However, amidst an almost endless variety
of possible human ideals there is, in Anti-Climacus’ view, ultimately one that is
most valuable because it embodies true humanity: Christ’s altruistic existence.®?
This point shows that Anti-Climacus’ ethics is, ultimately, a theological ethics:
he does not rationally justify his claims that Christ is the highest ideal for
human existence and that only Christ embodies this ideal. However, the fact
that Christ embodies the highest ideal of human existence means that the high-
est in human existence consists in striving to realize this ideal, that is: in the imi-
tation of Christ. For that reason Anti-Climacus writes that “the supreme upbring-
ing in the school of life [is]: becoming and being a Christian.”®

In Practice in Christianity, Anti-Climacus illustrates what the imitation of
Christ involves. In this description several elements of his ethics and philosoph-
ical anthropology, as I have discussed them up to this point, come together. He
states that Christ wants to help every person in becoming him- or herself.** To
develop that claim, Anti-Climacus tells us the story of a young man who, through
his imagination, forms an image of perfection: Christ’s life in humility and
love.%> This image becomes “for him his more perfect (more ideal) self.”®®

60 SKS 11,193 / SUD, 79.
61 SKS 12, 98 / PC, 90.
62 SKS 11, 238 / SUD, 127.
63 SKS 12, 186 / PC, 186.
64 SKS 12, 163f. / PC, 160.
65 SKS 12, 186 / PC, 186.
66 SKS 12, 186 / PC, 187.
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Now, this young man knows that Christ’s life, through His necessary conflict with
the established order, is a life of suffering, persecution and ultimately martyr-
dom. However, because suffering is always actual suffering that takes place in
the actuality of existence, whereas the imagination is precisely the capacity
that essentially transcends this actuality, the ideal image he has formed of
Christ’s existence attracts him.%” More and more he transforms into the ideal
that his imagination shows him. But then he discovers that his imagination
has, in an important sense, deceived him. Through his self-knowledge he be-
comes aware of the actuality of his existence, and suddenly he realizes that
his life, if it will express more and more of Christ’s existence, will inevitably in-
volve much suffering.®® He “understands that...hope belonged to youth, he un-
derstands now that suffering cannot be avoided and that it will increase with
every step he goes forward.”® In light of the unavoidable suffering that is attach-
ed to imitate Christ in this world, it is clear that the ideal itself is not motivation-
ally sufficient. Something else is needed: will, decision. In light of suffering one
has “to will to be, to will to express the perfection (ideality) in the dailyness of
actuality, to will it....””° What the young man learns, then, is that imitating Christ
inevitably leads to suffering, and that the only way to proceed on that difficult
road is by willing it, that is to say: by continually choosing not to avoid the suf-
fering.

To summarize, we have seen that in Anti-Climacus’ ethics human beings
have the task of realizing a proper relation between peras and apeiron. This
was shown to mean that one should fully accept the facticity of one’s existence
and, at the same time, strive for an ideal self that is in line with the facticity of
one’s existence and that one’s imagination provides. As we have seen in this sec-
tion, Anti-Climacus understands Christ as the eminent ideal of being human,
which implies that becoming oneself should ultimately be understood as the imi-
tation of Christ.”* That is to say, the formation of a proper relation between peras
and apeiron should in Anti-Climacus’ ethics more concretely be understood as
the imitation of Christ. Since we now have seen which conception of the good

67 SKS 12, 188 / PC, 189. See also SKS 12, 191 / PC, 192: “But imagination, which is the
capacity for perfecting (idealizing), is essentially related to loftiness, to perfection, and is related
only imperfectly to imperfection.”

68 SKS 12,189 / PC, 190.

69 SKS 12,190 / PC, 191.

70 SKS 12, 189 / PC, 190.

71 See for this interpretation of becoming oneself as imitation of Christ: Compaijen, “Au-
thenticity and Imitation,” pp. 350 —361.
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life is implied in Anti-Climacus’ views, we should be able to determine whether
temperance plays a role in his ethics and, if so, how he understands it.

