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The Concept of Despair in 
S0ren Kierkegaard 

Abstract 

.. 

l' 

This essay proposes the investigation of the concept of 
Despair within the works of S~ren Kierkegaard. 

As a background to the subjecj; L ~he Kierkegaardian 
concepts of Self, Maod and Dre~d are~reat~~ ~e Self_ 18 

studied in reg~rd ta its constitut~on and-to the way.thè 
misrelationship af its inner elements affects it. As Despair 

\ 

appears as one of the Moods, these are examined in their 
functions and dynamics. The concept of hr.ead Is clarified, 
as Dread and Despair aÏ'e close-ly ~lELted symptoms of the 
misrelationship within the Self and th~;f~re-the necessity 

of distinction imposes itself. 
The second chapter is limited to the discussion of Despair 

proper and its immediate ,effects within the individual. 
The next chapter completes this discussion, as Despair 

1s traced through Kierkega~rd's aesthet1c, ethical and relig10us 
stages,Rnd seen as a possible le~ding factor in the individual's 
progress that culœinates in the faith relationship of man to 
God. 

In the first Appendix, the concept of RepAtition is 
examined, viewed as the'outcome of the faith relationship. 

By contributing in bringing ~bout this faith relationship, 
" Despair actually is involved in the reattainment of thpt state of 

r,\ innocenc e which was man' s in the beginning. 

The second Ap~endix discusses Despair in rel~tionship to the 
abyss,making it clear that they are not synonyrous but rather 
that Despair might be the mood of the individual confronted 

by the abyss. 

Richard Loranger 
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le concept de oeses~i r chez 
"-

Sore" Kierkegaard) 
(~'- /' 

Resumé 

Cet essai se propose l' investi~ation du concept de Désespoir tel 

qu'il apparaTt dans l'oeuvre de Kierkegaard. 

Les concepts' Kierkegaardiens de Moi,. Humeur et Angol sse sont tra itês 

en tant qu'arriêre-pla'h du sujet principà\. le Moi est êtudiê en rapport 

de sa structure et sous l'aspect de l'effet que le confl it existant entre 

ses divers componentes intêrieures a sur lui. le Désespoir êtant une des Humeurs" 

ce 11 es-ci sont examinées quant A leurs fonctions et leur dynamique. le concep~ 

dè l'Angoisse est clarifié, une distinction étant nécessaire du fait que 

,l'Angoisse et le Oêsespoir s'avèrent COI1Tfl& des symptOmes qui 'se ressemblfW..t 

d'un m!me conflit~ celui existant ~ llinterieur du Moi. 

le second chapitre est dédié a la di scussion du Désespoir proprement-di t 

et aux effets qu'il a sur l'indivldu. 

Le prochain chapitre- complête cette présentation en suivant le Désespoir 

A travers les étapes esthetiques, Hhiques et rel igieuses, établ ies par 

Kierkegaard~ de mê'me qu'en le plaçant dans son rOle possible d'êlêment principal 

pour la démarche de llindividu vers Di'eu» celle-ci aboutissant & ll~tablissement 

de la relation de foi. 

Un premier Appendice traite le concept de la Répétition vue corrme 'le 

résul tat de cette relation de foi. En étant responsable de l' avénement de 

la derniêre~ le Désespoir est, en fait, directement impliqué dans la ré-atteinte· 

de 1 '~tat d'innocence originellement propre a l'individu. 

le deuxiême Appendice met le Désespoir en r-apport avec le néant et, 

en contredisant lel.!r synoflimitê, affirme la qual ité du Désespoir d'être 

11 Humeur de l' indivi du confronté au néant. 

Richard loranger 
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INTRODUCTION 

One wonders why a Jstudy of Rierkegaard is necessary and 

even va1uab1e toâay. A1astair McKinnon states in a C.B.e. 

radio 'talk show back ln 1961 that Kierkegaard is. 

" ••• today dismissed by most of his countrymen 
as a re1ic of the presecular past. His small 

.. recent vogue in the United States is limited 
almost entirely to those concerned primarily 
with religious belief ... " (1) 

or;p 

But McKinnon does go on to ans'wer this question al!d his answer 

seems even more pertinent twenty years later. Kierkegaar.d ls 

important today because he lives . 
"through our age ..• He unders~ndS the peculiar 
plight and character of man in he twentieth 
century. tt (2) ' .. _ r,:;, 

Kierkegaard'was born on May 5, 1813, the last of seven 

children, to a prosperous merchant family. Theirs was a home 
q , 

considered to be one of the chief intellectual centres of the , 
communi ty where the prevalent philosophy of the day, Hegelian-

ism was debated. (3) He died forty-two years later in 1855 after 

living, what to many must have seemed, a quite ordinary lite. 

But this elusive genius left to fo~lowing gene.rations a wealth 

\. 

1) Alastair M'cKinnon, S~ren Kierkegaard: Architects of Modern 
Thought: 12 Talks for C.B.C. Radio. 
(Toronto: Hunter Rose Co. Ltd., 1962), p. l 

2) Ibid, p. 1. Robert'Perkins in his article'''Always Himself: 

3) Ibid, p. 21 

A Survey of Recent Kierkegaard Literature.~ 
The Southern Journal of Philos h , 12 (1974), 

" puts th1S even more succlnctly, comparing 
Kierkegaard to a prophet serving his times and 
50, through hi s inf 1 uence on many modern wr i ters, 
serving our times as well, 

.. 444° • 
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of'philosophical and theological literature of such profound 

insight and subtlety that scholars will be hard pressed to 

fully understand him. 
An even more interesting legacy is the enigma of the 

man himself. He was consi~ered dissolute by t~se surrounding 
him and yet today he ls considered by many an ardent Christian 

in the mold of Tertunian and Bernard of Clairvaux. His faith 

was 

" the straight; perilous and insecure gate to 
salvation. Thi~ 'belief-style' characterized by 
severe se1f-scrutiny, either/or cOMmitments, 
spiritual egalitarianisrn, and an antisystematic 
(and consequently, more or 1ess anti-institutional) 
understanding of the relationship of thought (and 
formaI religious practice to (religious) life) 
provided Kierkegaard not only with the perspective 
to read Augustine and Luther but also to use thern 
to questio~, despite his admiration, the classical 
philosophers and even to ~ttack the theologically 
influential, philosophical presence or his own 
time, Hegel." (1) 

He has-bequeathed to us a system of belief needing no empirical 

proofs (or'philosophical), one which postu1ates meaning in 

what)ap~ears to be a se~ingly meaningless existence. Meaning 
emerges from wi thin each of us, and our exi;stence ls meaningful 

if 11ved by refiectively contemplating our life and its 

place in the world it 'experiences. 

I} Marin ,A. Bertman, "Kierkegaard: A Sole Possibility For 
Individual Unit y, " Philosophy Today, 
16 (1972), 306-7 

1 

1 
! . 
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"Only after bumping ihto being wi th his life can 
man read off an authentic result in thought." (1) 

This focussing on man, this reflection 'l.l};X)n exist,:ntial experience, 

may be one reason why Kierkegaard' s werk cannot be 'neat1y, 

summarized'. For his purpose was not to build another system to 

rival Hegel's but ta bring the individual te an awareness of him­

self in his life before Gad. He had no 'wor1d vision' to 

communicate or 'u1timate truth' to prepound, h~ wishèd to bring 

the individual 

"ta stand alpne before God, stripped of aIl evasion, 
pretence and sham ... " (2) 

This is Kierkegaard's relevance for man today: that as the 

ag~ becomes more and more desperate and more and more in need 

of salvation and hope 1 Kierkegaard' s voice becomes 'lo'uder and 

echoes through th'e voices of the 'prophets' of this age. ' 

Kierkegaard wrote of himself: 

1) 

2) 

"Life ha,s not yet become· confused enough to compel 
people to seek me. But the y will eventually discover 
that, however it aIl ends, conditions will become sa 
desperate that 'desperate' people 1ike me and mY 
colleagues will be sought to render help." (3) 

Carl Michalson, "Existentialism is a Mysticism," Theology 
goda~, 12 (1955), 359-60. Although it must 

e a mitted that there is sorne validity in 
~the comparison between existentialism and 
mysticisrn in this article it must be pointed 
out tha1f even a cursory reading of mystical 
works (e.g. The cloud of Unknowing" edt. by 
W. Johnston. New York: Image Books, 1973')4 
shows that when it cornes to the concept of 
self there is a definite difference. In 
mysti~isrn the self diluted and eradicated 
tends~ to be in a (Cloud of Unknowing, p. 94), 
whereas in existentialism there is a definite 
emphasis placed on the development of self 
consciousness. 

Alastair McKinnon, S~ren Kierkegaard, p. 2 

3) Gregor Malantschuk, "Kierkegaard ~nd Totalitarianism," The 
American-Scandinavian Review, 34 (1946), 
246. 

., 
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This- age has indeed beëome ripe ta Iisten to Kierkegaard, 

thaugh his own age, perhaps, was note His exp1anation "for 
1 

this was that the decay of the age had gone further in him 

than in anyone else. (1) Therefore a study of Kierkegaard 

is a study of our own age; '-a study of an age 

"deceived by the joys of life or by its sorrows"; 

an age that has declared that God is deadi an age, to use 

Kierkegàl'!trd' ~ own words, which 

(2) 

" . .• is more melancholy, and hence more p-rofound,ly 
in despair." (3) 

In this thesis Kierkegaard's concept of despair will be 

examined. There i5 no roorn here for the various psychological 

theories that depict his concep,t of despair as \:Ie11ing up from 

wi thin hirn due to var ious psycho1ogica1 disfu,nctions, for 

al though they would not detract from the va1idity of an 

existential ana1ysis they would be irrelevant to my thesis. It 

must be admitted that this psychological approach has been 

inf lue~tial (4) but the works are copious in this field and do 

not bear directly on rny study of the subj ect. Where sources 

have been chosen that appear to be inf1uenced by this àpproach 

tare has been taken not to a110w i t to di vert attention from the 

main thrust of the thes'is. 

l} Alastair McKinnon, S!6ren Kierkegaard, p. 6 

2) S. Kierkegaard, The Sickness Unto Death, transe W. Lowrie, 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1974) 1 

p. 160 1 

3) S. Kierkegaard, Either/Or: A Fragment of Life, V. l, transe 
David Swenson and Lillian Swenson, (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1949), p. 115 

4} rb O'stenfelG-, 
xi 

1 
1 
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There h, however, an important question that must 'be taken '111 

into consideration and that concerns Kierkegaard 1 ~ pseudonymous 

works. There are two extreme p<?sitions which may' be ,considered: 

one is to take everything written by Kierkegaard as' his own or to 

consider nothing his which does not have his name affixed to it. 

The supposed reason for' the first view is the facility and / 

manageability of Kierkegaard 1 s works. The se.cond has to do wi::JJ-

trie Kierk'egaardian method of indirect communication whereby he ,. 
leaves' i t to the indi vidual to discover the truth fo~ himself.' 

!f we erase the pseudonyms we transfor~ these warks into direct 

staterneI).ts. 
'" 

There i9, however, a synthesis of the se two views which ~ 

expounded by Johansen i'h his essay Kierkegaard on the Trag ic: 

nIt is well known that Kierkegaard - at least toward 
the end af the authorship - claimed that in the 
pseudonymo1l1s works the duplicity. between an aesthetic 
and a religious trend should be regarded as a uni ty, 
i.e. the authorship should be considered a preconceivea 
who1e •.. In my opinion i tt is possible to distinguish 
between the different conceptual structures in 
Kierkegaard in such a way that, when taken together, 
these structures constitute the unit y , whereas they 
rernain autonomous when taken apart." (1) . 

