the concept of anxiety soren
kierkegaard

the concept of anxiety soren kierkegaard is a foundational theme in existential
philosophy, exploring the human experience of dread, freedom, and the unknown. Sgren
Kierkegaard, often regarded as the father of existentialism, delved deeply into the nature of
anxiety as distinct from fear, emphasizing its role in human self-awareness and decision-
making. This article examines Kierkegaard’s unique perspective on anxiety, its existential
significance, and its implications for understanding human freedom and responsibility. The
discussion will also highlight how Kierkegaard’s insights contrast with traditional
psychological interpretations and influence contemporary thought. By exploring key
concepts such as the “dizziness of freedom” and the relationship between anxiety and
despair, readers will gain a comprehensive understanding of Kierkegaard’s contribution to
the philosophy of anxiety. The following sections provide a detailed analysis of these
themes and their relevance today.

e Understanding Kierkegaard’s Definition of Anxiety
e The Existential Significance of Anxiety

e Anxiety and Freedom: The Dizziness of Possibility
e The Relationship Between Anxiety and Despair

e Impact of Kierkegaard’s Concept on Modern Thought

Understanding Kierkegaard’s Definition of
Anxiety

Kierkegaard’s concept of anxiety (Danish: angst) is not simply a psychological condition but
a profound existential state. Unlike fear, which has a definite object, anxiety is
characterized by an undefined, anticipatory feeling related to the freedom to choose and
the awareness of possibilities. Kierkegaard introduces this concept primarily in his work The
Concept of Anxiety (1844), where he distinguishes anxiety from fear by emphasizing its
relation to the self’s potentiality.

Anxiety as a Condition of the Self

Kierkegaard posits that anxiety arises from the individual’s awareness of their freedom and
the possibility to either actualize or fail to actualize their potential. This condition reflects a
state in which the self is aware of itself as both finite and infinite, creating a tension that
manifests as anxiety. The self, in this framework, is a synthesis of possibility and necessity,
and anxiety emerges when the individual confronts this synthesis.



Differentiating Anxiety from Fear

While fear is oriented toward a specific threat or object, anxiety is formless and linked to
the unknown potentialities of existence. Kierkegaard famously describes anxiety as the
“dizziness of freedom,” highlighting how it results from the human capacity to choose
among infinite possibilities without predetermined guidance. This distinction is crucial for
understanding the philosophical depth of Kierkegaard’s concept.

The Existential Significance of Anxiety

Anxiety, for Kierkegaard, serves a vital existential function rather than being merely a
negative experience. It is an inevitable condition that precedes self-realization and
authentic existence. The experience of anxiety compels the individual to confront the
responsibilities of freedom and the realities of human existence.

Anxiety as a Precondition for Selfhood

The presence of anxiety signals the emergence of self-consciousness and individuality. It is
through anxiety that the individual becomes aware of their own existence and the choices
that define their being. Kierkegaard argues that without experiencing anxiety, true selfhood
cannot be achieved, as the individual would remain in a state of unconsciousness or
inauthenticity.

The Role of Anxiety in Ethical Development

Kierkegaard links anxiety to the ethical stage of life, where the individual must make
conscious choices based on personal responsibility and commitment. Anxiety reveals the
weight of these choices and the possibility of failure, thus motivating the individual to act
authentically. It is a driving force for personal growth and moral awareness.

Anxiety and Freedom: The Dizziness of Possibility

Kierkegaard’s metaphor of anxiety as the “dizziness of freedom” encapsulates the
paradoxical nature of human existence. Freedom is both an opportunity and a burden, and
anxiety arises from the awareness of limitless possibilities and the uncertainty they entail.

The Paradox of Freedom

Human freedom is not simply liberation from constraints but the capacity to choose oneself
and one’s path. This freedom, however, comes with the risk of making wrong choices and
the anxiety that accompanies such responsibility. Kierkegaard emphasizes that this
paradox is essential to the human condition.



