
Heiberg’s Speculative Poetry as a Model 
for Kierkegaard’s Concept of Controlled Irony

 
Jon Stewart

In a late journal entry looking back on Johan Ludvig Heiberg’s critical 
review of Either/Or,1 Kierkegaard, with a sense of injured pride, writes 
that prior to and including the 1843 publication of Either/Or, he “had 
steadfastly expressed nothing but respectful devotion for Prof. Heiberg.”2 
It is well known that in his early years Kierkegaard was highly influenced 
by Heiberg’s works on criticism and aesthetics.3 Kierkegaard published 
his first short articles in Heiberg’s journal, Kjøbenhavns flyvende Post.4 In 
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them he, among other things, defends Heiberg and his journal against 
their critics. His debut book, From the Papers of One Still Living (1838), 
was originally submitted for publication in Heiberg’s journal Perseus,1 
and contains Hegelian references and jargon which were obviously 
intended to curry favor with Heiberg and facilitate the work’s acceptance 
for publication in his Hegelian review. Either/Or contains a long account 
of Scribe’s First Love,2 a work translated and produced by Heiberg for 
the Royal Theater, and a Hegelian analysis of the dialectic of content and 
form in drama, which must have been dear to Heiberg’s heart.3

While all of these works can be said to display a clear Heibergian 
influence, it is less obvious, however, how Kierkegaard showed Heiberg 
“respectful devotion” in The Concept of Irony (1841). I wish to argue 
that Kierkegaard evidences a profound debt to Heiberg in the work’s 
last section. Specifically, I wish to claim that Heiberg’s account of the 
contemporary crisis, which he presents in On the Significance of Philosophy 
for the Present Age, is one of Kierkegaard’s models for his critical account 
of Romantic irony. Moreover, Heiberg’s proposed solution to the crisis 
of contemporary nihilism and relativism provided Kierkegaard with a 
model for a corrective conception of irony, i.e., controlled irony or irony 
as a controlled element,4 which has been one of the most notoriously 
difficult concepts to interpret in Kierkegaard’s corpus.

For those readers unfamiliar with Heiberg, this might seem to be 
a rather innocuous thesis. However, the highly controversial nature of 
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this thesis will not be lost on those who know something of Heiberg 
and Kierkegaard’s complex relation to him. Indeed, this claim will 
strike many Kierkegaard readers as immediately implausible given the 
context and nature of Heiberg’s treatise.1 Heiberg’s On the Significance 
of Philosophy for the Present Age, published in the spring of 1833,2 was 
an endorsement of Hegelian philosophy. Given Kierkegaard’s celebrated 
later criticism of Hegelianism, his indebtedness to a Hegelian text at this 
juncture indicates his response to Hegel’s work was more nuanced than 
it is often presented as being. It would thus seem odd that Kierkegaard, 
with his famous criticism of Hegelianism, would seek inspiration in this 
text for his concept of “controlled irony.” 

Moreover, the main goal of Heiberg’s treatise is to portray the 
contemporary crisis of religion and culture, which, he argues, must be 
overcome by the tools provided by Hegel’s philosophy. In this work, 
he gives no account of irony as such. Thus, again, it is by no means 
obvious why this text might potentially be important for Kierkegaard’s 
development of this concept given that it apparently treats an entirely 
different topic. 

Finally, it would seem that Heiberg plays a very negligible role in The 
Concept of Irony since Kierkegaard refers to him only three times directly, 
and none of these references seems particularly substantive. For example, 
with the first reference Heiberg is not even mentioned by name, but 
Kierkegaard refers to his play The Elves.3 In another reference Heiberg 
is mentioned in the last lines of the book when Kierkegaard refers to 
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H.L. Martensen’s book review of Heiberg’s New Poems.1 This is then a 
reference to Martensen’s text and thus seems to concern Heiberg only 
indirectly. Only the third and final reference to Heiberg, which appears in 
the section “Irony as a Controlled Element, the Truth of Irony,”2 would 
seem to offer even marginal support for the aforementioned assertion. 