For the purpose of this thesis i twill be assumed that Kierkegaard 1 s 

pseudon mous works are a conceptual uni ty, 50 that when Kierkegaard 

is writing, whether directly or in'directly, he i5 atternpting ta say 

the sarne thing. 

1) Karsten Frus Johansen, 'ÎKierkegaard on the iragic", Danish 
Yearbcck of Philoso1?hy, 13 (1't7b), 

4' 

i34~35. ThIs assumpt!on i5 also held 
by Bradley R. Dewey, "Kierkegaard on 
Suffering: Promise and Lack of Fulfill­
l'tE'nt in Li'-e's Stages", Hurnanitas, 9 (1973). 

t 
t 
1 
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This not only simplifies the task ahead but also allows for 

clarity and conciseness, in that little preliminary work will be 

required before a,point can be made or the the5is developed. We 

are free ta conce~trate on what i5 being said without wading 

through the exegetical difficulties. 
1. 

Before we can deal directly with the problem of despair it 

will prove necessary to discuss the concepts of self, mood and 

dread (or anxiety). These notions need clarification if we are 

to understand what Kierkegaard means by despair. Despair is a 

misrelationship in the self. But how is the self constituted that 

this may happen? Despair is one of the moods. But what are the 

moods for Kierkegaard and how do they function in the dynamics of 
• 

the self? Despair and dread are closely related syrnptoms in the 

misrelationship of the self and yet at the same time different? 

How precisely? These concepts must be investigated before.we may 

begin to investigate the concept of despair. Yet at the same ~ 
( i t' must be acknowledged that these investigations will be far from 

exhaustive; they are merely intended ,to help us understand 

Kierkegaard's concept of despair while avoiding unnecessary confusion. 

This thesis will begin with the investigation of the self which 

1 stands at the centre of Kierkegaard's philosophy: aIl things happen 

in and of the self in its relation to God, to the world and to 

itself. Then the moods will be examined, the matrix out of which 

despair emanates. Then finally it will be shown how dread functions , 
not only as the birthplace of despair but aiso as it mingles with 

despair in the life of the self. Finally the concept of despair will 

be exarnined showing how despair is ooth the blessing and the curse of 

the self. 

'" , 

t 
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" CHAPTER l - THE S'ELF & THE MOOOS 

SECTION l - THE SELF 

INTRODUCTION 

Kierkegaard's concept of man differs from the class~cal one 

in two respects. (1) He firstly rejects the idea of man as 

belng a purely rational creature. That 15 not to say' that 

Kierkegaard views man as irrational but, rather, he view5 man as 

a synthesis of rea-son, imagination and feeling. Seccndly, man 

is not merely a spectator of time but one who lives withifi time. 

This means that man must use time to create meaning ~r his own 

life through his actions and decisions. 

Through decisions in which one chooses the self absolutely 

the self evolves and develops. But there i5 an obstacle to this 

evolution and that i5 the)society about him which c''an pull the 

self away from its que5~ which is the self gr~Unded in God, and 

cause it to drown in the cultural maS5. For 
• 

" •.. this consciousness of being an individual 
i5 the primary consciousness in a man, which i5 
his eternal consc~ousness." (2) 

Kierkegaard uses the terrn self in a restricted way: 

the self is that which relates itself to it5elf and to God. 

lï.) 

2) 

~\I 

f 

Alastair(McKinnon, 
l ' 

Gregor Maiantschuk, 
\ 

;' 

spren Kierkegaa~, p. 6-7 

Kierkegaard's Thought, (Princeton: 
Princeton university Press, 1968), p. 323-4 

\_-
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Mark C. Taylor uses the term "self system" to designate the 

total structure of the personality. (1) Kierkegaard uses 

a number of ways to express the synth~sis called man and 

each has its third synthesizing factor: bOdy/soul (spirit), 

temporal/eternal (instant), fi.nitelinfinite (self), necessity/ 

possibility (freedom). This shall ne discussed more in depth 

later on . 

. THE SYNTHES lS OF THE SELF 

The self, for Kierkegaard, i5 that three-tiered structure 

~ of body, soul and spirit. The body i5 seen as an 'historical 

and sociophysical identity,' it is the self's 

" . •. inescapable necessi ty. " (2) 

The body is not a composite of rnathematical data such as 

Descartes' res extensa (3) but the constantly changing necessity 

of the self. 

The soul i3 the animating force and the source of aIl possibility. 

It is the soul (imagination) which projects the possibilities before 

the self and it remains free of the self's necessity. 

The spirit is not seen as the Hegelian synthesis but as the 

third factor in the relation: 

1) Mark C. Taylor, "Kierkegaard on the Structure of Selfhood," 
Kierkecraardiana, 9 (l974), 85 

2) John W. Elrod, "Feuerbach and Kierkegaard on the Self," Journal 
of Religion, 56 (1976~, 356-7. He goes on to say 
that the Heideggerian terrn 'facticity' conveys 
the same meaning. 

3) Ibid, p. 356-7 

• A .... -- -~ ~----
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" spirit 18 the activity of reflectively 
differentiating the elements of the synthesis in the 
consciousness and reestablishing them as a unit y in 
existence." (1) 

According to Mark C. Taylor, Kierkegaard admits of two 

parts in the 'self system'. (2) The first is the spirit or the 

self, the second are the various elements in the synth,esis. 

What T~ylor seems to do is to remove the temporal from the 

temporal/eternai synthesis equating it with body and soul, finite 

and Infinite, necessity and possibility. The eternal, then 

becomes equivalent to spirit, self and "freedorn. 

As a synthesis of the temporal and the eternal the individual 

is a synthesis J ... bej.ng and becoming (or unchangeability and 
" ' 

changeabili ty) . J rurthermore, since 

" ..• the eternal element in the self-system is 
self identical, it provides the factor of continuity 
without which the self-system would be immersed in 
ceaseless flux." (3) 

The te~porality of the self means that the self 15 always open to 

change in existence; that which does not change is the freedom to 

act in each new situation. The capacity for choice of action is 

the constant factor in the self-system. It would seem to be in 

this sense that Kierkegaard may say that the self is bath temporal 
1 

and eternal: temporal in the sense that he Is bound by his actual 

self in time and space, yet eternal in that he is always capable of 

choice (open to possibility). 

1) Ibid, p. 356-7 

2) Mark C. Taylor, Kierkegaard on the Structure of Selfhood} 
p. 85-6 

3) Ibid, p. 88 

. .... 
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Kierkegaard's conception of the relationship of both 

possibility and necessity is in a manner like Hegel's. 

~t is 

" the result of the exercise of the will. 
That is to say it i5 the result of activity 
which he calls the self." (1) 
. 

4 

For as we shall see later Kierkegaard equates the will with 

the self and it is the will which actualites aIL possibilities. 

This Kierkegaard calls freedom, that is ta say it is through 

the will that the actual self has the capacity to become the 

ideal self; however, t~ individual must not choose himself as 

an abstraction, as sorne speculative or theoretical unit y, but 

as the particular self. 

Kierkegaard by the use of this complex dialectical syn~hesis 

of selfhood is atternpting to 

" ... overcome the tendency of past philosophy to 
identify the self with sorne higher faculty like 
mind or soul and make the subtle dialectical point 
that the self is both a unit y and a process." (J) 

The self is to be seen as the self-conscious existential unit y 

which has the freedom to choose itself and make its choice not 

with mind or soul alone but through its whole dynamic structure. 

,1) Ibid, p. 99. Paul Dietrichson in "Kierkegaard's Concept of 
the Self," Inquiry, 8 (1965), 8, states that 
when Kierkegaard "considers man as a synthesis 
of the finite and the infinite he has in mind 
the Socratic-Platonic conception of the limit 
and the unlirnited: a being, which though it has 
certain limits beyond which it cannot develop, 
can still develop in innurnerable ways within 
these limits." 

" 2) John W. Elrod, Feuerbach and Kierkegaard on the Self, p. 357-8 

• . .. 
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SELF AS FREEDOM 

The self ls freedorn, or rather, the unchanging element of 

the self is freedorn. It is the self's constant ability to 

relate its ideal self to its real self. (1) This does not 

necessitate an unchanging ability in the self to actualize 

possibilities but rather to choose. It i5 always related to 

the actual situation of the individual in existence. 

Man is conditioned by his historical situation in the 

Kierkegaardian scherne. His actuality (what he has becorne via 

his past) i5 constituted of previous decisions, so that when 

a person cornes to a point of choosing he must take into 

consideration both the possibilities available to him and also 

what state he is in in the present through prior choices. In 

other wordS, he must attempt to realize pos.sibili ties that are 

cornrnensurate with his actuality. The activation, then, of these 

possibilities conditions one's actuality and also conditions 

future possibilities. ln making decisions about the future one 

decides onets pasto 

So in this moment of choice both the temporal and the eternal 

are syn,thesized: the temporal because one is taking one' s 

history as an individual as weIl as a member of the human race into 

account, and the eternal because, as we have seen, in the 

Kierkegaardian sysnthesis the eternal is identified with 

spirit, self and freedom. Freedom ls eternal because it is 

1) Perry Le Fevre, in Frayers of Kierkegaard, (Chicago: The 
university of Chicago Press, 1963), p. 173, 
states from an argument of Swenson "that 
reality fOr Kierkegaard is the ethical 
synthesis of the ideal and the actual self 
within the individual." 

____ .L __ ~ 
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constant and unchanging. But we must be carefu1 not to confuse 

freedom of choice and free will. Freedom of choice is eternal 

only in 50 far as it i8 focuse~ towards ethica1 and religious 

perfection and i5 preliminary to the true freedom which is the 

opposite of siri. This 'true' freedom is characterized by an 

inner necessity which posits on1y one possibility disregarding 

aIl the rest. The one possibility is God, the rest i5 sin. 

CONCLUSION 

Kierkegaard equates the spirit with the eternal in man and 

with the self. The self is both a complex set of relationships 

and also that element which 5ynthesizes these relationships. 

The self, for Kierkegaard, i5 not static but a dynamic activity. (1) 

It i5 the consciousness which,is decisive, as i5 stated in 

The Sickness Unto Death. 

"The more consciousness, the more self; the more 
consciousness, the more will, and the more will 
the more self. A man who has no will at aIl is 
no self." (2) 

Kierkegaard follows these lines by describing what he feels i5 

man's great misfortune: 

" ... misfortune does not consist in the fact 
that such a self did not amount to anything in 
the world; no, the misfortune is that the man 
did not become aware of himse1f." (3) " 

1) Ibid, p. 172 

2} S. Kierkegaard, The Sickness Unto Death, p. 162 

3) Ibid, p. 169-70 

. ,1, 
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The primary tasf of the self is t~achieve imagihed (1) 

goals through the exercise of free wiil in decision. The 
goal one strives tqward i9 the equilibrium or balance of the 

elements in the 's'If-system'. The missing of this goal is 
despair, whereas its accomplishrnent Kierkegaard calls faith. 

The dut Y and possibility of being a self is the greatest , 
gift God has given: to mankind but at the same time it i the 

1 

greate5t demand etèrnity can place on mankind. 
1 

originally God who'placed man in relation to Him and 
) 

doing He set man f ee before Him 50 that he would b 
not only to Godbu to himself. (2) 

The self in i5 not yet a self for it 

yet a synthesis bu ls in the process of becoming. It' 

that towards which aims and until that i5 accomplished 

one is in despair! (3) A self in existence is a self in 

despair. 

1) in Kierke aard on the Structure of Selfhood, 
p. -, saya t a By means 0 t e 1mag1nation, 
the individual is able to construct an ideal 
self which is distinguished from his real self 
or actual self ... The two aspects of the 
individual's self-system are di~lectically 
re1ated, for the real conditions the ideal, 
and the ideal conditions the real." 