IV Anti-Climacian Temperance

Can we think and speak about Anti-Climacus’ ethics, which culminates in a
seemingly measureless and extreme life, in terms of temperance? In my discus-
sion of sophrosyné in the Platonic dialogues I showed that temperance is the
quality of the mixed life in which a proper relation between peras and apeiron
is realized. This is in line with Anti-Climacus’ ethics, which formally revolves
around the same task. He writes that human beings could have a lack of peras
and too much of apeiron, or vice versa.” Both elements should be in due propor-
tion in order for human existence to be a rightly proportioned whole. As we have
seen, we can also understand Anti-Climacus’ views on the imitation of Christ in
terms of a (proper) relation of peras and apeiron. This implies that we can con-
ceive of Anti-Climacus’ ethics and his conception of the extreme, seemingly
measureless ideal of human existence, in terms of temperance.

Given his conception of the good life, how should we understand the tem-
perance that seems to form the background of Anti-Climacus’ ethics? I will an-
swer this question by asking Anti-Climacus two related questions. First, what
should be tempered? Secondly, what does the tempering? In answering the
first question we are immediately confronted with an important difference
with regard to Socrates’ views on sophrosyne. For Socrates it is clear what should
be tempered: apeiron, i.e., desire, which is in itself immoderate. Peras or reason,
on the other hand, essentially is moderate and consequently does not need to be
tempered. In strong contrast to Socrates, Anti-Climacus believes that one could
suffer from an excess of apeiron as well as of peras. Human beings can be both
too immersed in their imagination and too immersed in the facticity of their ex-
istence. Paradoxically, then, peras itself can be an excess in our existence. One
could be (so to speak) limitlessly limited, for one could measurelessly cling to
the limitations of one’s existence.

Now, how should we understand this tempering of a too much of peras and
apeiron? Tempering an excess of peras sounds paradoxical, as we have noticed.
Yet this is precisely what Anti-Climacus has in mind: limitlessly limited persons
“lack possibility for the relaxing and mitigating, for the tempering of necessity,

72 SKS 12, 146-151 / SUD, 29 -35.
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and thus lack possibility as mitigation.””® The limitlessly limited character of this
person needs to be supplemented with possibility, that is to say: with the space
that is created by imagination.”* The tempering, as Anti-Climacus himself writes,
of the limitlessly limited person should thus more concretely be understood as
the introduction of imagination in his or her existence. This introduction of imag-
ination in one’s existence should, however, not be at the expense of the connect-
edness to the limits or facticity of one’s existence. Tempering an excess of peras
should therefore not be taken to mean that the intensity or power of peras in
one’s existence should be tempered, but, instead, that it should be supplement-
ed with apeiron.

Tempering an excess of apeiron in one’s existence is also related to imagina-
tion. As we have seen, it is possible to lose oneself in one’s imagination and be-
come “fantastic.” Tempering apeiron therefore concretely means that the imagi-
nation is brought back to the concrete actuality of one’s existence. One’s
imagination is then “fuelled” by one’s actuality so that it does not produce an
illusion or daydream, but instead shows one’s ideal self. It is important to see
that an excess of apeiron does not imply that one’s imagination is, in itself,
too powerful and that this power should be curbed or tempered. Tempering an
excess of apeiron means that it should be supplemented with and determined
by the peras of one’s existence, while retaining its imaginative power.

What does this mean in the context of Anti-Climacus’ conception of the
good life?

Although peras and apeiron are of course already opposites, they become
opposites in a stronger sense when one strives towards the realization of a higher
ideal. Since Christ’s existence is regarded as the highest ideal one could strive
for, we should conclude that both dimensions are most strongly opposed in
the person imitating Christ. In such a person, the tension between peras and
apeiron has risen to the highest possible level because a maximum of apeiron
has to be grounded in the facticity of his or her existence.

Now that we have discussed the Anti-Climacian answer to the first question
—what should be tempered?—we should turn to the second question, namely:
which human capacity moderates or tempers? What mixes the apeiron and
peras in one’s existence? As we have seen, the ultimate ground for a misrelation
in the self—the ground, that is, for our peras and apeiron being in undue propor-
tion—is, on Anti-Climacus’ view, unwillingness. Not reason, but the will, infused

73 SKS 12, 156 / SUD, 41.
74 Ibid.
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with self-knowledge, turned out to be the ground for a proper relation between
both dimensions of my existence.

