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Either/Or 
Selections from Volume 1, “The Rotation Method” 

Søren Kierkegaard 

An Essay in the Theory of Social Prudence* 

Chremylos: You get too much at last of everything. 

Of love, 

Karion: of bread, 

Chremylos: of music, 

Karion: and of sweetmeats. 

Chremylos: Of honor, 

Karion: cakes, 

Chremylos: of courage, 

Karion: and of figs. 

Chremylos: Ambition, 

Karion: barley-cakes, 

Chremylos: high office, 

Karion: lentils. 

(Aristophanes’ Plutus, v. 189 ff.) 

Starting from a principle is affirmed by people of experience to be a very reasonable 

procedure; I am willing to be humor them, and so begin with the principle that all men are bores. 

Surely no one will prove himself so great a bore as to contradict me in this. This principle 

possesses the quality of being in the highest degree repellent, an essential requirement in the case 

of negative principles, which are in the last analysis the principles of all motion.1 It is not merely 

repellent, but infinitely forbidding; and whoever has this principles back of him cannot but 

receive an infinite impetus forward, to help him make new discoveries. For if my principle is 

true, one need only consider how ruinous boredom is for humanity, and by properly adjusting the 

intensity of one’s concentration upon this fundamental truth, attain any desired degree of 

momentum. Should one wish to attain the maximum momentum, even to the point of almost 

endangering the driving power, one need only say to oneself: Boredom is the root fo all evil. 

Strange that boredom, in itself so staid and stolid, should have such power to set in motion. The 

influence it exerts is altogether magical, except that it is not the influence of attraction, but of 

repulsion. 

*  It is worth noting before beginning to read the provided selection that many of Kierkegaard’s works are published 

under pseudonymous authorship;  Either/Or   comprises a series of communications through multiple voices, 

including “A” who is the speaker of  what is given below. It should be noted that “A” does not speak for  

Kierkegaard, but for himself, and readers   should be cautious of attributing the philosophy below to the author  

behind the scenes.  
1  In Hegel’s philosophy, “the negative” plays an important role. Every concept produces of itself its negation or  

opposite. It is by the mediation or reconciliation of the two opposites that a higher concept is attained, which again  

produces its “negation”—and so on indefinitely. The negative has, consequently, the power to set in movement, to 

produce motion.  
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In the case of children, the ruinous character of boredom is universally acknowledged. 

Children are always well-behaved as long as they are enjoying themselves. This is true in the 

strictest sense; for if they sometimes become unruly in their play, it is because they are already 

beginning to be bored—boredom is already approaching, though from a different direction. In 

choosing a governess one, therefore, takes into account not only her sobriety, her faithfulness, 

and her competence, but also her aesthetic qualifications for amusing the children; and there 

would be no hesitancy in dismissing a governess who was lacking in this respect, even if she had 

all the other desirable virtues. Here, then, the principle is clearly acknowledged; but so strange is 

the way of the world, so pervasive the influence of habit and boredom, that this is practically the 

only case in which the science of aesthetics receives its just dues. If one were to ask for a divorce 

because his wife was tiresome, or demand the abdication of a king because he was boring to look 

at, or the banishment of a preacher because he was tiresome to listen to, or the dismissal of a 

prime minister, or the execution of a journalist, because he was terribly tiresome, one would find 

it impossible to force it through. What wonder, then, that the world goes from bad to worse, and 

that its evils increase more and more, as boredom increases, and boredom is the root of all evil. 

The history of this can be traced from the very beginning of the world. The gods were 

bored, and so the created man. Adam was bored because he was alone, and so Eve was created. 

Thus boredom entered the world, and increased in proportion to the increase of population. 

Adam was bored alone; then Adam and Eve were bored together; then Adam and Eve and Cain 

and Abel were bored en famille; then the population of the world increased, and the peoples were 

bored en masse. To diver themselves they conceived the idea of constructing a tower high 

enough to reach the heavens. This idea is itself as boring as the tower was high, and constitutes a 

terrible proof of how boredom gained the upper hand. The nations were scattered over the earth, 

just as people now travel abroad, but they continued to be bored. Consider the consequences of 

this boredom. Humanity fell from its lofty height, first because of Eve, and then from the Tower 

of Babel. What was it, on the other hand, that delayed the fall of Rome, was it not panis and 

circenses?2 … 

All men are bores. The word itself suggests the possibility of a subdivision. It may just as 

well indicate a man who bores others as one who bores himself. Those who bore others are the 

mob, the crowd, the infinite multitude of men in general. Those who bored themselves are the 

elect, the aristocracy; and it is a curious fact that those who do not bore themselves usually bore 

others, while those who bore themselves entertain others. Those who do not bore themselves are 

generally people who, in one way or another, keep themselves extremely busy; these people are 

precisely on this account the most tiresome, the most utterly unendurable. This species of animal 

life is surely not the fruit of man’s desire and woman’s lust. Like all lower forms of life, it is 

marked by a high degree of fertility, and multiplies endlessly. It is inconceivable that nature 

should require nine months to produce such beings; they ought rather to be turned out by the 

score. The second class, the aristocrats, are those who bore themselves. As noted above, they 

generally entertain others—in a certain external sense sometimes the mob, in a deeper sense only 

their fellow initiates. The more profoundly they bore themselves, the more powerfully do they 

serve the divert these latter, even when their boredom reaches its zenith, as when they either die 

of boredom (the passive form) or shoot themselves out of curiosity (the active form). 