Despite what might appear as the immediate implausibility of the 
claim, I wish to argue that Heiberg and Kierkegaard are engaged in a 
rather similar project in their respective works: The Concept of Irony and 
On the Significance of Philosophy for the Present Age. They address the same 
contemporary problem and propose a quite similar solution to it. The 
points of similarity are so compelling that there can be no doubt that 
Kierkegaard was highly influenced by Heiberg’s treatise even though it 
is neither cited nor referred to in The Concept of Irony directly.

I. Heiberg’s and Kierkegaard’s Analyses of the Crisis of the Age

The section on controlled irony plays a profoundly important role 
despite its limited size. In the first part of The Concept of Irony (and some 
of the second part) Kierkegaard explores Socratic irony in great detail. 
In the second part he turns his attention to the other main historical 
manifestations of irony, namely, the irony of the German Romantics, 
such as, Friedrich Schlegel, Ludwig Tieck, and K.W.F. Solger. It may be 
the case that Kierkegaard conceived the work as having three parts and 
not two, with the third part being constituted by a detailed analysis of his 
own concept of controlled irony. But given his well-known difficulties 
in completing his dissertation,3 he was obliged to make the final section 
merely perfunctory. Much of what is said there has the character of a 
suggestive comment and not a carefully worked-out analysis or argument. 
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However, its placement at the end of work and its introduction of a 
new conception of irony, intended to serve as a corrective to Romantic 
irony, indicate that this section’s importance cannot be judged by the 
number of pages it fills. Moreover, this is the section where Kierkegaard 
explains “the truth of irony” after having spent several pages criticizing 
what he perceives to be the misguided irony of German Romanticism. 
His sketchy account of controlled irony has resulted in widely divergent 
interpretations regarding exactly what the concept ultimately amounts 
to.1 I wish to argue that reading this section in conjunction with Heiberg’s 
aforementioned text sheds some light on some otherwise rather cryptic 
passages and ultimately provides important insight into the nature of the 
concept of controlled irony.

In the second part of the work, Kierkegaard explores under the label 
of “irony” the different forms of subjectivism, relativism and nihilism, 
that were rampant during this period. Here he quite consciously follows 
in the footsteps of Hegel, who criticized the characteristic excesses 
and abuses among his contemporaries in the general context of what 
he called “subjective freedom.”2 Hegel often refers to his opponents by 
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means of vague references such as “the law of the heart,” “the unhappy 
consciousness” or “the beautiful soul.” Readers familiar with the German 
Romantic movement would have recognized these terms as references 
to some of the same figures that Kierkegaard treats in The Concept of 
Irony: Schlegel, Tieck and Solger.1 Moreover, Hegel identifies “irony” as 
one of the pernicious forms of subjectivism that he wishes to criticize.2 
There can be no doubt that Kierkegaard is influenced by Hegel’s 
critique of Romanticism since he refers to it repeatedly throughout the 
dissertation.
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The Hegelian, Heiberg, was also highly interested in the pheno-
menon of modern subjectivity and irony.1 The self-declared task of 
his work, On the Significance of Philosophy for the Present Age, was to 
overcome what he perceived as the contemporary crisis. Heiberg 
outlines the characteristic features of the crisis as a loss of religious 
belief, a marginalization of art, and a neglect of philosophy. Heiberg used 
the term “crisis” to characterize an outlook that Hegel had previously 
identified as a form of “subjective freedom” and Kierkegaard would later 
refer to as “Romantic irony.” We recognize it today under terms such as 
subjectivism, relativism and nihilism. Heiberg starts by pointing out the 
logical inconsistencies involved in the position of the relativist:

One can doubt God; as atheist, one can completely deny Him. All this is 
possible, but one can neither doubt nor deny the truth. If one denies God, 
then it is because one regards the truth to be in this negation. One can act 
badly; like a criminal, one can sacrifice good for evil. But even this happens 
with the recognition of the truth in the sense that one posits the truth or 
the good in that which the law calls the opposite. One can claim that man 
can know nothing, that the truth, therefore, is not for man; but even then 
one must regard this proposition not only as a truth but as the only truth, 
i.e., as truth itself. Both in the theoretical and in the practical, one can 
reason away the infinite and live in merely finite determinations; but then 
one posits truth in the finite and regards the infinite as its opposite.2 