2) Herm~n Die~, Kierkegaard: An Introduction, (Richmond: 
John Knox Press, 1966), p. 63 

3) S. Kierkegaard~ The Sickness Unto Death, p. 163 

j 
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SECTION II - THE MOODS 0 

INTRODUCTION 

The word 'moodl in Danish is Stemniog and suggests 

lattunement' (1), a frame of mind influencing the psycho-

1ogica1 and emotion~1 existence of an individual. For 

Kierkegaard the moods have a psychic quality and Gregor 

Malantschuk suggests that Kierkegaard's interest in the 

moods and the intensity with which he suffered from dread 

and despair are a transference from his fa ther. (2) Kierke­

gaard himself may be alluding ta this when he states that, 

"There are animaIs that cannot eat as long as 
anyone is watching them, animaIs that get their 
nourishment in the most amazinq and cunning ways -
50 it is with my moods: what l seem to despise, 
l absorb secretly and unnoticed." (3) 

Kierkegaard in taking the moods seriously stands between 

the Romantic's exaltation of them and the intellectual's disdain 

for them. His chief concern is to place them in a larger 

pe'tspective: 

n ••• rescuing the significance of moods from the 
romantic 1 s 1ill'1,i ted unàerstanding, of showing how 
~he same moods discredit the Romantic lifeview, 

1) vincent A. McCarthy, The Phenomenon of Moods in Kierke aard, 
Boston: Martlnus N1J 0 , 197 1 p. 124. 

In dealing with the moods l have found that 
McCarthy's book was one of the few wo~ks 
dedicated wholly to the topic. He deals 
with the dynamics of the moods, from irony 
and anxiety to melancholy and déspair, in 
a detailed and exhaustive manner. l have 
relied heavily on him for the ensuing 
discussion. 

2) Gregor Malantschuk, Kierkegaard's Thought, p. 33 
. 

3) S. Kierkegaard, 
1 
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and then fi~lly of indicating moods' purpose 
in the construction of a new, higher lifevi·ew." (1) 

The moods express the discrepancy between the man-as-he-is 

and the manner or quality of his life. To put this another 

way, they reflect the conflict between man as being and man as 

adynamie, evolving process. McCarthy states: 

" ... emotional disequilibrium, due to a more 
basic disequilibriurn in the self, brings about 
moods or susceptibility ta them." (2) 

As Heidegger suggests in Bein2 and Time it is the fact 

of Dasein's sUbjection to temporal existence which is the 
\ 

cause of moods. Altho~h Kierkegaard points in that direction, 

McCarthy is quick to point out that it is not valid to say 

that Kierkegaard has an ontology of moods, (3) for that which 

Kierkegaard calls moods is narrower in scope than Heidegger's 

tbeing-in-the~world'. 

THE DYNAMICS OF MOOOS 

The various moods in the individual (dread, despair, etc.) 

exist simultaneously in the self until such time as rhe self is 

1) Vincent A. McCarthy, The Phenornenon of Moods in Kierkesaard, 
p. 134 

r 
2) Ibid, p. 124 

" 
3) Ibid, p. 124 

• 
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reintegrated through faith,' although there could be said to 

be a point at which each mood reaches a critical stage where 

the self, due to sorne movement of spirit, experiences a widen­

ing of consciousness. This happens if one permits oneself to 

fully experience the mood antattempt to corne to an understanding 

·of its nature and raison d'~tre rather than just suffering 

passively beneath its onslaught unti1 it subsides. Inherent 

in each mood is the potentiality for inwardness, since the 

mood calls our attention to the depths of our selves where we 

may be confronted with the cause of our misfunctions. 

In the moods one becomes aware of oneself, especially 

as there is no discernible abject to concentrate on. There 

is a widening of self-consciousness, of subjectivity. The 

more intense the mood the more intense the subjectivity. 

This then 1 .. 
" forces the subject to confront his own 
subjectivity and presses him to probe its 
meaning. If (1) 

• 

The moods have little to do with other people, though they may 
1 

act as a catalyst bringing the moods to the surface. However, 

the moo~s are in essence the problem df the self ex€lusively, 

of one's self-perception and self-understanding. The moods 

appear in a person's emotional 1ife and dernand an investigation 

of something which is happening in the self. It ii the manifestation 

of something more profound that can only be uncovered by examining the 

1) Ibid, 127 
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movement of the mood.' There is a dialectical factor at the 

source,of each mood: the p~in of non-integration and the 

movement of spirit toward integration,' 

One could perhaps talk of a progression of mood phases, 
• as suggested above, but this is not the case for everyonej 

such progression is more likely to be found in the relig­

iously sensitive individual and eveno here there is never' 

the certainty of total integration. And as long as the task 

of integration remains, the mood remains. Moods, however, 

do not endure but ebb and flow through a person's life. 

"In a strict sense they do not have structures 
which endure, except to the extent that they share 
one common enduring structure, or state: the fact 
that one is not (yet) the (religious) self." (1) 

So long as the self is not integ~ated it passes from one 

crisis state to another. The crisis state (2) points to 

the transformation of the self; that is, the self is 

confronted by sorne misfunction in the self and a choice is 

demanded through which this misfunction may be put aright 

and the ,intégration of the self enhanced. This prepares the 

self for another crisis state in the evolved self (brought 

about by the previous crisis) which further integrates the 

self and consequent1y furthers the evolution of the self 

towards integration. The moods may lie~dormant in the psyche 
for a time, for they are not a1ways active, until something 

happens which may cause them te surface again. And once again 

they have to be mastered. Here Heidegger is in complete 

1) Ibid, p. 125 

2) Ibid, p. 120 

4( _ 4 ••• 
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agreement with Kierkegaard as to the mood's purpose. 

"For Heidegger, as for Kierkegaard, mood has as 
its basic character to bring one back to something. 
This is the 'repetition' of which Kierkegaard speaks: 
coming back to the self grounded in relation to its 
Consti tuting Power." (1) 

It is the object of the moods as part of the total.structure 

of the self to be in accord with the self whose aim is the 

quest for God. 

CONCLUSION 

The moods indicate a movement frorn,the childish i1-
1.' 

lusions we have about ourselves to a mature comprehension 

of life, and this movement ls shown by a progresslon in the 

self from being victimized by'our moods to having mastery 

over them. As we have seen, beneath the movement of moods 

is the activity of the spiri, towards integration in the 

uhfathomable reaches of the s~lf. It is a conflict between 

the self and an unin~egrated way of life, an illusory life­

view. The individual as spirit is dynamic and such a conception 

conflicts with the view of man as a static creature involved 

in a repeti'tive cycle of past moments. The res~l t of this dynamic 

process is rroods wch chastize and. punish the '~lf into an awareness of the 
'"'" 

1) Ibid, p. 125 

\ 

.. 

. 
; 



( 

( 

(i 

13 

inner reality, the Constituting Power, in'which our self 

must be grounded. The moods recall the self to this Power 

through the painful excitation of the emotio'ns which cannat 

be ignored. They plague the individual unti~ 

" their revelatipn is finally heeded and 
internalized. " (1) 

, 

The moods are partia1ly the reason for the richnesst'and 

vividness so obvious in Kierkegaard's concepts. (2) It 

is through the moods th~t the true self, the religi'Ous self, 

i~ driven to its final rest in Gad. 

"There is only one preof of the truth of Christ­
ianity and that, quite right1y, is from the ~ 
emotions, when the dread of sin and a heavy • 
oonscience torture a man into crossing the narrow 
line between despair bordering upon madness -
and Christendom. 

There lies Christianity." (3) 

,.4' 

1) Ibid, p. 132 

<:> 
2) Geérge E. Arbaugh, 

. " 

, 1\ 
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SECTION III - DREAD . 

INTRODUCT l ON 

The concept of dread i5 dealt with by Kierkegaard in 

his book of the same title and is discussed in terms of 

man's mental and emational life. The Arbaughs suggest that 

it'was Kierkegaard's melancholy nature and his relationship 

to his father which prompted him to investigate the concept 

of dread. (1) They go on further to say that: 

. 

"In order to ackrtowledge"that sinfullness i5 
somehow transmitted and yet is always a free 
act, S.K. identified the effect of original 
sin as dreaG. It is the kind of mental state 
out of which sin can emerge, while the actual 
sin remains a free deed." (2) 

Dread (or as later interpreters prefer ta translate it, ~ 

anxiety) is an objectless anguish, an anticipation' that has 

no substance - it is 'nothing'. (3) Man is not only repulsed 

1) George E. Arbaugh, George' B. Arbaugh, Kierkegaard's Authorship, 
, p. 160 

2) Ibid, p. 168 

3) Vincent A. McCarthy, in The Phenomenon of Moods in Kierkegaard, 
p. 49, states that ·'what Kierkegaard seerns r 

to be trying to say is that there is 'some­
thing' functioning which causes the shudder 
of anxiety and which potentiates its 
repetition. But this something is entirely 
vague and contentle5s, such that it can be 
spoken of as 'nothing'.- The secular 
eXlstentialists ~nderstand this 'nothing' 
to be ' the potential, ideal ~elf before it i5 
actualizedi dread they understand to be the 
dread of death. This, however, lacks 
Kierkegaardls spiritual conception of the 
self's realtionship with God. It is ~ot 
lifels pathos which Kierkegaard i5 referring 
to in dread, nor naturalistic spirituality 
but, rather, man's choice of God and his quest 
to ground hirnself in that Constit~ting Power. , 

, . 
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by this nothing, but is also attracted by it. Again to 

quote the Arbaughs: 

"Man's temptation to sin is of,this character, 
for man is not tempted simply by the world, by 
God, or by a 'serpent'. Every man is tempted 
by hirnse1f, through the fascination of his own 
drearns of the future and the possible." (1') 

Dread i5 anguish over nebulo~s possibilities and has 

15 

no object as does fear, nor will as does sin. Croxall views 

dread as a 'presentiment' of spiritual sickness; He goes on 

to say: 

"It is a presentiment and premonition. About 
what? About nothingi nothing, that is~ that 
lies outside ourse1vesi nothing that is as yet 
potentiated within ourse1ves eit~er." (l) 

~ 

This nothing is no abstraction in Croxall's opinion but a 

'psycholagical state' which po~nts ta an inner disease. 

But dtead has a positive aspect to it as well; that is, 
l 

it is a reminder of man's eternal origin, {3) a time when 

man's spirit was with God in a state of dreaming innocence. 

And yet it is this innocence which ls dread. For the spirit 

existed projecting its reality outside itself and upon 

beholding its reality, which was innocence, (and innocence is 

nothing), and thus behold1ng nothing outside of itself it was 
~ 

filled with dread. 

1) George E. Arbaugh, George B. Arbaugh, Kierkegaard's Authorship, 
p. 161 

4) T. H. Croxall, "Discussion: Man's Inner Condition. A Study in 

3) 

• Kierkegaard", Phi1os9Phy., 16 (1941) t p. 253 

Herman Diern,in Kierk~ard ~n Introduction, p. 52 states that 
Heidegger, among the many twent1eth èentury 
existential philosophers, treats The conce~t of 
Dread as an exceptiona1 piece of work for 1n it 
Kierkegaard underli .... t.tJ1è ~ :!stl:uetures' or,.existence '. 
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FREEDOM AND DIZZINESS 

Kierkegaard in interpreting the Fall of Mah develops, 

according to Jos-iah Thompson 1 a, 

16 

" ... framework of gradations, of consciousness ... Il 
(and thus 'the fall becom~s) lia psychological 'event 
endlessly repeated in the lives of the individuals." (1) 

Dread has its origin in spirit confronting its possibilities 

in freedom, that ls to say in perceiving what it is capable of 

doing for at this point aIl things are possible. Between dread 

and sin there is a leap unexplainable by psychology, though 

the former state (dread) is capable of such explanation. 