2 Bread and circuses were, according to Juvenal, the Roman citizen’s sole desire. 
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It is usual to say that idleness is a root of all evil. Too prevent this evil one is advised to 

work. However, it is easy to see, both from the nature of the evil that is feared and the remedy 

proposed, that this entire view is of a very plebeian extraction. Idleness is by no means as such a 

root of evil; on the contrary, it is a truly divine life, provided one is not himself bored. Idleness 

may indeed cause the loss of one’s fortune, and so on, but the high-minded man does not fear 

such dangers; he fears only boredom. The Olympian gods were not bored, they lived happily in 

happy idleness. A beautiful woman, who neither sews nor spins nor bakes nor reads nor plays the 

piano, is happy in her idleness, for she is not bored. So far from idleness being the root of all 

evil, it is rather the only true good. Boredom is the root of all evil, and it is this which must be 

kept at a distance. Idleness is not an evil; indeed one may say that ever human being who lacks a 

sense for idleness proves that his consciousness has not yet been elevated to the level of the 

humane. There is a restless activity which excludes a man from the world of the spirit, setting 

him in a class with the brutes, whose instincts impel them always to be on the move. There are 

men who have an extraordinary talent for transforming everything into a matter of business, 

whose whole life is business, who fall in love, marry, listen to a joke, and admire a picture with 

the same industrious zeal with which they labor during business hours. The Latin proverb, otium 

est pulvinar diabolic, is true enough, but the devil gets no time to lay his head on this pillow 

when one is not bored.6 But since some people believe that the end and aim of life is work, the 

disjunction, idleness-work, is quite correct. I assume that it is the end and aim of every man to 

enjoy himself, and hence my disjunction is no less correct. 

Boredom is the daemonic side of pantheism. If we remain in boredom as such, it becomes 

the evil principle; if we annul it, we posit it in its truth; but we can only annul boredom by 

enjoying ourselves—ergo, it is our duty to enjoy ourselves. To say that boredom is annulled by 

work betrays a confusion of thought; for idleness can certainly be annulled by work, since it is its 

opposite, but not boredom, and experience shows that the busiest workers, whose constant 

buzzing most resembles an insect’s hum, are the most tiresome of creatures; if they do not bore 

themselves, it is because they have no true conception of what boredom is; but then it can 

scarcely be said that they have overcome boredom. 

… 

Now, since boredom as shown above is the root of all evil, what can be more natural than 

the effort to overcome it? Here, as everywhere, however, it is necessary to give the problem calm 

consideration; otherwise none may find oneself driven by the daemonic spirit of boredom deeper 

and deeper into the mire in the very effort to escape. Everyone who feels bored cries out for 

change. With this demand I am in complete sympathy, but it is necessary to act in accordance 

with some settled principle. 

My own dissent from the ordinary view is sufficiently expressed in the use I make of the  

word, “rotation.” This word might seem  to conceal an ambiguity, and if I wished to use it so as to 

find room in it for the ordinary method, I should have to define it  as a change of field. But the  

farmer does not use  the word in this sense. I shall, however, adopt this meaning for a moment, in 

order to speak of the rotation which depends on change in its boundless infinity, its extensive  

dimension, so to speak.  

This is the vulgar and inartistic method, and needs to be supported by illusion. One tires  

of living in the country and moves to the  city; one tires of one’s native  land, and travels abroad;  

6 “Idleness is the devil’s pillow.” 
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one is europamüde,9 and goes to America, and so on; finally one indulges in a sentimental hope 

of endless journeyings from star to star. Or the movement is different but still extensive. One 

tires of porcelain dishes and eats on silver; one tires of silver and turns to gold; one burns half of 

Rome to get an idea of the burning of Troy. This method defeats itself; it is plain endlessness. 

And what did Nero gain by it? Antonine was wiser; he says: “It is in your power to review your 

life, to look at things you saw before, from another point of view.”10 

My method does not consist in change of field, but resembles the true rotation method in 

changing the crop and the mode of cultivation. Here we have at once the principle of limitations, 

the only saving principle in the world. The more you limit yourself, the more fertile you become 

in invention. A prisoner in solitary confinement for life becomes very inventive, and a spider 

may furnish him with much entertainment. One need only hark back to one’s schooldays. We 

were at an age when aesthetic considerations were ignored in the choice of one’s instructors, 

most of whom were for that reason very tiresome; how fertile in invention one then proved to be! 