This is a traditional argument against relativism which aims to 
demonstrate that such a position is self-contradictory and thus self-
refuting. While not an original argument in itself, it tells us about 
Heiberg’s understanding of the present crisis. The argument is a 
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straightforward case against relativism and nihilism, one form of which 
is irony, i.e., the denial that there is any enduring truth in actuality 
by means of a distanced and cynical disposition towards it. Heiberg’s 
characterization of the proponent of this position as one who lives “in 
merely finite determinations” fits well with Kierkegaard’s descriptions of 
the Romantics. Thus, Heiberg and Kierkegaard are analyzing much the 
same phenomena, and both generally follow Hegel in their assessment 
of the problem. The main difference is that Kierkegaard wants to focus 
on a single specific form of subjectivism, i.e., irony, whereas Hegel and 
Heiberg are interested in a broader outlook of which irony is only one 
aspect.

Given that both Heiberg and Kierkegaard are addressing themselves 
to the same problem and that their assessment of that problem is quite 
similar, it is natural that their respective proposals for a solution will have 
some similarities. It is to these that we now turn.

II. Poetry and Philosophy and “Controlled Irony”

The first claim that could be regarded as a having a connection to Heiberg 
is when Kierkegaard explains that it is necessary for a poet who exercises 
controlled irony “to be a philosopher to a certain degree.”1 One of the 
main features of Heiberg’s On the Significance of Philosophy for the Present 
Age is the Hegelian hierarchy of disciplines, which comprise absolute 
spirit. According to Hegel, absolute spirit, the highest form of collective 
human cognition, consists of philosophy, religion and art.2 Philosophy 
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occupies the top of the hierarchy since it is purely conceptual knowing 
or understanding the concept as concept. By contrast, religion, which 
occupies the second position, understands the concept not conceptually 
but rather with picture thinking, i.e., with images, stories, symbols, 
etc. Finally, art’s understanding of the concept requires a concrete 
empirical object. Thus, its thinking of the concept is not conceptual but 
relies on experience of objects. Heiberg follows this model with some 
modest deviations such as adding poetry as a new element, apparently 
independent of art. He claims, “Indeed, art, poetry and religion contain 
the same truth as philosophy, but not in the truth’s own form: the truth 
is in the former as substance and has there its different contingent forms; 
but the Concept is the truth in the latter, and the Concept has only 
one form, just like material.”1 Similarly, he writes, “Thus, art, poetry 
and religion receive their justification in philosophy, and philosophy 
documents its own validity by documenting theirs, for which reason it 
was said above that philosophy itself cannot do without them.”2 Heiberg’s 
treatise evoked the anger of theologians with the suggestion that religion 
and art are grounded in philosophy and indeed in order to understand 
them, one must be a philosopher.3 

In his discussion Heiberg distinguishes two groups of poets: the 
realists and the idealists. While the former are fixated on the concrete, 
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the latter transcend the realm of particular, empirical entities and present 
the deeper underlying truth behind them. He explains, 

…all true poetry is penetrated by the speculative Idea or the truth. Indeed, 
it is always idealist since it lets the finite lose itself in the infinite or presents 
the finite, not for its own sake, but as a vehicle for the presentation of the 
infinite….Realism is the view, which stops with things which are finite; 
idealism, by contrast, is the conviction of their sublation in the Idea, in the 
infinite.1

Thus, when Heiberg says that poets should be philosophers, he means 
specifically idealist philosophers. He continues,

Thus, even though poetry is idealist in itself and in spite of all those who 
produce it, one can nonetheless divide up poets into realists and idealists, 
and only the latter are conscious both of what poetry is and what they 
themselves are. The idealists or speculative poets are themselves philosophers 
and produce philosophy just like the actual philosophers, only with the 
difference which poetry’s contingent form stipulates. But the contingent 
form, which disappears in philosophy itself while it is present in poetry, is 
inessential here (as in all art in general), while it is essential in religion. For 
this reason the speculative poet can regard the difference between poetry 
and philosophy as inessential and present philosophy in his works.2  