Although man i5 a synthesis the synthe5is is dormant while 

the spirit i5 in a 'dreaming state'. When spiritawakens the 

synthesis is activated toward becoming an inter acting whole. 

The self at this point i5 not self consciousi it is aware of 

i tself as a spa tial/ternporal being, but is not aware of i tself 

as a rel.a ti0nship of opposi tes. While in this state of undif­

ferentiated unit y it abides in a state of ignorance (innocence) .. 

The self views itself either as necessity unbounded by possibility 

or possibility unbounded by necessity but not, in this state of 

dreaming innocence, as a synthesis of both. 

1) Josiah Thompson, The Lonély Labxrinth: Kierkeiaard' 5 
Pseudonmous Works, (Carbonda e and 
Edwardsvl.lle: Southern Illinois 
Universi ty Press, 1967),' P ~ 155 
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Pr imal dread is the dizzying sta te of freedoPl prior 

to sln throug'h1lwhich the self f inds i tself a sinner. Rea1-

izing his freedom and desire to sin he ls amdou;; when the 

conflicting desires clash. Wfiile in this undecided state 

the self is in the dizzying state of dreaè. But as McCarthy 

suggests: 

';It i5 the anxiety experience which arises in 
~~norance and confronts th~ individual wlth the 
set of possioili ties of eÜner continuinq in 
innocence and ignorance or else sinning." (1) 

Dizziness is freedorn allured Dy, yet at the same tirne 

repulsed by, a possioili ty which in effect is not known 

for it has not oeen willed înto existence. As Croxall states: 

"At bottoITI it i8 the nothingness of mere possib­
ili ty tha t causes dread." (2) 

Dread either before or after sin (not in the temporal 

but in the spiritual sense of before and after) i5 a diz­

ziness of freedom. Dizziness seerns ta imply'the knowledge 

of choice (the possibilities) which is implicit in dread. 

For if there were no knowledge of the possibilities then 

the spirit would go on as actuality from moment to moment 

which necessitates no decision and hence no dizziness. The 

individual attempts to move toward finiteness through choice 

(perhaps in an attempt to avoid the insecurity in dread through 

making a decision between two possibilities and thus actualizing 

one) and thus becornes trapped by necessity in that each decision 

necessitates an activation either physically or mentally in a 

certain direction which may nullify other possibilities. 

1) Vincent A.- McCarthy, The Phenomenon of Moods in Kierkegaard, 
p. 40 

2) T. H. Croxall, Discussion~ Man's Inner Condition, p. 255 

ft 1, It. 
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Because freedorn has the capaoility of turning possib­

ilities into necessity this involves the self in the sol id-
~ . 

ity of space and time causing a transformation in man to-

ward limitation and death. The result of this plunge into 

subjectivity is that freedom succumbs to fin~teness and is 

changed into guilt. Gui~t is the opposite of~freedom ~nd 

the one thing that can take away freedom. The only way to 

regain freedom after the incursion of guilt is thro·ugh 

repentance. To quote D. M. ~et, Kierkegaard seems 

" to have performed a rnovernent analagous to 
the Augustinian movement from the libertas minor 
to the libertas major." Cl) 

First man has the freedom to choose between good and evil 

then he may choose the greater freedom which ls God. 

OBJECTIVE AND SUBJECTIVE DREAD 

There are two relations of the self to dread: one 

is obJective dread or the predisposition of the self to 

original sin, the other' is subjective dread which is the 

effect of original sin on the self. As the Arbaughs state 

in regard to subj ective dread, 

" it ls remîniscent of the Neoplatonlc notions 

1) D. M. Emmet, "Kierkegaard and the Existential Phi1osophy," 
Philosophy 16 (1941), p. 264 

----.. - ____ ~.'_ .. _.. .. ~_~~ ~ ___ ~_.l........ __ 
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of spirit gazing down into the mirror of dead 
matter, oecoming enamoured of its' own image and 
thereby fallin~." (1) 

Drea,d is gualitatively the sarne before" and after sin 

19 

but because of man's altered position after sin the possib­

ilities of the individual have changed and hence the role of 

dread. Although every individual makes the sarne choice as 

did Adam, by the time the individual becornes aware of this 

h~ is already held by sin and 50 the only conscious choice 

left the individual i5 to remain in sin or not. This 

possibility involves further dre~d, a dread one must pass 

thrô~gh to come again to wholeness before God • . . 
H~re the individual is faced with the possibilities 

of the spirit which are infinite and unknowable. They both 

fascinate and scare the individual: 'fascinate' in that 

they exicte and interest one's whole self, but 'scare' in 

that they entail a perilous journey with many unfathomable 

elements. Thus we have the basic elements of dread: sympathy 

and antipathy. 

SEXUALITY 

As suggested in the previous section the sin of Adam 

and those of later individuals are different: Adam's sin 

was qualitative, whereas the individuai i5 barn in sin with 

a naturai tendency to sin. Sexuality give5 rise to the dread 

1 

• 

1) George E. Arbaugh, George B. Arbaugh, Kierkegaard's Authorship, 
p. 170-71 
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that leads to that qualitative leap which causes the 

individual to become guilty much in the way that Adam 

did. Each person begins with sexual innocence but loses 

\ it as did' Adam. 

" •.. unconscious sexuality produces in the 
individual follower of Adam a quantitative 
increase in dread, strengthening the tendency 
toward the qualitative leap." (1) 

Sexuality is a base for dread in that it epitomizes 

the way in which the finite, temporal body i5 chained to 

the spirit. This produces a shame, not of the animal 

part of man that fee1s no shame, but of the spirit. For 

this is a departure from spirit, for the self's spiritual 

determination (that is freedom) has been shamed. 

As this dread increases 50 does man's potentia1ity 

20 

for sin increase until a point is reached where sin is 

generated of i tself • But one must be careful not to 

attribute the cause of sin to dread for dread only produces 

the matrix or the conditions for sin, but .. is the 

individua1 that willfully sins. 

CONCLUSION 

Dread has, as has been stated, a positive aspect to it 

as i t helps the self to be spirit, tha t is, a self facing 

its possibilities and freedom. It enables one to transcend 
.!>-

guilt-consciousness into a consciousness of one's sins before 

1) Herman Diem, Kierkegaard an Introduction, p. 56 

.. 
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God where one may be open te grace and fergiveness. For 

Kierk.egaard, in this movement, the will is the active agent. 

He suggests that because of the interplay of sin and 

spirit a higher evolutionary state has come about. For 

wi thout sin man may have retfiained ignorant" (in innocence). It 
is through dread that man discovers the possibili ty of a 

higher existence in spirituality before God. This state i5 

never fully a t tained i on the contrary, sa long as man lives 

the evolution of spirit towards God goes on. As McCarthy puts 

i t in The Phenomenon of Mopds in Kierkegaard: 

" , ,. becoming Is an essentia~ aspect of one f s 
being," (1) , 

This is the important aspect of dread, that it has the 

power ta goad man ta God, Subj ective dread i8 a push towards 

infinitude, away from the fall into finitude, However, a 

man is at the sarne time confronted by his past, for what 

a man has done restricts what he may do in the future and 

this is again a cause of dread lest no possibili ties be ... 
available to him in the future. This goes further back 

than one's own lifetime for life did rtot begin with the 

individual, 90 he must also consider the history that the 

race has imposed upon his own future actiofis. 
, 

The higher manifestatior: of dread, when confronted 

by infinitude, i5 despair which may later b~come offense. 

What distinguishes dread from despair is an int1ivldual' 9 

lJ Vincent A. Mccarthy, The Phenomenon of Moods in Kierkegaard, 
p. 129 
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lack of inwardness. Cl) Inwardness i5 the foeus on one' s 

own centre where one may discover the eternal. But in 

excluding this inwardness one despairs. Both dread and 

despair manifest the misrelationship i-n the self' s synthesis, and 

in the Concept of Dread this misrelationship is viewed 

from the mental-emotional side. One despairs when one 

attempts to escape dread by seeking to find peace in himself 

or the things of this worldi and when one withdraws from 

activity to avoid dread, then dread becomes a paralysis. 

1 

... 

1) Gregor Malantschuk, Kierkegaard 1 s Thouqht, p. 272 
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CH,APTER II - naSPA:I~ & DREAD 

INTRODUCTION 

This chapter will discuss the movement of despair in 

the self - its progression from unconscious despair te 

def iance - thus laying the framework for the next chapter 

in which despair will be discussed in respect ta the three 

stages. 

,Kierkegaard uses the idea of 'double-mindedness' (1) 

in speaking of despair which Gregor Malantschuk states 

he found in the Epistle of St. James. (2) 

The Sickness Unto Death i9 his one work dealing spe­

ciflcally with despair. It has a 'progressive and dialect­

ical movement" from unconscious despair to offense against 

the Holy Spirit (despair of the forgiveness of sins). As 

James Collins states: it is -, 
" •.. a phenomenological description of the 
varieties of despair and characterizes the 
entirè attitude of despair as one of weakness 
and sin." (3) 

1) The Danish word for despair Fortvivlelse suggests a root 
meaning 'two' and thus intplies a spI i t or tearing apart 1 • 

or into parts; a division. Nudansk Ordborg (Politikens 
Blaa Ordb,6ger), Politiken, KjiSbenhavn 1953, p. ,263. 
Translateë1 for me Dy Dr. Hans Moeller. 

2) Gregor Malantschuk, Kierkegaard's Thought, p. 323 

3) James Collins, The Mind of Kierkegaard, (London: Seoker 
and Warburg, 1954), p. 293 

...... 'il .......... 
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From this book we find that Kierkegaird views man as being 

in despair from his first conscious act to his last, never 

being able to relieve himself of this burden. 
, 

The Sickness Unto Death may be seen as the continuation .. 
of the Concept of Dread. As the Concept of Dread 

" •.. begins on the lowest level with the ,port-
rayal of the human situation and the r~sulting 
ferros of misrelation in the synthesis expressed 
in anxiety (dread), and since ~he Slckness Unto 
Death deals with the higher forros of tnis mis­
relation, these two books are best suited to 
demonstrate the continuous dialectical line ••. " (1) 

Generally in Kierkegaard's writings despair is seen 

dialectically as the saving act of choosing ta become a 

self and also of the taking on of sin consciousness, but 

in The Sickness Unto Death both despair and offense are 

viewed only in the negative aspects and therefore not as 

a means of healing. There is an implicit suggestion of the 

positive side of the dialectic but it is negligible. We have 

to look to the Edifying Disceurses in Various Spirits for the 

positive aspect where the individual who 'wills one thing' 

may overcome despair through the grace of God. . 
Despair has basically to do with the interrelationship 

of the elements making up the hurnan synthesis with the 

added dimension of this relationship being related to God. 

1) Gregor Malantschuk, Kierkegaard's Thought, p. '339. Perry D. 
Le Fevre states in The Prayers of Kierkegaard, 
p. 169, that Kierkegaard's analysis of despair 
is systematic Dut artificial. Perhaps it is 
true that this work is systematic and artificiaJ 
Dut it must be rernembered that whenever one 
tries te analyse rnovement and change one must 
freeze the moment and then dissect it with just 
these results. One should not criticize 
Kierkegaard for this nor assume he was not 
a~are of it. , 

1 1 
1 
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Kierkegaard does not bid his reader to avoid the abyss of 

despair but to surrnount it. He does not try ta dismiss 

our suffering over this seemingly meaningless existence but 

rather bids us to struggle with life and with ourselves in 

order ta understand that 1ife's meaning cornes from our 

standing before God in faith. For it is only in our stance 

before Gad that we may be prevented from being sickened 

by the absurdity of life. (This sickness Hamann calls a 

'holy hypochondria'.) 