Possibility and the Leap of Faith

Faced with anxiety stemming from infinite possibilities, Kierkegaard suggests that the
individual must make a “leap of faith” to establish a meaningful existence. This leap is a
conscious decision to embrace uncertainty and commit to a particular way of life or belief
system, which alleviates the paralyzing effects of anxiety.

The Relationship Between Anxiety and Despair

In Kierkegaard’s philosophy, anxiety is closely connected to despair, another key existential
concept. While anxiety is the awareness of freedom and possibility, despair arises when the
individual fails to actualize the self or rejects their true nature.

Despair as a Failure to Embrace the Self

Despair manifests when there is a dissonance between the self’s potential and its
actualization. Kierkegaard identifies different forms of despair, ranging from ignorance of
the self to defiance against one’s inherent nature. Anxiety, in contrast, is the recognition of
these possibilities before despair sets in.

Anxiety as a Pathway to Overcoming Despair

Experiencing anxiety can lead to a transformative process in which the individual confronts
despair and moves toward authentic selfhood. Kierkegaard views anxiety as a necessary
step in this journey, as it awakens the individual to the realities of existence and the need
for personal commitment.

Impact of Kierkegaard’s Concept on Modern
Thought

The concept of anxiety as articulated by Sgren Kierkegaard has had a lasting influence on
existential philosophy, psychology, and theology. His insights paved the way for later
thinkers to explore the themes of freedom, individuality, and the human condition.

Influence on Existential Philosophy

Kierkegaard’s analysis of anxiety deeply influenced philosophers such as Jean-Paul Sartre
and Martin Heidegger, who expanded on the idea of existential dread and authenticity. The
concept remains central to discussions on human freedom and existential choice.



Contributions to Psychology and Psychotherapy

Modern psychology acknowledges Kierkegaard’s distinction between anxiety and fear,
incorporating his ideas into existential therapy and approaches to mental health. Anxiety is
understood not only as a pathological symptom but as a meaningful existential experience
that can promote self-awareness and growth.

Relevance in Contemporary Ethical and Theological
Debates

Kierkegaard’s reflections on anxiety continue to inform debates on faith, ethics, and
personal responsibility. His work challenges individuals to confront existential uncertainty
with courage and authenticity, a message that resonates in both secular and religious
contexts.

e Anxiety arises from the awareness of freedom and possibility

It differs from fear by lacking a specific object

Anxiety is essential for the development of selfhood

It motivates ethical responsibility and authentic choices

Despair results from failure to embrace the self

Kierkegaard’s concept influences philosophy, psychology, and theology

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Soren Kierkegaard's concept of anxiety?

Kierkegaard defines anxiety as the dizziness of freedom, a feeling that arises when one
becomes aware of the possibilities and choices one faces, leading to a sense of uncertainty
and existential dread.

How does Kierkegaard differentiate anxiety from fear?

Kierkegaard distinguishes anxiety from fear by explaining that fear has a definite object,
something specific to be afraid of, whereas anxiety is a more general feeling related to the
unknown possibilities and the freedom to choose.



Why does Kierkegaard consider anxiety essential to
human existence?

Kierkegaard views anxiety as essential because it reveals the individual's freedom and
responsibility to make choices, serving as a catalyst for personal growth and self-
awareness.

How does Kierkegaard's concept of anxiety relate to
freedom?

Anxiety arises from the realization of one’s own freedom and the potential to make choices,
highlighting the paradox that freedom can be both empowering and a source of existential
dread.

What role does anxiety play in Kierkegaard's philosophy
of becoming oneself?

Anxiety is a necessary experience in the process of becoming oneself, as it forces
individuals to confront their freedom, make authentic choices, and take responsibility for
their existence.

Can anxiety be overcome according to Kierkegaard?

Kierkegaard suggests that anxiety cannot be completely overcome but must be confronted
and embraced as part of the human condition, leading to a deeper understanding of oneself
and faith.