Here Heiberg presents his own aesthetic version of Hegel’s doctrine 
of absolute knowing. According to Hegel, it is the philosopher who 
stands atop the hierarchy of knowledge with the ability to transcend 
the specialized sciences and grasp the deeper speculative truth of the 
whole. Heiberg adds the speculative poet, who presents the truth of the 
whole in his poetry by transcending the finite, empirical elements. Just 
as Hegel was in a philosophical polemic with empiricism in the form 
of contemporary philosophers such as Krug,3 so also Heiberg sees the 
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speculative poet as waging a conflict against the empirical or realist poets, 
who have not grasped the philosophical Idea and hope to seduce their 
readers with quaint or sentimental accounts of finite things and events. 
Ultimately, Heiberg’s claim is that a philosophical understanding of the 
world is what is required to help the present age recover from its crisis. 
This means that the crisis in the arts and in poetry can only be overcome 
with idealist poetry, which allows one to grasp the speculative truth of 
the whole. This account has clear affinities with Kierkegaard’s claim that 
the ironic poet must become a philosopher to a certain degree. This is 
perhaps why Kierkegaard, in the section on controlled irony, continually 
refers to “the poet” (and not, for example, the novelist or the philosopher) 
as his positive model of an ironist.

Kierkegaard continues to play on this in his analysis and description 
of controlled irony. He claims that the poet who wishes to use controlled 
irony must have what he calls “a totality-view” of the world [Total-
Anskuelse af Verden].1 The concept seems to follow Hegel’s speculative 
philosophy, which attempts to present a view of the whole, i.e., all the 
individual categories in their necessary mutual relations to one another. 
Given that these categories and their relations have to do with concepts, 
one must be a philosopher, i.e., one who thinks in concepts, in order 
to understand them fully.2 In order to have such a view, according to 
Kierkegaard, the poet must overcome his “immediate position of 
genius.”3 Similarly, for Hegel and Heiberg, the idealist philosopher must 
overcome the immediacy of experience to grasp the underlying truth of 
the Idea. The individual must transcend immediacy and attain a higher 
truth in reflection and speculation.

Another striking point of similarity is Kierkegaard’s use of Goethe in 
this context.4 Kierkegaard continues by explaining that the understanding 
of the world also involves a self-understanding of the poet. He continues, 
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“If this is the case, then the individual poetic work will not have a 
merely external relation to the poet; in the individual poem, he will see 
an element in his own development.”1 Then he introduces Goethe as a 
model example of controlled irony in this sense: “The reason Goethe’s 
poet-existence was so great was that he was able to make his poet-life 
congruous with his actuality. But that in turn takes irony, but, please 
note, controlled irony….In Goethe, irony was in the strictest sense a 
controlled element; it was a serving spirit to the poet.”2 Kierkegaard’s use 
of Goethe as a positive example in this work contrasts notably with his 
less than enthusiastic references to him in later writings. 

This positive assessment can be understood as another example of 
Kierkegaard’s appropriation of Heiberg’s On the Significance of Philosophy. 
In that work, Heiberg not only idolizes Goethe as the great poetic figure 
of the age who corresponds to Hegel as the great philosophical figure,3 
but he also singles out Goethe as the paradigm case of a speculative poet. 
While Heiberg praises Dante and Calderón, it is Goethe who stands the 
highest among the select group of speculative poets:

With respect to Goethe…[n]ot only are some of his most significant works, 
such as Wilhelm Meister, Tasso and in particular Faust, didactic poems…but 
the speculative Idea penetrates the composition of almost all his works, 
even those, which cannot actually be characterized by this name. For in his 
Tasso it is uncertain whether he prefers the poet or the diplomat, and all 
of his portrayals both of characters and of events are kept as subordinate 
moments in the unity, as finitudes, which are only valid inside their limits. 
Only when they are seen in this way, are they seen in their sublation, and 
therefore in their truth. However, he effects this sublation, unlike Dante 
and Calderón, with a very abstract perception of the finite in universality. 
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On the contrary, no one goes into more details of nature and human life 
than he. No one lingers with greater desire on all our finite determinations 
and relations. Indeed, he has taught us that poetry, without becoming 
either trivial or unpopular, can go much more deeply into these details, 
determinations and relations than had previously been suspected. What is 
grandiose, what is imposing, in Goethe is thus seen in the love with which 
he seems to lose himself in these finitudes, while he suddenly surprises us 
by standing above them and recognizing them for what they are.1