This takes us to the core of an Anti-Climacian conception of temperance.
While Socrates views sophrosyné as the realization of a proper relation through
a tempering of the power or intensity of desire, Anti-Climacus regards tempering
as the process in which one dimension is supplemented by the other. “Lack” and
“excess” therefore refer not to the intensity or power of peras and apeiron in
themselves, but exclusively to the proportion or ratio of these elements.” Only
from the perspective of “the dialectic inherent in the self” can we speak mean-
ingfully about lack and excess, for the lack of one of the dimensions should be
understood as the excess of the other, and vice versa.”® In Socrates’ view, reason
itself is temperate. For Anti-Climacus, on the other hand, peras and apeiron are
not in themselves measured or limited or temperate, which is why it is impossi-
ble to determine, from their own character, when they have their ideal form. Tem-
pering is, for Anti-Climacus, therefore no activity through which the power or in-
tensity of peras and apeiron is curbed. On the contrary, tempering enables us to
imitate Christ more and more; and because Christ embodies the highest ideal of
human existence according to Anti-Climacus, we should understand tempering
as the process of “mixing” dimensions that are maximally opposed.

I use the verb “mixing” here not only because Socrates speaks about the
mixed life in the Philebus. “Mixing” refers to a classical conception of temper-
ance as well, i.e., Cicero’s “temperantia.” Paul van Tongeren claims that Cicero,
in translating the Greek “sophrosyné,” uses several synonyms of which “temper-
antia” has become most influential.”” He writes, “But temperance has in Latin,
certainly in Cicero’s Latin, the connotation of: ‘the right mixture,” the right bal-
ance; temperare means to mix different liquids in the right proportion.””®

In this respect, the kind of temperance that we traced in Anti-Climacus’
works is in line with the classical temperantia. It involves the mixing of maximal-
ly opposed dimensions of human existence. The right mixture, the proper relation
of peras and apeiron, can only be determined in light of the good life that is re-

75 There is, at this point, an interesting point of agreement with Nietzsche’s thoughts on
temperance. Paul van Tongeren makes clear that Nietzsche’s conception of temperance revolves
around the idea of realizing a due proportion of forces and is not about tempering the forces
themselves. In that respect both Kierkegaard and Nietzsche distinguish themselves from tradi-
tional conceptions of temperance: “[I]n traditional morality it is not so much the plurality of and
the struggle between the forces that have to be controlled, but only their strength” (Paul van
Tongeren, “Nietzsche’s Greek Measure,” Journal of Nietzsche Studies, vol. 24, 2002, p. 20).

76 SKS 12, 146 | SUD, 30.

77 Van Tongeren, “Nietzsche’s Greek Measure,” p. 10.
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alized through temperance. That is to say, one is more and more temperate in so
far as one is more and more expressing the ideal of Christ’s existence in one’s
concrete, actual existence.

V Temperance as a Kierkegaardian Virtue?

Up to this point I have shown that on the basis of Anti-Climacus’ ethical thought,
a conception of temperance can be reconstructed. My argument developed
against the background of the Platonic-Socratic conception of temperance. More-
over, the kind of temperance we traced in Anti-Climacus’ writings proved to be
very similar to the classical notion of “temperantia.” This raises the question
whether we could understand the Anti-Climacian understanding of temperance
as a virtue. In this section, I will explore that question. I deliberately write “ex-
plore,” because a properly substantiated answer to this question needs more
space than I have in this article. Nevertheless, I will make the suggestion that
we can understand Anti-Climacian temperance as a virtue.

A Three Objections

Before I elaborate that suggestion, I will need to discuss three objections against
my attempt to understand Anti-Climacian temperance as a virtue. The first objec-
tion, formulated by, among others, Karl Verstrynge, consists in the observation
that Anti-Climacus’ ethics is not a virtue ethics, but, instead, a duty ethics.””
Anti-Climacus focuses exclusively “on categories that, within philosophical dis-
course, can be described as ‘duty ethical’....”®° Verstrynge also points to the re-
lation between God and human beings in The Sickness unto Death. In Section III,
A, 1 pointed out that one’s relation to God is an important feature of human ex-
istence. Now, this relation to God brings with it a duty-ethical dimension that un-
dermines any virtue-ethical account of Kierkegaard’s works, because humans
could never realize the kind of ideality God demands from them.®

79 Johan Taels and Karl Verstrynge, “Twee open brieven. Climacus en Anti-Climacus over de
unieke interpretatie van Kierkegaards oeuvre,” Filosofie, vol. 19, 2009, pp. 27-29.