DESPAIR 
~ 

Dread i5 th~ confrontation of man with the etetna~ 

outside of hirnself, whereas the eternal within man is merely\ 

potential. At this point of the exclusion of inwardness 

(the eternal inside of man is excluded) we cross the 

borderline between dread and despair. 

Despair is a manifes~ation of the 

ship with the etern~l and is dynamic, 

growth of the person. It is distinct 

self's misre1ation-' 

interacting with the 

from dread although 

it stems from the same source (the struggle with pos5ibil­

ity). The despair which i5 present without the awareness , 

• 

of the eternal is the borderline between dread and despair 

viewed from the side of pespair. Despair to be rightly 50 

cal1ed must be conscious of the eternal. As despair must be 

seen undér the category of consciousness the most serious 

forms of despair are in those who are unaware that they are 

y • cc '* • 
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in despair, whereàs on the other hand, those most acutely 

aware of their despair are nearer to salvation, for they 

are more readily open to receiving the solution to this 

problem. 

"Despair, j ust because i t is wholly dialectical, 
is in fact the sickness of which it holds that 
it is the greatest misfortune not ta have had it -
the true good hap to get it, although it is the 
most dangerous sickness of aIl, if one does not 
wish to be healed of i t . In other cases one can 
only speak of the good fortune of being healed of 
a sickness, sickness i tself being misfortune." (1.) 

No forro of despair can be discussed wi thout reflecting 

dialectically upon the opposite element in the synthesis. 

Despair over possibility must be seen in re1ationship with 

despair over necessi ty, and despair over the earthly must be 

seen in relationship with despair over the eternal. 

"With every increase in the degree of conscioûs­
ness, and in proportion to tha t increase, the 
intensity of despair increases: ' the more conscious, 
the more intense the despair.'" (2) 

fi 

The first step for the individual in despair is to 

choose oneself as spirit in relationship wi th the eternal, 

which may lead to spiritual growth. This relationship with 

the eternal infinitely potentiat"es 'the self for now the 

eternal is the norme This makes sin a position for it is 

before God, that is to say Gèd i5 the mea8U1:'er'by,'·which, t,,7e 

know our deeds to be sin. 

1) S. Kierkegaard, The Sickness Unto Déath, p. 159 

2) S. Kierkegaard, The Si~kness t:into Death, p. 175 
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" a constituent of sin is the self as 
infinitely potentiated by the conception of 
God, and thus in turn it is the greatest 
possible consciousness of sin as deed. This 
is the expression for the fact ehat sin 15 a 
position; the positive factor in it is precisely 
this, that i t 15 before God." (1) 

• 
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Every despair is related to possibility, that i5 to say, 

i5 related to the fact that our actuality i5 far removed 

from what we should be before God (grounded in the Consti­

tuting Power}. Man is aware of his separation from the eternal 

ln his despair and his despair separa tes him from the eternal. 

A"S with other illnesses he does I/.ot becorne sick once but i5 
-\. 

sick continually in the prese'nt, beç~ming 5ick and being sick 

in the sarne instant. As 5piri t'man is in a perpetually 

critical condition and there can he no 'irnrnediate' health for 

the spirit (2) for, despair remai.ns 50' long as man lives. And 

while he lives he is moving either towards or away from the 

eternal. 

Through oespair man i5 ernphasized as a higher synthesisi 

that is, despair does not mànifest itself until, a' certain 

stage of growth has been arrived at, that of one 1 5 bonscious­

ne-ss as a self before God. 

Despair also shuts one up within one's predicament: That 

• 

15 what i5 meant by 'sickness unto death', that-the self would 

want to die of this despair yet does not die. If one could die 

of qespair then the eter,pal in the self would be capable or death 
\ ' 

1) Ibj.d, p. 230 

2) Ibid, p. 158 

"'. \ 
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and this, of course, i8 impossi,ole. Theréfere the indivi­

dual despairs over his illness but also over the fact that 

he cannot die of his ,illness. As Kierkegaard puts.it: 

"Thus it ia that despair, this sickness in the 
self, 18 the aickness unto death. The despair-
ing man 15 martally ill. In an entirely dif­
ferent sense than can appropriately be said of 
any disease, we may say that the sickne5s has 
attacked 'the nobl'est: part; and yet the man cannat 
die. Dea th is not the last phase "of the sickness, 
but death ia cantinually the last. Ta be delivered 
from this sickness by death i5 an impassibility Il 

In deapair, Kierkegaard states, it i5 freedom that 

despairsr (2) and why does it despair? Recause it has be­

come aware of necessity. It i5 the necessity of the self 

confronted by the eternal (possibility) and thus Iimitlng 

the eternal; an<1 50 'freedorn' of choice is limited,' thus . , 
causing despair. While man is not a self, that is, a per-

fect synthesls before God, there will always be this des­

pair of freedom in the self. For this 'lack of the eternal 

ls despair - it is this which causes t~e misrelationship 
• within the se.lf. Not ta be aware of this inwardness 

wherein lies the eternal ~s not te 'speak' in the 'first 

person' but rather ta speak childishIy in the 'third 

person'. (3) 

I} 'Ibid, p. 154 

(1) 

2) S. Kier~egaard, S~ren Xierkegaard's Journals & Papers, p. 347 

3} T. H. Croxall, Kierkegaard Studies, (London: Lutterworth Press, 
1948), p. '84 
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When Kierkegaa~d speaks of despair it is the whole 

person he is referring to net sorne emotienal state. Doubt . 
is constrasted with despair to Dring this point out. Doubt 

'is an expression of thought OnlY,) there is a certain 

ta,lent required to doubt, a keen intellect for example, 

whereas everyone despairs regardless of talent or social 

status. Despair in its relation to the absolute involves 

every'aspect of man's rnake-up. 

"Doubt is a despair of thought, despair i5 a 
oubt of the personality." (1) 

One rn st will te despair but once one wills despair it 

ranscended for one has willed in effect to choose the 
1 

self. In freedom one has chosen; in choosing one chooses 

despair and in 50 doing chooses the absolute. For the 

individual i5 the one that ethically posits the absolute 

and the absolute is the self'. (2) 

Despair potentiates despair and guilt is the expression 

of this existential suffering. But despair clearly points 

to a higher self as its goal but what the individual needs 

is an understanding of the self and.of the process required 

to achieve its end. "The problem is how to overcome sin and 

thus become·this higher self, ~specially as despair is a 

refusaI to beqome the self, that is, make the movement 

toward this higher self in restoration before God, 'Repetition'. 

1) S. Kierkegaard, Either/Or, v. 2, p. 178 

'2) This is further developed in Chapter III, Section 2 
whèn l discuss the Ethical stage. 

_________ ~ ...... A_ ........... _~ ___ ".__ .11. 
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This refusai ls sin and causes the misrelationship 

in the elements of the 'self-synthesis. It is, as has been 

stated, a refusaI to be grounded in it5 cOhstituting power. 

Sin is thus 'potentiated defiance ' . Thus sin fs increased 

in proportion to the consciousne5~ of the self (we shall s~e 

more clearly how that develops in chapter 3). In Kierke­

gaard's own words, sin is 

" •.. after having been inforrned by a revelation 
from God what sin i5, th en before God in de5pair 
not to will ta be oneself, or before God in 
despair to will ta he oneself." (1) 

When sin i5 despair one struggles against God by evading 

hirn but la ter when one despairs of God's forgivenéss of 

sin it becornes a position taken against God's offet of grace. 

Sin may take on an offensive quality by one's abandoning 

Christianity as a falsehood. No despair is entirely without 

defiance. In speaking about the defiant in the Edifying 

Discourses Kierkegaard says: 

"Only the defiant ,could wish that Job had not 
existed, so that he might absolutely free his 
soul frorn the last vestiges of love which still 
remained in the plaintive shriek of despair; so 
that he rnight comp1ain, aye, even curse 1ifei 
50 that there 'might he no canso'nance of faith 
and confidence and hurnility in his speechi 50 
that in his defiance he might stifle the shriek 
sa that it might not even seern as if thère were 
anyone whorn it defied.~ (2) 

He says elsewhere of Job that i t wOUl,d have been, as 

Job' s wife suggests, easier to curse .God -and have done wi th 

1) 

2) 

S. Kierkegaard, The Sickness Unto Death, p. 227 

S. Kierkegaar~, Edifiihi_Discourses, (Minneapolis: Augsburg 
Pubi 5 ng House, 1962), p. 132-33 
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it: defiance rnakes the' suffering easier and to acknowledge 

God's love at suah a moment i8 enough to drive, one mad. (1) 

To believe that hardship is not only te be born but may 

also be good makes one's suffering less comfortable. 

The act of completely despairing is the necessary 

first step te repentance. One must not only choose oneself 

through despair but also repent onese1f. As the individu~l 

becomes aware of his actuality he becomes more and more 

consumed by the shame he feels as he stands before God. He 

is trapped to such a degree in an infinite recollection and 

remorse for past errors that he turns away from ~he future 
\ )\ 

and rejects the present as the ~oment of decision. ~owever, 

through the forgiveness of sins brought about by the 

crucifixion one cornes to terms with one's past, recognizing 

the nature of one's relationship with God and realizing 

the consequences of one's break with God and knowing, that 

that they have been forgiven. He has been set free to stand 

before God without shame or guilt. Here one has been trans­

forroed into a helpless sinner aware of his predicament but 

holding fast, in faith, to God. It is at this point that a 

'mysterious fusion' occurs. 

" ••. the hold of finitude, temporality and 
necessity are annulled while at the same time 
they are preserved in a higher synthesis 
prepared by man's uncovering infinitude, the 

1) S. Kierkegaard, The Journals of S~ren Kierkegaard, p. 315-16 
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eternal, and freedom and then by their grounding 
in the Constituting Power who restores the rup­
ture and synthesizes the elements." (1) 

This is the consequènce of God's grace in the forgiveness 

of sins. 

What must be emphasized here is the notion, 'before . 
God'. It is he that turns our despair into sin for we, 

through him, become aware that the source of our despair 
k 

i5 the rupture of our relationship with him. 

In the restoration of this relationship we become aware 

that the temporal and the eternal are essentially opposed 

and that while being resigned to the eternal we have to 

maintain the rights of the temporal (for 50 long as we 

exist we are bound by the laws of temporality). We cannot 

extricate ourselves from our despair in this life but in 

relating ourselves to God we thereby receive the conditions 

of our liberation. 

Faith which, ~ierkegaard holds, i6 the opposite Q~ 

sin is the condition of the self before God whereby ihe 

self is willing to accept th~conditions of being~ self, .. 
throwing away aIl speculations and becoming a subjective 

entity. J 

1) Vincent A. McCarthy, The Phenomenon of Moods in Kierkegaard, 
p. 130 
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Guilt is the only thing that can separa te us from 

God. The smallest sin corrupts our relationship in that 

it disrupts our 'recollection' of him. 

"Guilt is thus qualitative not quantitative, it 
does not deal with the comparative, but only 
with "total determinants." Tt ls the most con­
crete expression of existence, and the conscious­
ness of guilt, therefore, i8 the decisive express­
ion for an individual of his pathe~lc relationship 
to an eternal happiness ... " (1) 

The relationship between the individual and God thus becornes 

a relationship of guilt and that 15 how the individual 

expresses himself before God. However, let us not confuse 

being before God with being 'aware' of being before God. 