Heiberg indicates that the genius of the speculative poet lies in the 
ability to shift perspective from the details of the finite world to the 
macrolevel which contains an overview. Thus, the speculative poet never 
allows himself to get lost in the realm of the finite and the particular but 
always has the speculative view of the whole clearly in focus. So also with 
Kierkegaard, controlled irony does not, like Romantic irony, get lost in 
a gratuitous criticism of every individual particular but instead keeps a 
larger perspective of truth and beauty.

While both Kierkegaard and Heiberg use Goethe as a model for the 
solution to the then current problem of Romantic irony, relativism and 
nihilism, it is still an open question whether they are really attracted to 
the same thing in him. Does Kierkegaard’s solution of “controlled irony” 
really bear any resemblance to Heiberg’s notion of “speculative poetry”? 
I wish to argue that while they have completely different names, the 
two concepts are strikingly similar. This can be seen from the respective 
descriptions of them. 

After lauding Goethe as a poet who makes use of controlled irony, 
Kierkegaard uses Heiberg himself as his second example, thereby 
implicitly comparing the Danish poet with his German predecessor: 

As poet, professor Heiberg takes the same position [sc. as Goethe], and 
while almost every line of dialogue he has written can provide an example 
of irony’s inner economy in the play, all his plays exhibit the conscious 
striving to assign to every particular line its place in the whole. Here, then, 
the irony is controlled, is reduced to an element.”2 
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Kierkegaard thus admires Heiberg for exactly the same reasons Heiberg 
admires Goethe. Both Heiberg and Goethe have the ability to portray 
finite particularities in such a way that their true meaning is revealed. 
They can explore limitations and finitude without undermining all truth 
and validity. By presenting each particular thing in its proper place, 
they expose a deeper speculative truth. Both are thus masters of what 
Kierkegaard terms controlled irony.

III. The Categories of Logic and “Controlled Irony”

Kierkegaard, in this same context, goes on, in an entirely enigmatic 
manner, to use a Hegelian analysis of the categories in order to criticize 
the Romantics: “The essence is nothing other than the phenomenon; 
the phenomenon is nothing other than the essence.”1 It is no accident 
that Kierkegaard makes this remark immediately after mentioning 
Heiberg. It refers to Hegel’s critique of different forms of dualism, for 
example, Kant’s an sich/representation or noumena/phenomena split.2 
According to Kant, the thing in itself is the ground for the appearances 
or representations that are shaped by the categories of human cognition. 
We can never know the thing in itself since we can never catch a glimpse 
of things without the categories we impose on them. Hegel, however, 
argues that it is a mistake to posit the truth beyond the reach of human 
cognition. He claims that concepts, such as essence and phenomena, are 
necessarily dialectically related to one another. It is the nature of essence 
that it expresses itself or appears as phenomena. It is also the nature of 
phenomena that they are grounded in essence. Thus, the two elements 
are necessarily related and indeed form a single concept. Heiberg 
endorsed this view in his main work on Hegel’s logic, the Outline of 
the Philosophy of Philosophy or Speculative Logic.3 His formulation very 
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much resembles that used by Kierkegaard: “The essence is only in the 
phenomenon or in its own reflection (the phenomenon has essence); 
and the phenomenon is only in the essence or in its own reflection (the 
essence has the phenomenon).”1 

Kierkegaard goes on to mention two of the modal categories in 
much the same Hegelian spirit: “Possibility is not so prudish as to 
be unwilling to enter into any actuality, but actuality is possibility.”2 
His criticism is aimed at the Romantic view that the world is full of 
wonderful possibilities which unfortunately cannot be realized due 
to repressive mechanisms. Regretfully we are consigned to live in the 
miserable, unimaginative world of actuality with no hope of attaining 
anything better. Romantic irony results because the world of actuality is 
flawed and corrupt in comparison to the unattainable ideal. Kierkegaard 
follows Hegel’s and Heiberg’s criticism of this view, claming that it is 
conceptually confused. For Hegel, these categories are also necessarily 
related.3 Actuality is realized possibility. Heiberg also treats these 
categories in his Speculative Logic,4 where he argues that dualism leads 
nowhere, but when possibility is conceived as the necessary opposite 
of actuality, the dialectical movement can progress: “The opposition 
of impossibility to possibility sublates itself; only in its opposition to 
actuality does it become real.”5 Hegel, Heiberg and Kierkegaard are all 
in agreement that one must discern the ideal in the actual.