80 Taels and Verstrynge, “Twee open brieven. Climacus en Anti-Climacus over de unieke in-
terpretatie van Kierkegaards oeuvre,” p. 28 (my translation).

81 Verstrynge, “The Perfection of the Kierkegaardian Self in Regulative Perspective,” pp. 493 -
495.
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Of course, virtues do not only play a role in virtue ethics. Virtues can, as Im-
manuel Kant shows, also be important within a deontological ethics. Moreover
(and more importantly), I think we encounter, in Anti-Climacus’ writings, an in-
teresting combination of virtue-ethical and duty-ethical elements. On the one
hand (and in this I agree with Verstrynge) Anti-Climacus describes becoming
oneself, the realization of a proper relation between peras and apeiron, as “eter-
nity’s claim” and as “the highest claim.”®* In addition, he writes about the imi-
tation of Christ in terms of a requirement.®® On the other hand (and at the same
time!) Anti-Climacus adopts a perspective that is focused on the formation or de-
velopment of human existence, as we have seen. He describes becoming oneself
as a developmental “process.”® Furthermore, he understands the imitation of
Christ as a developmental process in which one learns to express more and
more of Christ’s ideal life in one’s own existence.®

Secondly, someone might object that virtues cannot play a role in Anti-Cli’
writings because virtues are perfect and thus “static” character traits that are ir-
reconcilable with Anti-Climacus’ conception of human existence as fundamen-
tally becoming or striving for perfection. However, this objection fails as well. Vir-
tues are not perfect or completed character traits. The virtuous person is not
completed, but, instead, the person that continually searches and strives for
improvement.®® And that is, as Verstrynge shows, precisely the core of human
existence on Anti-Climacus’ view: human beings strive for a perfection that can-
not be realized perfectly and definitively.*” The striving character of human exis-
tence therefore does not undermine a theory of the virtues but supports it.

A third objection could point to the fact that we (1) encounter the term “vir-
tue” in Anti-Climacus’ works only very infrequently; and (2) that, when he uses
the term “virtue,” it usually has a negative connotation. He writes for instance:
“Very often, however, it is overlooked that the opposite of sin is by no means vir-
tue....No, the opposite of sin is faith....”®® A Christian ethics is essentially in search
of a solution for the problem of sin, and Anti-Climacus seems to reason that the
solution does not consist in the cultivation of character but in faith.

82 SKS 11, 137 / SUD, 21f. 1 believe “demand” would have been a better translation of Anti-
Climacus’ “Fordring.”
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With regard to the first point, from the fact that a concept is (almost) absent
in the writings of an author we cannot, of course, conclude that the object to
which the concept refers does not play an important role in that author’s
thought. Interestingly, David Gouwens notices that Kierkegaard uses the concept
“virtue” so infrequently because he associates it with the formation of habits
that limits human freedom, while it is at the same time crystal clear that a num-
ber of virtues are very important in his writings.®® I will return to this point in the
next section.

With regard to the second point, apart from the fact that, in the Christian tra-
dition, faith itself has been understood as a virtue,’® we have to ask how we
should understand Anti-Climacus’ claim that the opposite of sin is faith instead
of virtue. By claiming this, he does not, in my view, reject virtue as such, but a
specific conception of virtue, namely a “pagan,” pre-Christian view on virtue.**
This is clear from the context of his claims about sin and faith. The belief that
sin and virtue are opposites, is, according to Anti-Climacus, “a pagan view”
which “does not know what sin is....”* The pagan—a term he uses mainly to
refer to the person in classical Greek culture—understands moral evil essentially
as “ignorance.”® That is, moral evil is in paganism explained by pointing to a
lack of knowledge of what is really good.** Thus, the solution for moral evil is,
in this framework, a cultivation of our desiring and reasoning nature. Against
the background of such a “weak” conception of moral evil, it is quite reasonable
to view “sin” and virtue as opposed. However, when moral evil is taken to be
much more radical, this pagan view does not suffice. If it is possible, as the
Christian tradition claims, that we know what is morally good and yet choose
moral evil, the pagan view of virtue is not adequate. Anti-Climacus’ critical re-

89 David J. Gouwens, Kierkegaard as a Religous Thinker, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press
1996, p. 101.

