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Abstract
This article examines a central aspect of Seren Kierkegaard’s existential
thought: the problem of living in accordance with truth, with particular
attention to the dialectical relationship between knowledge and will.
Kierkegaard’s exploration of how to shape the human self and choose
authentically is articulated through his theory of "spheres of existence.” A
key debate in this context concerns the “transition” from one stage of life to
another, and the role of reason in this process. On the one hand, some
scholars argue that the transition from the aesthetic to the ethical mode of
existence is based on “criterionless choice.” On the other hand, some
scholars consider this transition to be a rational decision, with an internalist
approach to reasons for action suggesting that deliberation on motivations
can bring about the transition. Drawing on Kierkegaard's anthropology,
which posits a separation between thought and actuality, and emphasizing
his epistemological approach that defines subjective knowledge, this article
concludes that, from Kierkegaard’s perspective, the transition to the ethical
sphere is rooted in reason. However, this reason expresses only the necessary
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condition for the transition: passionate will. It does not, by itself, actualize
the transition.

Keywords: Kierkegaard, transition, aesthetics, ethics, reason, passion
Introduction

A fundamental question in Western philosophy and ethics, from Socrates
onward, is how to live in accordance with truth and how epistemic states
influence volitional actions. If living an examined life means living in
accordance with well-grounded beliefs, then it is essential to ask: do reasons
determine how we live, just as they determine our beliefs, or is there an
enduring gap between reasons and action?

The relation between knowledge and will, and the question of how to live in
accordance with truth, is central to Seren Kierkegaard’s existential
philosophy. His account of the formation of the self and the conscious choice
process is encapsulated in his theory of spheres (or stages) of existence. A
contentious issue within this framework concerns the nature of the transition
from one stage to another, and whether reasons play a role in this transition.
Sartrean readings of Kierkegaard suggest that such transitions depend on a
criterionless act of will, interpreting Kierkegaard as an anti-rational thinker
who grounds ethical authority solely in free will.

Alasdair Mclntyre’s interpretation in After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory
is a paradigmatic example of this Sartrean view. Mclintyre argues that
Either/Or presents two incommensurable ways of life, each embodying
distinct concepts and incompatible approaches. According to Mclntyre, the
choice between these modes of existence is a criterionless one because the
reasons within each sphere are intelligible only to those within that sphere.
Therefore, individuals must make a choice based on primary principles, and
no further reason can justify them.

However, many scholars criticize MclIntyre’s reading, arguing that the
spheres should not be considered incommensurable. They contend that states
such as “despair” can serve as a motivating reason for the transition from the
aesthetic sphere to the ethical sphere. While Mclntyre acknowledges some
errors in his earlier interpretation, he maintains that in Either/Or, despair
leads to the ethical sphere only if it is chosen. From the perspective of the
aesthete, despair cannot be reasoned into a transition; only after entering the
ethical sphere can one understand the meaning of choosing. Mclintyre also
argues that even if despair serves as a psychological cause of the transition,
it does not provide a rational ground for it.
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In Kierkegaard, Mclintyre, Williams, and the Internal Point of View, Rob
Compaijen analyzes this dispute within the context of reasons for action,
contrasting externalist and internalist positions. Defending the internalist
stance, Compaijen critiques Mclntyre’s theory and argues that the move to
the ethical sphere can be grounded in reasons. For Compaijen, the aesthete’s
transition to the ethical sphere is a rational decision based on sustained
deliberation over current motivations.

This article investigates, in light of Kierkegaard’s anthropological and
epistemological views, the relationship between reasons and the transition to
the ethical sphere. We argue that, within Kierkegaard’s framework, the
transition to the ethical sphere is indeed grounded in deliberation, but it is
not a necessary outcome of that deliberation. Instead, it depends on the
aesthete’s passionate commitment to act upon the conclusions of that
deliberation. Thus, the view that reasons alone can lead to the transition, as
suggested by Compaijen, is insufficient. Simultaneously, we also argue that
the reading of Mcintyre, which treats the transition as a purely criterionless
act, overlooks Kierkegaard’s deeper conception of the transition as requiring
passionate engagement with one’s reasoning.

The article proceeds in three sections. The first section explains that,
according to Kierkegaard’s anthropology, even the highest degree of
knowledge cannot, by itself, generate the inward resolve to act. The second
section clarifies the role of reasons within Kierkegaard’s epistemology,
emphasizing the nature of subjective knowledge. The third section analyzes
Judge William’s discussion in Either/Or, focusing on the manner in which
the aesthete moves to the ethical sphere. Finally, the conclusion discusses the
flaws in Mclntyre’s and Compaijen’s readings based on this analysis.
Conclusion

Based on the analysis of Kierkegaard’s anthropology and epistemology, we
conclude that the transition to the ethical sphere, while grounded in thought
and deliberation, is not the inevitable outcome of such deliberation. Rather,
it depends on the aesthete’s passionate commitment to the conclusions drawn
from that deliberation. Thus, contrary to Mclntyre, the transition to the
ethical sphere is not a criterionless choice. While Mclntyre rightly
emphasizes the absolute either/or between the aesthetic and ethical spheres,
he treats this choice as taking place within a system of reasons and beliefs,
which Kierkegaard would reject. Instead, Kierkegaard emphasizes
commitment to the practical implications of one’s reasoning.
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Internalist interpretations, such as Rob Compaijen’s, are also insufficient.
Compaijen argues that the transition is grounded in rational deliberation, but
Kierkegaard maintains that deliberation alone cannot bring about the
transition. Action arises only when the individual passionately commits to
the conclusions of that deliberation, a commitment that is not guaranteed
merely through the deliberative process itself.
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