Kierkegaard uses these logical categories—essence/phenomenon 
and possibility/actuality—to illustrate the virtues of controlled irony. 
Romantic irony relishes the lack of commitment and melancholy of 
pure possibility without actuality, and empty phenomena without any 
corresponding essence; it plays irresponsibly in the sphere of phenomena 
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while denying that there is anything fixed or true behind it. Kierkegaard 
cites Heiberg’s works as an example of how irony can be used in a way that 
does not undermine all truth and validity but, on the contrary, illustrates 
the truth in the phenomena. This is precisely the same point that Heiberg 
made about the greatness of Goethe as a speculative poet in the passages 
cited above, and thus it is no coincidence that in the next sentence after 
the account of these categories, Kierkegaard mentions Goethe: “Goethe, 
both the striving and the victorious Goethe, has always acknowledged 
this view, has continually articulated this view very energetically.”1

Heiberg argues, along Hegelian lines, that one of the characteristic 
features of modern alienation is that we have become skeptical about the 
world around us. Everything seems finite, and therefore contingent and 
false. The result is a world-view which places absolute values, such as God, 
beauty and truth, somewhere outside the world we know. Heiberg writes, 
“Religion, art, and poetry, since they were not able to posit themselves in 
the undertakings of the age, necessarily had to posit themselves beyond 
them.”2 The absolute values are exiled to a transcendent beyond which we 
can never reach. From this point of view, it is only a short step to simply 
eliminate this transcendent sphere, since it has no effect on or meaning 
for our existence anyway. This is, for Heiberg, the position of relativism 
or nihilism that culture has reached in the present age. 

To overcome this crisis, philosophy must restore those transcendent 
elements to the world of actuality. He writes, “Thus, the infinite, having 
departed from our finite relation, can only be won back by seeing 
these relations in their truth, i.e., recognizing them as striving toward 
philosophy.”3 He explains, 

Only philosophy can go into the many details of our finite goals….Only it 
can see their tendency toward the infinite and, with this knowledge, clarify 
their obscure aspects. Only it is in a position to sublate them without 
destroying them; on the contrary, in their sublation to the infinite it affirms 
their validity. In this manner our finite undertaking becomes grafted into 
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the infinite, the human into the divine, and the limitation has disappeared; 
our sciences become philosophy, and our state wins back its regulating form. 
But just as philosophy confirms the legitimacy of our finite undertakings, 
specifically by showing how the infinite is their goal, so also, by the same 
action, it reinvests the infinite in its rights by determining it as the goal, and 
thereby, as it were, giving it an estate in the actual world.1

Philosophy restores truth and meaning not by erecting some abstract 
ideal in the beyond but by showing that there is truth and meaning in 
the sphere of the actual all around us. The goal is thus to educate our 
minds to perceive the infinite truth in the world of finite things.

Kierkegaard avails himself of these metaphysical categories in his 
description of controlled irony. He writes, 

Irony as a controlled element manifests itself in its truth precisely by 
teaching how to actualize actuality, by placing the appropriate emphasis on 
actuality. In no way can this be interpreted as wanting to deify actuality…or 
as denying that there is, or at least ought to be, a longing in every human 
being for something higher and more perfect. But this longing must not 
hollow out actuality; on the contrary, life’s content must become a genuine 
and meaningful element in the higher actuality whose fullness the soul 
craves.2 

Controlled irony refuses to limit itself to either the purely empirical or 
empty and illusive ideals. Rather, it attempts to unite these spheres by 
recognizing the ideal in the phenomena. Kierkegaard thus follows Hegel 
and Heiberg by arguing that the truth does not lie in the beyond, in a 
transcendent sphere, but in actuality.