90 In (the third part of) his book Kierkegaard, Communication, and Virtue, Mark Tietjen argues
that Kierkegaard continues this tradition in his own original way. See Mark Tietjen, Kierkegaard,
Communication, and Virtue: Authorship as Edification, Bloomington: Indiana University Press
2013.

91 I believe we have to understand Anti-Climacus’ remarks on the “glittering vices” (SKS 11, 161
/ SUD, 46. SKS 11, 195 / SUD, 82) in the same way. For a similar analysis see Robert C. Roberts,
“Kierkegaard, Wittgenstein, and a Method of ‘Virtue Ethics,’” in Kierkegaard in Post/Modernity,
ed. by Martin J. Matustik and Merold Westphal, Bloomington: Indiana University Press 1995, p.
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marks thus seem to refer primarily to a specific conception of virtue rather than
to virtue as such.

B Anti-Climacian Temperance as a Virtue

In our discussion of these objections several obstacles to thinking about virtues
in Anti-Climacus’ thought have been removed. However, removing these obsta-
cles is, of course, not the same as establishing that virtues are in fact important
in his thought, not to mention that Anti-Climacian temperance should be under-
stood as a virtue. Nevertheless, in this section I will work out the suggestion that
we can indeed understand Anti-Climacus’ temperance as a virtue.

My starting point is a passage from The Sickness unto Death that is very im-
portant for discussions about these subjects.” In this passage, Anti-Climacus
distinguishes between mature and childish, immediate human beings. The dif-
ference between the two is whether they possess continuity or consistency in
their lives. On one occasion, childish persons act one way, and on another,
they act differently again. This is the reason they continually start anew in
their lives, and it is also “why they are always talking among themselves
about the particular, particular good deeds, particular sins.”® By contrast, ma-
ture human beings have an “an essential interior consistency” and aim to realize
an ever richer “consistency of the good.”®” They therefore possess the (virtue-eth-
ical) insight that, in life, it is not primarily about particular actions, but about
the establishment of consistency, which he also describes as “spirit” or
“totality.”®® At the same time, however, they have a fundamental fear of incon-
sistency: they have an “infinite fear” that making the wrong choice breaches
the continuity they aim to realize and sustain.”® Anti-Climacus writes that this
continuity can be broken by the “slightest inconsistency” and in “that very mo-
ment, the spell is perhaps broken, the mysterious power that bound all his ca-
pacities in harmony is diminished.”*°°

This passage suggests two things. First, we have reason to believe that vir-
tues indeed play a role in Anti-Climacus’ ethical thought: as we have seen, he
acknowledges the formation and development of spirit and continuity in

95 SKS 11, 217-220 / SUD, 105-109.
96 SKS 11, 219 / SUD, 107.

97 Ibid.
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99 SKS 11, 219 / SUD, 107.
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human existence. But, secondly, this developed spirit or continuity never be-
comes a second nature in a decisive way, because human beings retain the rad-
ical freedom to act in ways contrary to this continuity. This is completely in line
with Anti-Climacus’ moral psychology, which, as we have seen, stresses the rad-
ical freedom of the will. On the basis of these insights it is possible to reconstruct
the following conception of virtue: virtue is for Anti-Climacus (1) a formation,
continuity or consistency in human existence, which (2) is grounded and “sus-
tained” by the will, but which (3) the will can also pass by at any moment,
and (4) in the exercise of which is constitutive of the good life.’®* Now, someone
could ask: Can we call a character trait which can be passed by at any moment a
virtue? Is it not essential to virtue that patterns arise which fully form and deter-
mine our actions? Interestingly, one of the core questions in the virtue-ethical
tradition is, as MacIntyre shows, precisely the question what a virtue is.'®?
This question has been answered in many different ways. In light of the concep-
tion of virtue that I have reconstructed from Anti-Climacus’ works it is fascinat-
ing to note that Bonnie Kent proves that thirteenth century philosophers such as
Walter of Bruges, Henry of Ghent and John Duns Scotus synthesize a classical
conception of virtue with the idea of the radical freedom of the will.'*® These
thinkers are, like Kierkegaard, reluctant about particularly one aspect of the clas-
sical, Aristotelian conception of virtue: virtue as a habit that limits our freedom
to act.’® That is why Walter of Bruges develops a view on virtue that considers
the will to be the cause of (the development of) virtue, without thereby conclud-
ing that virtue is a disposition of the will itself.’*> Temperance, for example, he
understands as constituted by the will, but he regards it as a virtue of our desir-
ing nature.’®® Moreover, John Davenport has argued that the virtues that we en-