How does Kierkegaard connect anxiety with despair?

Kierkegaard links anxiety and despair as related states; anxiety arises from freedom and
possibility, while despair results from failing to embrace one’s true self and freedom, often
leading to a sense of alienation.

In what work does Kierkegaard primarily discuss the
concept of anxiety?

Kierkegaard primarily discusses anxiety in his work "The Concept of Anxiety" (1844), where
he explores its psychological and existential dimensions in relation to human freedom and
sin.

Additional Resources

1. The Concept of Anxiety by Sgren Kierkegaard

This foundational work by Kierkegaard explores the nature of anxiety as a psychological
and existential phenomenon. He distinguishes anxiety from fear and links it to the human
condition of freedom and possibility. The book delves into the relationship between anxiety,



sin, and the self, providing deep philosophical insights into the roots of existential dread.

2. Fear and Trembling by Seren Kierkegaard

In this influential text, Kierkegaard examines the story of Abraham and Isaac to discuss
faith, ethics, and the paradoxes of religious experience. Anxiety is a central theme as it
relates to the "dizziness of freedom" and the leap of faith. The book is key to understanding
Kierkegaard’s perspective on how anxiety is intertwined with choice and commitment.

3. The Sickness Unto Death by Saren Kierkegaard

This book addresses despair, which Kierkegaard sees as a form of sickness of the spirit
closely related to anxiety. It explores the concept of the self and its relation to God,
emphasizing how anxiety can lead to despair if not confronted. Kierkegaard’s analysis
provides a profound existential framework for understanding human psychological
struggles.

4. Anxiety: A Philosophical Introduction by Alexander Soojung-Kim Pang

This contemporary book offers an accessible introduction to the philosophical concept of
anxiety, heavily influenced by Kierkegaard’s ideas. It discusses how anxiety arises from
human freedom and decision-making, linking classical existential thought to modern
psychological perspectives. The book is valuable for readers seeking to connect
Kierkegaardian philosophy with current understandings of anxiety.

5. Kierkegaard and the Philosophy of Anxiety by Anthony Rudd

Anthony Rudd provides a detailed analysis of Kierkegaard’s concept of anxiety, situating it
within the broader context of existential philosophy. The book explores how anxiety relates
to freedom, selfhood, and ethical responsibility. It offers both scholarly insight and practical
reflections on anxiety’s role in human life.

6. Existentialism and Anxiety: A Guide to Kierkegaard’s Thought by James Collins

This guide examines Kierkegaard’s writings on anxiety and situates them within the wider
existentialist movement. Collins explains how anxiety is a fundamental human experience
that reveals the challenges of freedom and authenticity. The book is ideal for readers
interested in the intersection of philosophy, psychology, and existentialism.

7. The Anxiety of Influence: Kierkegaard’s Legacy in Modern Thought by Hannah Stewart
This study traces how Kierkegaard’s ideas about anxiety have influenced contemporary
philosophy and psychology. It explores the concept of anxiety as a creative and
transformative force, drawing connections to later existential thinkers. The book highlights
Kierkegaard’s enduring impact on how we understand human anxiety today.

8. Living with Anxiety: Kierkegaard'’s Insights for Modern Life by Maria Jensen

Maria Jensen applies Kierkegaard’s philosophical insights to contemporary experiences of
anxiety and mental health. The book offers practical advice grounded in existential thought,
helping readers confront anxiety through self-awareness and acceptance. It bridges the gap
between 19th-century philosophy and 21st-century mental health challenges.

9. Freedom, Anxiety, and the Self: Kierkegaardian Perspectives by Daniel Moore

This work explores the intricate relationship between human freedom, anxiety, and self-
identity as articulated by Kierkegaard. Moore discusses how anxiety emerges from the
possibilities inherent in freedom and how it shapes the formation of the self. The book is a
thorough philosophical exploration suitable for readers interested in existential psychology



and philosophy.
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