IV. History, Appropriation and “Controlled Irony”

Kierkegaard goes on to mention the historical element which is so 
important to Heiberg’s On the Significance of Philosophy: “Actuality 
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hereby acquires its validity, not as a purgatory…but as history in which 
consciousness successively matures, yet in such a way that salvation 
consists not in forgetting all this but in becoming present in it.”1 This 
recalls Hegel’s and Heiberg’s conception of spirit becoming aware of 
itself through history and thus gaining freedom and self-knowledge. 
Kierkegaard underscores the goal of the individual to be aware of this 
historical movement and in his or her own life to become “present 
in it.” Kierkegaard issues a kind of ethical imperative to his readers, 
enjoining them not to rest in abstract knowing alone but to appropriate 
it in their own lives: “if our generation has any task at all, it must be to 
translate the achievement of scientific scholarship into personal life, to 
appropriate it personally.”2 That “scientific scholarship” is intended as a 
reference to Hegel’s philosophy is clear from what Kierkegaard goes on 
to say a few lines later: “When scientific scholarship mediates all the 
opposites, then the point is that this full-bodied actuality ought truly 
to become visible.”3 Hegel’s dialectical method is of course known for 
its mediation of opposites, such as essence/phenomena or possibility/
actuality. Kierkegaard’s point is that this should lead to some concrete, 
empirical result in the world and not merely remain an abstract thought. 
One of the opposite terms must have a foot in actuality. In any case, the 
aforementioned moral injunction is an echo of Heiberg’s Introductory 
Lecture to the Logic Course, when he says, “Thus, the demand of the age 
calls to all but doubly to the chosen, whose destiny it is to hasten ahead 
of the masses, each in his individual circle of activity, and plant the flag 
of culture in a heretofore untrodden soil.”4 Like Kierkegaard, Heiberg 
contends that abstract thinking is worthwhile only if and when it is 
applied to the actual world. 
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With this moral injunction Kierkegaard introduces his concept of 
appropriation. One must take the abstract idea, and, by appropriating 
it personally into one’s own life, one makes the idea actual. It enters 
into actuality through a conscious decision and action of the individual. 
Needless to say, this is one of the central concepts in Kierkegaard’s 
authorship, which he comes to develop later in different forms, such 
as repetition or reduplication. It is one aspect of his thought that has 
occasioned many to regard him as a forerunner of existentialism. It is 
thus noteworthy that it may have originated with Heiberg.

It is also noteworthy that Kierkegaard continually refers not to the 
ironist but to the poet and uses three poets, Shakespeare, Goethe and 
Heiberg, as his models. On this point Kierkegaard again follows Heiberg 
who, at variance from Hegel’s system, inserts poetry as another element 
in absolute spirit, at times putting it on a par with absolute knowing. 
Thus, the philosopher and the poet lead the way to human salvation. This 
is the reason that, for Kierkegaard, the ironist is a poet who also needs to 
be a philosopher.1 On this point Kierkegaard is more Heibergian than 
Hegelian.

Kierkegaard advocates irony as a means of liberation with much 
the same rhetorical zeal that Heiberg claims Hegel’s philosophy and 
speculative poetry will provide salvation for the present age. One of 
Kierkegaard’s original theses to the dissertation, which is repeated here 
in the final section is “no genuinely human life is possible without irony.”2 
He adds that irony is “the absolute beginning of personal life” and is “the 
bath of regeneration and rejuvenation, irony’s baptism of purification 
that rescues the soul from having its life in finitude.”3 Perhaps most 
provocative, Kierkegaard plays on John 14:6, where Christ says “I am 
the way, the truth and the life,” by writing “Irony as the negative is the 
way; it is not the truth but the way.”4 Irony is not the truth since it has 
no positive content, but it is necessary in order to come to the truth since 
it helps recognize and expose what is false. Thus irony is not the end 

Heiberg’s Speculative Poetry as a Model for Controlled Irony 157

1 CI, p. 325; SKS, vol. 1, p. 353.
2 CI, p. 326; SKS, vol. 1, p. 355.
3 Ibid.
4 CI, p. 327; SKS, vol. 1, p. 356.



station but a necessary transitional phase in the critical and reflective 
life. While Romantic irony, remaining in this phase dismisses all truth 
and all actuality, controlled irony allows one to see the truth of actuality.