101 This is because, as Anti-Climacus shows, the realization of consequence or continuity is
existing as spirit. Cf. SKS 11, 219 / SUD, 107.

102 Maclntyre, After Virtue, pp. 181-183.
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(Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, ed. and trans. by Roger Crisp, Cambridge: Cambridge University
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counter in Kierkegaard’s writings are so called existential virtues.'®” The concept
of an existential virtue combines the idea of character formation with the idea of
radical freedom. The important Kierkegaardian notion of “repetition” expresses
this clearly, Davenport argues: “ ‘Repetition’...names the kind of temporal pat-
tern in which the factical hold of already-established tendencies and the tran-
scendence of freedom are combined: the past is reinscribed, but in a moment
of novelty.”'°® That is to say, in the process of becoming virtuous persons we con-
tinue to remain free to recommit ourselves to the state of reason, feeling, desire,
imagination and/or will that we have formed up to this point.'°®

This counters the objection that an emphasis on the radical freedom of the
will undermines any possible conception of virtue. If we can understand virtues
in Anti-Climacus’ thought as worked out above, we should be able to answer the
question whether we could indeed understand Anti-Climacian temperance as a
virtue. Do we recognize the four aspects of virtue that we worked out in the Anti-
Climacian conception of temperance? We have understood temperance from the
perspective of realizing a proper relation between peras and apeiron. This is in
line with the first characteristic, since we should form or develop or give continu-
ity to the relation of peras and apeiron that we are. In line with the second char-
acteristic we noticed, moreover, that the ground for temperance—for the mixing
of both dimensions—is an act of will. In line with the third characteristic we saw
that we continue to be radically free to quit or impair the process of develop-
ment. As we have seen, the form that we give to ourselves can never become
a second nature in a decisive way. Finally, in line with the fourth characteristic,
we have seen that we are realizing the good life (which consists in the imitation
of Christ) through establishing a (more and more) adequate relation of peras and
apeiron. The Anti-Climacian conception of temperance that I have worked out is
therefore in line with the conception of virtue that was reconstructed on the
basis of The Sickness unto Death. In addition, Anti-Climacian temperance is in-
terestingly similar to a classical conception of temperance, such as can be found
in the writings of Walter of Bruges, because Anti-Climacus views the will as the
ground of temperance, but does not consider temperance as a virtue of the will
itself.

In this section I have worked out the suggestion that, first, we can recon-
struct on the basis of Anti-Climacus’ works his conception of virtue; and, sec-
ondly, that the temperance that forms the background of his ethical thought
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can be understood as such a virtue. However, it should be stressed once again
that is merely a suggestion, an attempt, both too brief and provisional, to
work out the virtue ethical backgrounds of Anti-Climacus’ thought. This subject,
and the important questions that it raises, will have to be elaborated more deeply
on another occasion.

VI Conclusion: Ne Quid Nimis

In the introduction I asked whether temperance is important in Anti-Climacus’
ethical thought, given his critique of this virtue. In this article I have shown
that temperance is indeed important for Anti-Climacus. However, in the intro-
duction I also raised another question, namely, if temperance is indeed impor-
tant in his ethics, how then should we understand his critique of this virtue?
It is this question that I will take up in the conclusion.