The reason for despair (conscious or not) 15 our being 

before God. But when the self is 'aware' of himself before 

God he 15 'aware' of his 'sin' before God. The more 'aware' 

of himself as a sinner before God the more ?espair. This 

despair ls grounded in the individual's failure to live 

with a singleness of purpose toward God. This entails 

spiritual passion dlsplacing speculation and objectivity 

leading to complete dependence upon God. This denies us the 

comfort of comparison with others or even what we may conceive 

ourselves to be (as we may tend to see ourselves as more 

'* 

perfect than we are). God i5 the norm, perfection i8 our measur­

ing stick, and we have faiien far short. This view of man may, 

of course, destroy us or it may provoke us toward God. 

1) Carl N. Edwards, "Gui1t in the Thought of S~ren Kierkegaard", 
Encounter, 27 (1966), p. 145 
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As Kierkegaard states in The Sickness Unto Death: , 

"The believer perceives and understands, humanly 
speaking, his destruction (in what has befallen 
hirn and in what he has ventured), but he 
believes. Therefore he does not succumb. He 
leaves it wholly to God how he is to be helped, 
but he believes that for God aIl things are 
possible." (1) 

CONCLUSION 

De~pair i5 both an advantage and a disadvantage when 

regarded dialectically. Looked upon abstractly it may be 

seen as a great advantage in that it drives man towards 

God, but in considering the individual crushed under its 

effects and tormented by it one can only consider it a 

curse. 

34 

Despair suggests the possibility of the individual's 

freedom as a spiritual creature relating ta the eternal 

within him. This spiritual freedom places man on a height 

far above the rest of creation, but because of the nature 

of freedom there is always the danger that he might choose 

ta fall into the abyss, losing bath his freedom and him­

self. This freedom fills him with glory, pride - and dread. 

Dread, for he knows within himself that there is the mis­

relationship we calI despair and he cries out to Gad for 

help, for he is man's only salvation. He may only retrieve 

1) S. Xierkegaard, The Sickness Unto Death, p.' 172 
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his, freedom at this point by choosing the good, for evil 

is'guilt and chained freedom. Only through God can man 

restore his past and conquer the ,future, for God is the 

source of the future in that aIl possibilities awaiting 

actualization in the present are in his hands. Only 

through faith may this be achieved. 

Only through grounding oneself in God and obtaining 

35 

the complete awareness of the double relationship which 

makes up the self can our possibili t ies be actualized in 

the direction of God. But throughout aIl this the individ­

ual is plagued by fear, the enemy of hope. Fear is the 

temerity and timidity of the spirit, preventing it from 

reaching out ta God, and 50 spirit sinks deeper into the 

mire of despair. It is not ignorance which prevents man 

from accepting the challenge of the eternal, but the assump­

tion that the good is impossible. This is despair. 

, 
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CHAPTER III ~ DES PAIR & THE THREE STAGES OF LIFE 

INTRODUCTION 

Since Chapter II was in effect the introduction to 
\ 

Chapter III, '~aying out the framework through which one 

might grasp t~e concept of despair in a larger scope, 

here in this chapter we exa~ine despair more closely as 

it interplays with Kierkegaard·s three stages. 

As we have already determined, despair ls an afflict­

ion of the spirit in relation to God and as such man is 

constantly in a state of despair. But this cannot be con­

tained (as it 15 spirit and therefore has sornething to do 

with the eternal) in sorne conceptual framework, in a 

'systematic disclosure of reality'. Nonetheless for any 

study to take place reality must be made static for a 

moment so that one may not be overwhelmed by the dynarnic 

flux of reality. 

Kierekegaard's thought, as will be shown in this chapter, 

does not move in a straight line between the natural and the 

Christian but rather in a circle, coming back upon itself. 

That is to say, after the aesthetic stage, when the conscious­

ness 1s awakened and directed towards God, one then beg1ns anew 

in the ethical stage the struggle that was waged in the 

aesthetici that is, the moving of the consciousness towards 

grounding oneself in the Constituting Power. There are 

different problems to overcorne but the struggle remains 
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essentially the sarne: the raising of the conscious self. 

McCarthy sees patallels to this in the evolution of the 

fetus, and also in certain stages that man has to go 

through, which the race as a whole has passed through in 
its development to its present state: these stages are, 

beginn1ng in man's prehistory which could De conceived as 

a~ Immediate experience of his environrnent, through to 

man discovering tDe difference oetween right and wrong 

(the ethical stage) and ending in the present age with 

the yearning of man to oe with God (or more precisely to 

discover his spirituality). Cl} However, these stages 

are more clearly seen, perhaps, in mants spiritual growth 

paralleling the growth of religion (paganism, Judaism, 
Chr1stianity) . 

"Paganism represents a basically drearning state 
of spirit, Judaism a waking, and Christianity 
the fully awakened." (2) 

37 

It 1s uncertain, however, how far th1s can oe taken as many 

parallels may oe drawn from a fertile imagination • 

• ierkegaard in speaking of the individual's development 
« " 

desiqnates five stages: 

1) 

2) 

1" ... the aesthetic, the ethical, the religious. 
Two boundary zones correspond to these three: 
irony, constituting the boundary between the 
aesthetic and the ethical; humour as the boundary 

Vincent A. McCarthy, The Phenomenon of Moods in K-ier~e9'aarCl,- ~_. ~­
p. 38 

Ibid, p. 39 
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that separates the ethical from the religious." (1) 

For our puposes we shall deal only with the aesthetic, the 

ethical and the religious for as has been said irony and 

humour are in effect only 'boundary zones'. These stqges (or 

life-styles) are supposed tb encompass the whole spect;rum 

of life-styles available to mankind, the broad constitution 

of these stages may make this inclusiveness of life-styles 

possible, altho49h it is to he admitted that in reality one's 

life is a mixture of these in varying degrees of weaknesses 

and strengths. 

SECTION l - THE AESTHETIC 

Kierkegaard uses the word 'aesthetic' in a more inclu­

sive mannér than does modern man (that holds it pertains 

to the beautiful and the sublime). This use is closer to 

the ancient Greek aisthësis which could be rendere~ as 

immediate awareness or sensation (in the sense of hedonistic 

sensa tion) • 

There would see& to be twb divisions within the aesthe­

tic stage: immediacy and reflection. It is the absence 

of decision which unifies the aesthetic stage drawing 

together the two different stances stated above. Decision 

i5 the elemental factor of se1fhood, for Kierkegaard, 

hence in the ae5thetic stage there is no self. 

1) S. Kierkegaard, Unscientific Postscript, p. 448 

\ 
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'\ 
The self (50 called for want of a better ward for it 

i5 an entity without decision-making ability and hence' for 

Kierkegaard no self) has an innate propensity in the aesthetic 

stage ta Decorne an 'actual 1 self (or spirit) but the latent 

spirit avenge5 itself by oppressive dread when the self denies 

the spirit's 1iberation and consciously abandons the hope of 

fulfilling 1ife ' s demands by pursuing the ways of the world. (1) 

By doing this the aesthete's existence is dictated by conditions 

outside of himself, in that his joy or unhappiness is a matter 

of fate worki~g upon him. He cannat rise above fortunes or 

misfort~nes of the world and sa he is victirnized by them. This 

results in the spirit's frus~ration leading to melancholy and 

eventually even to despair. But there is a despair of the 

aesthetic bordering on dread: 

"In unconsciousness of being in despair a man 
i5 furthest from being conscious of himself as 
spirit. But precisely the thing of not libeing 
conscious of one self as spirit i5 despair, 
which is spiritlessness - whether the condition 
be that qf complete deadness, a merely vegeta­
tive life, or a life of high potency the secret 
of w~ich is neverthele~s despair." (2) 

But the aesthetic concept of spiritlessness is by no means 

normative for what despair really is, for the aesthete is 

incapable of determining what spirit truly i5. The aesthete 

cannot answer a question which does not exist for him. 

1) Kierkegaard states on p. lSB of The Sickness Unto Death 
that "aIl immediacy, in spite of ifs Illusory peace and 
tranquility, is dread, and hence, quite consistently, 
i t 1's a dréad of nothing. It 

2) Ibid, p. 178 

1. 
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This despair i8 latent and do es not know itself. As 

the aesthete evolves a little he becomes aware that he is 

in despair over something, but this is not really despalr. 

"It is the beginning, or it is as when the 
physici~n says of a sickness that it has not 
yet declared itself." (1) 

It is in this state that the dialectic of immediacy becomes 

the 'agreeable and the disagreeable' and its conceptions 
are 'geod fortune and rnisfortune' (fate). (2) 

Despair over the earthly does not have infini te con­

sciousness of Itself, for its despair ls passive, succumb­

ing to outward pressures and clrcurnstancesi it ls no 
• inward action of the spirit; fâte denles a man and he , 

becornes an unfortunate creature. That i5 te ~ay, immediacy 

receives such a blow as not to be able to recover and so , 

despairs. 
He rnistakes his despalr over 'somethlng' for real 

despair, for the eternal ls unknewn te him. But the minute 

his outward circumstances change and hls desires are 
fulfilled he once again begins to live, immediacy rises up, 

and he is weIl and happy. 

1) S. Kierkegaard, The Slckness Unto Death, p. 152 

2) Ibid, p. 184 

1 , 
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We see here how aesthetes are greatly affected by 

the accidents of life. They are unable to be sus tain-

ed by their will power, but because of 'good fortune' 

41 

.. 

this is hidden from them. As Kierke~aard states the case: 

"Let us see now why they despair. I.D/is because 
they disdovered that what they bui~their life 
upon was transient? But i5 that, then, a reason 
for despairing? Has any essential change occur­
red in that upon which they built their life? Is 
it an essential change in the transitory that it 
shows itself to De transitory? Or ls it rather 
not something accidentaI and unessential in tbe 
case of what ls transitory that it does not 
show itself to he such? Nothing has happened 
which could occasion a' change. So if they des­
pair, it must Be because they were in despair 
before hand. The on1y difference is that they 
did not know it. But this is an entirely fort­
uitous difference. So it appears that every 
aesthetic v,iew of life is despair, and that 
everyone who lives aesthetically is in despair 
whether he knows i t or not." (l) 

He goes on to say that when one becornes awa're of it 

then a higher forro of existence i5 imperative, a èeclared 

despair over oneself. 

The rnovement of the aesthetic predicament 15 exemp­

lified in Kierkegaard's depiction of Don Juan seducing 

women. (2) The problems arise when he discovers that he 

may not come too close to these ladies, as he ls in need 

of a certain detachment from them to play his cunning games. 

1) S. Kierkegaard, Eithertfor, v. 2, p. 162 

2) He also exemplifies the aesthete's dile~a in the figures 
of Faust and Ahasuerus, the wandering Jew. 
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The very distance he cannot do wïthout therefore cuts 
the aesthete off from society. There is apprehension in 

th~t intuitive f~ash. There is a dread deep within him but 

this dread is also his vital source of energy. It is not . 
a self reflective dread but rather a substantial dread, 

the power of sensuality, the demonic joy of life. (1) 

l'~ As tHe initial period of success wears off, the 

aesthete i8 deomed te a frenzied aitempt to maintain and 
heighten the distracting pleasure, which is followed by 

the boredorn of saturation. This-boredorn drives the aesthete 

\ deeper into despair. The more he devo'lrs his aesthetic 

pleasures the less there will remain for the next time, 

and the next level of satisfaction will take even more 

skill and effort to achieve. This haunts the aesthete and 
scars his'pieasure. 