Here Kierkegaard seems to present a Hegelian dialectic of stages. 
One begins in immediacy, moves to reflection, and finally ends up 
in speculation. Irony represents the second stage which is necessary 
for criticizing the irrational, the corrupt and the false in the world of 
immediacy. Kierkegaard writes of one who is not acquainted with irony: 
“He does not know the refreshment and strengthening that come with 
undressing when the air gets too hot and heavy and diving into the sea of 
irony, not in order to stay there, of course, but in order to come out healthy, 
happy buoyant and to dress again.”1 Thus, Kierkegaard indicates, like 
Hegel, that there is a third positive stage after the second negative one. 
The goal is not to use irony indiscriminately, criticizing and destroying 
everything, thus ending with nothing, but rather to destroy only what is 
false and corrupt and to recognize what is true and rational. 

A central aspect of Heiberg’s Hegelianism was precisely this 
interpretation and organization of diverse phenomena into three stages: 
immediacy, reflection and speculation. This tendency is in evidence in 
some of his articles in his journal, Kjøbenhavns flyvende Post.2 In one 
article he notes, “Already in the few numbers of this weekly journal 
which have been published so far, there has been occasion to draw 
attention to the triple standpoint of the human spirit: an immediate or 
perceptive, a reflecting or dialectical, and a speculative one.”3 In another 
article, he claims that this is no mere abstract scheme but a fact about 
actuality itself: “this threefold moment runs not merely through the 
human spirit but through everything that is the object of philosophy; 
indeed, philosophy consists of nothing other than demonstrating this 
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triplicity in everything.”1 Heiberg characterizes those people at the 
second stage, i.e., reflection, by saying that they “have come to a split 
with themselves, with nature, with life and with God.”2 Although 
Heiberg does not mention irony in this context, he is clearly referring to 
the forms of Romantic subjectivism at issue for Kierkegaard. The third 
stage of speculation overcomes these dualisms and alienation and thus 
corresponds to Kierkegaard’s concept of controlled irony. 

Kierkegaard further follows Heiberg in the view that this great 
calling is not for everyone but rather remains reserved for the few who 
can understand it. Kierkegaard writes, 

…he lives poetically only when he himself is oriented and thus integrated 
in the age in which he lives, is positively free in the actuality to which he 
belongs. But anyone can live poetically in this way. But the rare gift, the 
divine good fortune to be able to let what is poetically experienced take 
shape and form itself poetically, remains, of course, the enviable fate of the 
chosen few.3 

Heiberg repeatedly returns to the idea that some people have a mission 
to philosophize and to advance the cause of humanity, while others do 
not. For example in a letter to Hegel, Heiberg laments the “great legio” of 
people at the present time who have “no calling in philosophy.”4

It seems clear that Heiberg’s account of the crisis of the age was formative 
for Kierkegaard’s assessment of Romantic irony and his account of 
speculative poetry was a kind of forerunner for Kierkegaard’s concept 
of controlled irony. The significance of this thesis is not the pedantic 
desire to uncover more sources of Kierkegaard’s thought just for the sake 
of doing so but rather to help us to understand better the development, 
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meaning and content of that thought. This connection with Heiberg 
calls into question a number of intuitions that many modern readers 
have about The Concept of Irony. Most obviously, it encourages one to 
rethink the common view that the work is an ironic criticism of Hegel’s 
philosophy. On the contrary, if the aforementioned thesis is correct, then 
Kierkegaard sought help from Hegel’s most zealous Danish advocate in 
his account of both the problem and the solution of the issue of modern 
irony. This is, of course, not to say that Heiberg’s views are synonymous 
with Hegel’s since, as noted, there is, for example, nothing analogous 
to the concept of speculative poetry in Hegel. But nonetheless this 
demonstrates that Kierkegaard had no ideological inhibitions against 
going to the work of a declared Hegelian in search of solutions to 
problems that were most important to him.
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