How entertaining to catch a fly and hold it imprisoned under a nut shell and to watch how it 

pushed the shell around; what pleasure from cutting a hole in the desk, putting a fly in it, and 

then peeping down at it through a piece of paper! How entertaining sometimes to listen to the 

monotonous drip of water from the roof! How close an observer one becomes under such 

circumstances, when not the least noise nor movement escapes one’s attention! Here we have the 

extreme application of the method which seeks to achieve results intensively, not extensively. 

The more resourceful in changing the mode of cultivation one can be, the better; but 

every particular change will always come under the general categories of remembering and 

forgetting. Life in its entirely moves in these two currents, and hence it is essential to have them 

under control. It is impossible to live artistically before one has made up one’s mind to abandon 

hope; for hope precludes self-limitation. It is a very beautiful sight to see a man put out to sea 

with the fair wind of hope, and one may even use the opportunity to be taken in tow; but one 

should never permit hope to be taken aboard one’s own ship, least of all as a pilot; for hope is a 

faithless shipmaster. Hope was one of the dubious gifts of Prometheus; instead of giving men the 

foreknowledge of the immortals, he gave them hope.11 

To forget—all men wish to forget, and when something unpleasant happens, they always 

say: Oh, that one might forget! But forgetting is an art that must be practiced beforehand. The 

ability to forget is conditioned upon the method of remembering, but this again depends upon the 

mode of experiencing reality. Whoever plunges into his experiences with the momentum of hope 

will remember in such wise that he is unable to forget. Nil admirari is therefore the real 

philosophy.12 No moment must be permitted so great a significance that it cannot be forgotten 

when convenient; each moment ought, however, to have so much significance that it can be 

recollected at will. Childhood, which is the age which remembers best, is at the same time most 

forgetful. The more poetically one remembers, the more easily one forgets; for remembering 

9 Europamüde, or “tired of Europe,” was a literary catchword around 1840. 
10 The Emperor Marcus Aurelius (Antoninus Philosophus), in his Meditations, VII, 2, says: “To recover thy life is in 

thy power. Look at things again as thou didst use to look at them; for in this consists the recovery of thy life” (trans. 

By G. Long). In the rough draft Kierkegaard translated it: “Look at things you saw before from another point of 

view.” In this t would appear that S.K. was following the German translation of J.M. Schultz. Kierkegaard reads the 

translation but cites the original, apparently without taking notice of the real meaning of the latter.
 
11 Fire and blind hope, according to Aeschylus, Prometheus, ver. 250 ff.
 
12 To wonder at nothing.
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poetically is really only another expression for forgetting. In a poetic memory the experience has 

undergone a transformation, by which it has lost all its painful aspects. To remember in this 

manner, one must be careful how one lives, how one enjoys. Enjoying an experience to its full 

intensity to the last minute will make it impossible either to remember or to forget. For there is 

then nothing to remember except a certain satiety, which one desires to forget, but which now 

comes back to plague the mind with an involuntary remembrance. Hence, when you begin to 

notice that a certain pleasure or experience is acquiring too strong a hold upon the mind, you stop 

a moment for the purpose of remembering. No other method can better create a distaste for 

continuing the experience too long. From the beginning one should keep the enjoyment under 

control, never spreading every sail to the wind in any resolve; one ought to devote oneself to 

pleasure with a certain suspicion, a certain wariness, if one desire to give the lie to the proverb 

which says that no one can have his cake and eat it too. The carrying of concealed weapons is 

usually forbidden, but no weapon is so dangerous as the art of remembering. It gives one a very 

peculiar feeling in the midst of one’s enjoyment to look back upon it for the purpose of 

remembering it. 

Søren  Kierkegaard was born in Copenhagen, Denmark in 1813 and is often regarded as the originator of Existential 

philosophy (though he would never have attributed that term to himself). S.K. was born to a wealthy father, who 

took keen interest in his education,  leading him through detailed and imaginative “walk-throughs” of places around 

the world—places S.K. himself had never visited. His father’s expectations often made S.K. anxious, a trait that  

further influenced his later philosophies. After his father’s death, S.SK. inherited the family fortune, attended the  

University of  Copenhagen, and studies philosophy. After a particularly traumatic experience in his love life, 

Kierkegaard began to live a ‘double life,’ often appearing in public events as a flamboyant  extrovert,  so that when 

he began to publish his philosophies under  various pseudonyms, members of his community  were unsuspecting of 

his authorship. Either/Or, the work from which these  selections are taken, was one of his first great  works, 

published in 1843, and contains the voices of two men: “A” and “The Judge” who both appeal to each other’s  

philosophies. The selection above appears toward the end of the first volume, and is voiced by “A” who describes  

the way in which his philosophy aims to mitigate boredom, a common feature of the Aesthetc  stage (the first stage)  

of Kierkegaard’s philosophical development of Selfhood. Footnotes are provided by the  editors of the addition 

published by Anchor Books in 1944, translated by David F. Swenson and Lillian Marvin Swenson, revised by  

Howard A. Johnson.  