But there cornes a time when the spirit, as it were, 

i~ ripe and demands a higher form in which to apprehend 

itself. Th~s is not a necessary or 109ical next step 
but rather 1.s a conscious, internal decision 

" ••• in whlph the individual puts an end to 
mere possibility and identifies himself with 
the content of his thouqht in order to exist 
in i t • " ( 2 ) " 

This involves a radically decisive act, a leap. This is 

characteri~ed by two stmu1taneous actB: the embracing of 

1) S. K1.erkeqaa~, lUther/Or, v. 1, p. 235 

2) s. ttierkeqaard, tTnscientific Po.tscript, p~ 302 
\ 
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despair and the realization that a life grounded upon 

faith in temporal immediacies 19 a life of hopelessness. 
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When the self does manage ta achieve sorne self re­

flection despair 15 modified te a degree. As there 19 more 

con~ciousness of self there can oe more of an understand­
ing of'what despair ls, and knowledge of onels dilernrna. 

But this farro af despair is "passive, that is ta say, a 

desire not to be anself. 

Yet an the other hand if the self, at this point, 

decides to accept itself it discovers dlfficultles within 

the composition of t~e self. This may frighten him away, 

or it may cause a break with immediacy or the possibility 

of discovering something which may be the cause of a 

break with immediacy. Cl) Because he has a sense that 

there may be something eternal within himself he is able, 

to a degree, ta disassociate himself from the external 

warld. But this 19 only a tentative beginning for he has 

little consciousness of himself and no ethical reflection 

and therefore cannot break wholly with immediacy. 

He needs a consciousness of self derived from an in­

finite abstraction fro~ aIl externals - this is the first 

step of the infinite self towards the acceptance of his 
~ 

actual self with aIl its problems and strengths. (2) " 

1) 

2) 

This is done through~e imagination wherein aIl pos­
sibility lies. 

<ok 
S. Kierkegaard, The Siekness Unto oeath, p. 1~8 / 

1 
j 

,1 



( 

( 

\ 
\ 

\ 

(-. 

But 

despair; 

through, 

attempts 

if a change ls ta oceur one first has to totally 

perhaps then the spir i t might oe' able, to br,eak 

But if he dare not let this change come about he 

to eure himself of dèspair through forget;fulness, 

drowning the self in the world of externals. In doing sa 

no change ever oceurs which might ei ther produce greater 

~espair or lead him ontb faith. 

In effect this man rejects Kie;kegaard's cali ta 

chaose despair; he prefer~ to hide frem himself his des-
; , 

parate situation rather than taking the first step in the 

'direction of selfhood through ehoosing des pair . Choosing 

despair, to quote D. M. Emmet, means: 

"You must dare to let go of your grasp of these 
fini te things - 1 intëresting' theo.ries, social 
recognition, and 50 forth by whic~' you try' te, 
hide the abyss from yourself, and you must look 
consciously into it." (1) 

In choosing despair one must come to admit wi thout 

q~alification that he has lived his life upon shifting 

sand, a condition which was not within his power to con­

troi and that he has been in this predicament aIl the 

time, that is, he has been onti.caUy lll'despai-r.-' " -
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without being aware of it. After àaving acknowiedged this, 

1) o . M. Enunet , 
" 

Kierkegaard and the "Existential Philosophy", 
p. 260. ThIs Heideggarian Interpretation of 
Kierkegaard, Emmet states, may not be with­
out distortion ~ however, in my opinion this 
rendering seems ta De quite an accurate in· 
terpretation of what Kierkegaard intends. 

,j -
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only then can he go forward to rectify the situation taking 

his life wholly under his control. By dqing 50 he reaches 

the non-transitory or the eternal, in that he reaches the 

eternal within hirnself which i5 within his power to sustain 

throughout his life regardless of the changing tides of 

fortune. Thus the individual takes responsibility for 

himself and hence has chosen hirnself ethically. Here the 

self essentially belongs to the self or is in the process 

of coming to exist as an actual self. The whole of the 

aesthetlc self with its many varying deterrninations is 

swallowed up into the ethical self; nothing is lost, but 

aIl is changed by the choice of the self. Here man' s 

spirit becornes actualized. He becomes a self when his aes­

thetic being, that is the psycho-phy~cal synthesis, re­

lates to itself through choosing itself as an ethical task. 

Rence he ls existentially libera ted from his irnmediacy. 

Kierkegaar9 states: 

". •• for conscious despair there is requisi te 
on the oné hand the true conception of what 
despair i5. On the other hand, clearness is 
requisite about oneself _" (1) 

For those who refuse to choose despair it rnay be that 

they are unwilling to become dialectical within themselves 

or that they cannot reach any understanding of rnisfortune. 

If they are unable to be rid of the rnisfortune that plagues 

thern they,lo5e any poise in bearing it. They believe always 

1) S. Kierkegaard, The Sickness Unto Death, p. 180 

1 

r'" . 



( 

( 

( , 

that it will just go away because they believe it to be 

a foreign thing. If it does not they despairi that is, 

there is a breakdown of immediacy. 

The aesthetic life 1eads to despair and in the end 

any depiction of the aesthetic way of life must be one 

of bankruptcy. 

SECTION II - THE ETHICAL 

Johansen in Kierkegaard on the Tragic states that: 

"The ethical has a somewhat anaemic touch in 
Kierkegaard." (1) 

46 

He goes on to say that in the Point of view he mentions 

only the 'duplicity between the aesthetic and the relig­

ious'. The ethical is a transition point 'strict and harsh' 

between the lif~ of immediacy and the religious life. It 

is a state of equilibrium between the outwarà and the 

inward, between the finite and the eternal, the quantit­

ative (aest~etic) and the qualitative (religious). As it 

is true that the amount of ink devoted ta the ethical 

stage in the Point of Vlew is minimal, that does not mean 

that the stage itself i5 insignificant. In the very fact~ 

that it is a transition phase which holds together the 

two others it is of very great importance, as i5 crawling 

in the development of the child 1 5 abili ty to walk. It is 

\, 
~ 

1) Karsten F. Johansen/ Kierkegaard on the Tragiè, p. 140 

t 
1 
1 

1 

1 



( 

c 

~----- --------~--- ~ ---....----.,..-- --~~"""""_""""-""'-''''''''''''''''--''''''. __ 4f'''''-'''''''''''''W_4'''4T~_ 

here that man becornes aware of the eternal within him, 

here where he is able to choose and here where he has 

the possibility of falling or rising to the call of the 

eternal which ls to culrninate in the next stage, Christ­
ianity. 

The fundarnental characteristic of the ethical stage 

is that the self becomes the centre of the decision-

47 

making process. This cornes with self consciousness enabling 

possibilities to be seen which decisions may actùalize. 

Decision-rnaking is a constitutive factor of the selfi 

before this the self is only potentiality. At the ethical 

stage the self is capable of willing its tmagined possib­

ilities into existence. But these possibilities are not 

randomly selected but are gu~ded by the society (the ac­

quired history) in which he liv'es. This history is part 

of his victory gained over the aesthetic =t. 

" •.• The possibili ty of ~aining a history 
becomes the ethica1 victory of continuity 
over concealment, melancholy, il1usory 
passion, and despair." (1) 

The aesthetic stage ia not lost in the ethical for the 

stages are dialectically re1ated. The things that charact­

erize the aesthetic stage are retained within the personal­

ity (e.g. desire) 1 but they no longer determine" the self 

absolutely Dut are brought into subjugation. The ethical, 

1) S. Kierkegaard, The Unscientific postscriet, p. 227 

1 
1 
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therefore, transforma the aestheqlc stage. 

"The ethical t yeu think, is sornething totally 
different fro~ the aesthetical, and when it pre­
va ils i t destroys the ether entirely ... In 
despair there is an instant when it cornes to be 
as you say, and if a man has not fel t this, his 
despair has been deceitful and he has not eth­
ically chosen himself. However, it is not so, 
and therefore the next instant despalr reveals 
itself not as a break but as a metamorphosis. 
Everything cornes back, but cornes back trans­
figured. " (1) 

• 
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The ethlcal ls, in a dlalectical sense, closer to the 

truth than the aesthetlc sinee the aesthete is unconscious 

of his despair, and to corne close to the truth one must 

understand despair in a positive way, as a spur goading 

one towards God. The ethicist who is conscious of his des­

pair and yet willingly remains in despair is rnueh farther 

from the truth and from salvatlon th an ls the aesthete, 

for the ethicist is in a more intense despair. However, 

once the awareness of despairing over sernething earth] y 

15 indeed affirmed there 15 an advance made in the self's 

evolutian taward Gad. For to despair over the earthl; 15 

in effect despairing over God, for to give such importance, 

such great value to any ~xternal is ta make it absolute, 

te transform it into a God in onN's eyes. But in the ethlcal 

stage the choice i5 of oneself a'~ spirit and therefore has 

something ta do with the eternal. 

1) S. Kierkegaard, Either(Or, v. 2, p. 227 

"i" * , .. 44+0 • 
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" the expression which sharply differenti­
ates between the ethical and the aesthetic is 
this: i t is every man' s dut Y to reveal him­
self _" (1) 

As we have seen, in the aestheÙc stage despair i8 

depicted as a willingness not to be onself. In the 

ethical, on the other hand, this becornes despair at will­

to be oneself. However, the basic formula lS the same: 

"To despair over oneself, in despair to will 
to be rid of oneself." (2) 

In the ethical. tha t self which, despairingly, one desires 

to be is not really one' s self a t all for to be one' s awn 

self is in effect the ClPposite of de5pair. This self which 

one despairingly wishes to be is a self separated from Gad, 

an enti ty put up against Gad, for ta truly be a self 15 

to be a self grounded in Gad and in tha t 5 ta te there is 

no despair. (3) 

'l'a put this more clearly, there i5 a timele5s element 

in man, though his temporal being may not be aware of it 

in the aesthetic stage while it is preoccupied with res­

ponding ta temporal stimuli. This timeless element i5 the 

ethical norm, which, it could be argued, is intrinsic ta 

1) S. Kiérkegaard, The Unscientific Postscript, p. 227 

2) S. Kierkegaard, The Sickness Unto Death, p. 153 

3) Kierkegaard states that this separation from God 

, 

"means -to be desperately narrow minded and mean-spirited. 
Here of course i t i9 only a question of ethical meanness 
and narrowness (resulting froln) being entirely finitized, 
by having become, instead of a self, a number, just one 
man more .•• " The Siç;kness poto pcath. p. 166 
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man's being and is irnmutable. (1) This, of course, suggests 

that in the ethical stage a choice of the authentic self 

implies a despair of the relative self, that ls the self 

in its empirical determinants. Here he may create the es­

sential cond.ltion for an ultimate distinction between good 

and evil, for to posi t the self is to posi t the good and 

50 create such a norm. In 50 doing he realizes how far short 

of his ideal self his actual self falls; he realizes him­

self, at this point, as a sinner. For although he chooses 

himself completely there are still elernents in the self 

which he would like to disown. This dilernma can be 50 

profound that he may wish to be rid of himself. 

This i9 the despair of the ethicist over his weakness, 

for instead of embracing faith he becomes absorbed in his 

weakness and thus deeply absorbed in despair. He becomes 

vividly aware of his despair about the eternal, despiüring 

that he could have given such unquestioned value to the 

earthly. This 19 expressed in his despair over the possib­

ill ty of losing the eternal and himsel f • He does not wish, 

here, to be his ernpirical self for he does not want--to re­

cognize the weakness of the self. He cannot forget his 

l) JOhn W. Elrod states in his article Feuerbach and Kier­
kegaard on the Self, p. 359 , " ••• F9r Kier­
kegaard God is synonymous wi th dut Y in the 
ethical stage of existence. The "ought n 

ls identified as divine. God and dut Y are 
identieal. This is Kîerekegaard 1 S way of 
stressing the absolute and binding character 
of th~ "ought"" in human existence." 