Kierkegaard’s (and Anti-Climacus’) critique of temperance is most strongly
formulated in his critical reflections on the classical “ne quid nimis.” In The Sick-
ness unto Death he writes:

The summa summarum of all human wisdom is this “golden” (perhaps it is more correct to
say “plated”) mean: ne quid nimis. Too little and too much spoil everything....Now and then
there is a genius who goes a little way beyond this, and he is called crazy—by sensible peo-
ple. But Christianity makes an enormous giant stride beyond this ne quid nimis into the ab-
surd; that is where Christianity begins—and offense.'*®

Anti-Climacus’ critique is, I believe, directed at two opponents. The classical for-
mula “ne quid nimis” suggests that his first opponent is the classical (and there-
fore also Socratic) moral perspective. Ultimately, Anti-Climacus recognizes the
Christian moral perspective only; that is to say, all other, merely human perspec-
tives fail in light of the Christian perspective on the good life.'* The Socratic per-
spective, for instance, fails because it is centered on a conception of the good life
in which reason and desire are in due proportion. In that criticism, the Socratic
conception of temperance is also discarded since it is precisely the virtue
through which that life is realized. In his critique of “ne quid nimis” Anti-Clima-
cus therefore does not discard temperance as such but those views on temper-
ance that imply a merely human conception of the good life. His critique is there-
fore not directed at his own conception of temperance as the virtue through
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which a proper relation of peras and apeiron (or, put differently, the imitation of
Christ) is realized.

Anti-Climacus’ reflections on “ne quid nimis” are, then, directed to the clas-
sical-philosophical understanding of temperance. However, the second (and I
believe real) object of his critique is a different perspective: the perspective of
the established order.*” He describes this perspective in the passage quoted
above as the “human wisdom” of “sensible people.”** The prudence of the es-
tablished order cries out: “Why...do you want to torture and torment yourself
with the enormous criterion of ideality; turn to the established order, join the es-
tablished order, here is the criterion.”"** The refusal to comply with this com-
mand will lead to being called crazy, to persecution, or, as in the case of Socrates
and Christ—both of whom are gadflies that “the established order needed to
keep it from falling asleep or from falling into what is even worse, self-
deification.”**—to death.

Seen from this prudent perspective of human wisdom, Christianity is absurd,
offensive and immoderate. “[I]t would be best of all to explain for once that the
real reason that men are offended by Christianity is that it is too high, because its
goal is not man’s goal, because it wants to make man into something so extra-
ordinary that he cannot grasp the thought.”**® The extraordinary is that Christi-
anity wants to transform humans into “image[s] of perfection.”*"” In the context
of Practice in Christianity this means, as we have seen, being an image-bearer of
Christ. But this ideal of being human becomes all the more absurd, offensive and
immoderate when it becomes clear that Christianity connects perfection to hu-
miliation, suffering, persecution and possibly even martyrdom.™® From the per-
spective of the prudent it is absurd to view as ideal and perfection an overstrain-
ed life that will inevitably lead to an increase of suffering.

That this Christian existence of the imitation of Christ is absurd and immod-
erate from the perspective of human wisdom again makes clear that Anti-Clima-
cus, in his critical reflections on “ne quid nimis,” discards a specific conception
of temperance. In the confrontation between the two perspectives we encounter
two radically different understandings of temperance, because we encounter two
radically different understandings of the good life. The prudent conception of the
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good life refers, Anti-Climacus writes, to, for example, the importance of having
a respected profession within the established order, which allows you to live in
“a reassuring security” because you have become “like all the others.”**? In such
an existence temperance means strategically not deviating too much from what
“the people” want, not taking any risks and refraining from making any decisive
choice.

The critical reflections on “ne quid nimis” that we encounter in Kierkegaard’s
writings, then, should not be understood as critiquing every possible form of
temperance. In these passages, as in many others, he opposes a tendency he de-
tects in human nature: a tendency to indolence, laziness and comfort. What
Kierkegaard opposes is, in other words, mediocrity. As has become clear in
this article, Kierkegaard, through the mouth of Anti-Climacus, develops against
mediocrity a view of human existence that demands everything of us and in-
cludes great intensity and risk, but that nevertheless can rightly be described
as temperate.
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