• 
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weakness and hates his self for it and will not allow his 

self to be humbled in fa1th. This Kierkegaard calls intro­

version (1) and is the opposite of immediacy. Kierkegaard 

sta tes tha titis the sort of despair rare1y met wi th in 

the world. The more this despair becomes spiritual (aware 

of the self as being in despair) the more it shrewdly keeps 

i t closed up wi thin i tself, and the more demonically aware 

it ls of showing the outward appearance of indifference. 

If, on the other hand, the despairing self 15 passive 

we still have the sarne result, 'despalr at not wil1ing ta 

be one5elf'; however, the response 15 different, it i5 the 

response of servi tude, of passive suffering. The self re­

gards its weakness as sa profound that it cahnot be healed 

by God i i t has no hope that God can do anything for i t 

that it rnight gain salvation, and 50 it wi1lingly accepts 

its sins as an eternal burden. This causes the self ta be 

offended at a11 of existence. In spi te of this sufferlng 

the self wants to be itself, though not without its burden, 

for this would mean that the self was resigned to God' s will 

(a power over him) (2). The self will not hear of the 

eternal comfort in God as this would rnean he ~ld not 

bear witness agâ'inst God. 

"It i5 (te describe it figuratively) as if an 
author were te make a slip of the pen, and 
that this clerical error became conscious of 

1) S. Rierkegaard, The Sickneu UntQ neotb, p. 197 

2) Ibid, p. 204 
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being such - perhaps it was no error but in 
a far higher sense was an essential constituent, 
in the whole exposition - i t i9 then as if this 
clerical error would revoIt against the author, 
out of hatred for him would forbid him to cor­
rect i t, and were to say, "No, l will not be 
erased, l will stand as a witness against thee, 
that thou art a poor wri ter." (1) 
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When the,despairer in this way wills desperately to be 

himself, this is defiance. The despairer lives his hour ta 

hour existence not for God but in a state of preoccupation 

with his self. (2) This despair, at a closer scrutiny, is 

in fact pride. For what else could give such importance to 

weakness? It was the despairer's desire to be proud of 

himself which made i t impossible for him ta bear his weak­

ness. (3) Despair over one's weakness is defiance. Here 

one, because he has became aware of the reason that he does 

not want to he himself, (because he is aware of his imperfec­

tions) despairingly wishes to be himself (tnat is chooses out 

of pride to stand 'as he 1s' net hefere Ged but grudgingly 

against him). It is in reaction to the 'abuse of the e'ternal' 

in the self. The self is not willing te lose itself to regain 

itself, the passageway to faith, but i9 determined to be itself 

, in its own way. 

Therefore the despairing self attempts aIl forros of 

~xperiments and tests, acknowledging no power greater 

than his own over himself; there 15 no God over him, but 

1) 

2) 

Ibid,. p. 207 

Ibid, p. 198 

3) Ibid, p. 199 
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he stands as if watching himself in a mirror, declaring 

himself to be God. But no derived constituted being can 

be more than it is and this is what makes all his declar­

ations and experirnentS hollow. 

'This mounting awareness ,of the self in the ethical 

stage and the increase in consciousness of despair reveal~ 

with a certainty that the externals are not responsible for 
J 

his condition. On the contrary, it is self imposed. 

In arder to want to be oneself one must be aware of 

the ideal self, which i5 only an abstract possibility. 

This i5 what the self desires to be: separate from Gad 

or even from the notion tha t there rnay be a God. wi th the 

( help of this ideal self the actual self wishes either ta be 

rid of itself (its weaknessesl or make its actual self to 

coincide with the ideal, which is impossible as the ideal 

and the actual can never coincide. 

/ 

() 

In this stage the ethicist becornes aware of the et­

ernal wi thin him and if in thls stage the cho'iee tbe makes 

of hirnself is as a whole, actual self, including,the shad­

owy evils which reside within him, then he has made the 

choice of himself in repentance, a choice which recognizes 

the weaknesses and imperfections within the self and the 

total dependence upon God for salvation. 

Man can only be himself and he rid of his self f s 

imperfection.s through his faith in God' s forgiveness. 
,1 

Man must be shawn that he is not in himself sufficient for 

53 
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himself unless he cheoses himself before Gad. For the cheice 

of oneself in the full knowledge of onegelf i5 only pos­

sible befere God, as sin only emerges when one ig confront-

~y God as the norm of existence. 

Yet what of the ethicist that attempts the ethical 

and yet fails? It ls ta be supposed that each self has the 

volition through which to bring about success if the 

de:;;; ire and the zeal ls applied to the problem at hand. 
~ . 

If the ethicist fails he is expected to attempt te solve 

the problem again as his efforts were obviously net 

enough the first time. But what if with added effort the 

fai~ure is repea ted and repeated and repeated, with in­

creasing effort each tirtle, and yet still the goal eludes 

him? Because of the inner-directedness of his own actions 

the guUt level grows preportionately greater with each 

succe~si ve fail \lre. Consequently one' s self-esteern ls 

lessened and the voli t'ion dwindles with each failure. 

Here the ethicist falls inte a dewnward cycle of despair. 

Or there may arise a problem from the many and vary­

ing responsibilities which might provoke ethical conflicts. 

These necessities imposed up~the ethicist by clashes of 

dut Y cannet be nullifiedmerel by doing one 1 s dut Y , for 

when this abstract demand of ut Y cqmes into existence ' 

there will be conflicts, or mutually exclusive duties. 

In attempting to rectify this problem the ethicist places 

1 
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his problems at God '5 feet in the hopes that God will 

recognize his frailty and not dernand the impossible of 

him. The problem arises aga!n \l'hen to his disrnay he 

finds that God does dernand more than man can perform. 

This ls despair of the ethical self. Here another choice 

must be faced: to remain in the ethical and do what one 

can, or to make the leap into the religious sphere. 

SECTION III - RELIGIOUSNESS 

In this section one cornes to the culmination of the 
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( awareness of one's self. Being,most consciously aware of 

oneself one i5 aiso the most in despair. 

This section will deal primarily wi th Kierkegaard' 5 

conception of Christianity. Although Kierkegaard divides 

Religiousness in two (A and B)" Religiausness A will be 

deal t with only in passing in order to keep te the theme 

of this essay. Religiousness A 5eems' ta be,· for Kierkeg­

aard, adherence to a subjective conceptuali2:ation of Gad 

whereas this thesis i5 dealing primarily with man 's inward 

trek towards the transcendent God. AIse, i t must be pointed 

out that Kierkegaard i5 more concerned wi th the process of 

coming to belief rat,her than the settled state of belief 

~d therefore his depiction of Christianity !S, as in the 

other stages, dynamic and dia1ectica1. Re1igiousness A, 

according to Dewey (1), seems to be baBed on the nineteeth 

1.) • Bradley R. Dewey, "Kierkegaard on Sufferinq: Promise and 
Lack of Fulfillment in Life's Staqes," 
HUmanita.s 9 (1973), 32 
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century Danien state church, though other representatives 

of this kind of religlousness have exi.ted and do ~ist, 
'" - , 

even wi thin Chriatianity. This form"..of religion ia 

'privatized', located in the believer'a innermost 
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spiritual life. It i~ lÀ religion o'f 1.mi'IIIIInence. 0 It requlres 

no outward show of ~aith but rather points to the individual' s 
\ 

conception of God manifest in the embtions of popular piety. . , 

~his liberal theology of the nineteenth century Danish etate 

church i5 'equated with w!lat is hest ,in humanity; aIl religious 
"-

people partake in "this weIl of 'religious feelings'. 

But what happens when a.n individual's religious feel ings 
, 

strive for ~xpression? Be~ause of the emphasis on Jinteriority' 

and the lack of ri6r.mative control these f~elings rnay weIl join , 
'" forces with the worst of man's instincts. 'l'hat i8, without àny 

true' revelation of who and what Gad ià man may indulge in aIl 

the idolotrous ways of ages go ne by accompanied by their 

respective practices '(l1cen~iousnese pr human HcitlftOà... fie 

deludes qimself and may also delude others into a paeudo­

religioaity, leaving everyone to Act as their own 'priest 

and proph.et' claiminq the.lr own special version pf the truth. 

This lack of spiritual norma or accountabillty may 
. ... . 
lead ta licence and chaos. In Reliqiouaness A, then, there .. . 
would appear to he many telaptat10na and pressuro which 

t. 
may diminlsh the true reliqiou8 feeling8. 
" 

CI 
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Christianity is sharply contrasted with this cultur­

al religion (Religiousn~ss A). Here the ~elf i5 confronted 

by Christ, and the formula used aIl Along still holds true: 

a self in despair not willing to be itself, or a self in 

despair willing to he itself but despairing over the for­

giveness of'sins. Weakness 15 related to the former and 

defiance to the latter. Weakness, being offended, dares 

not believe, and defiance being offended, will not believe. 
• • 

But here in Religiousness B one is not sirnply oneself but 
oneself as a sinner, and so weakness and defiance are the 

converse of what they'nor.mally are. 

"Oràinarily weakness is: in despair not to 
,will to be oneself.' Here this is defiance; 
for here ~t 19 clearly defiance not to will 
to be the man one i5, a sinner, and for this 
reason to will t~dispense with the forgive­
~ss of sins. Ordinarily defiance is: in 
despair to will to be oneself. Here this is 
weakness: in èespair to will to be oneself" 
a sinner, in such wis~ that there is no for­
giveness." (1) 
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The norm determines onets conception of one self. The 

lower the norm, religiously speaking, the higher the individual 

deems himself: the higher the norm the lower the individual 

deems him~elf. In the case of the Chris~ian, Christ i5 the 
norm, the goal of mankind, and hence the more the self becornes 

1 
aware of it.elf in comparison with Christ the more it is 

~ware of it! sinfullness. The self has its meaning and the 
i 

1) S! Xierkegaard, The Sic~ness Unto Death, p. 244 
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truth of its existence in the, self' s pursu,it; of the norm. This 

affirms and c~letes man's strug~le for self-conscio~sness. 
However, stepping into the realm of Christianity 

the would be Christian is confronted by a problem that 

offends his sensibilities as a rational man, for at the 

heart of Christianity lies an obvious logical paradox: 

the eternal entering time (God becoming man). As moderns, 

steeped in the legacy of Greek logical thought added to and 

developed by modern philosophers, we find this an impossibil­

ity accomplished only through a form of intell~ctual sacrifice. 

Since it was an assumption of Kierkegaard that the 

temporal and the eternal are 'separate and distinct' (1), one 

( way in which Kierkegaard uses p~rad9x is to signify the 

( 

meeting of these two realms in the experience of the individual. . ,.., 
It i5 the synthesis of this juxtaposed.relationship .of time and 

" , 

eternlty. There would appear to be no irrationalism in the 

existential sense. The paradox here is simply Kierkegaard's 

method of explaining truth' s (the eternal.rs) relation to the 

existing individual (the temporal). Truth is a paradox slmply 

because the two realms are 50 radically different. Yet 

1) Alastair McKinnon, Irrationalism, 
sense 0 paradox 

it beoornes more difficult. McKinnon 
designates five distinct senses: "the 
dialecticalj the systematically incompre­
hensible, the self-contradictory, the 
historically dependent, and the apparently 
contradictory." (p. ~D6) 

..J 
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Kierkegaard knew that any val~d change must come from the 

believer accepting a seemingly contradictory claim leading 

to a transformation of his ideas based upon this claim. In 

50 doing he transcends the paradoxe 

The necessity of confronting the paradox i5 obvious. 

If one could circumvent the paradox then one would return 

to the realm of cultural religion (Religiouness A); if on 

the other hand the paradox were removed then the final step 

from sin to faith would be a purely human accomplishment. 

Sin would , hence, cease te be a position (the qualitative 

difference between man and God) and, the doctrine of the 

incarnation of God~would be replaced by pantheisme 
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It is this paradox which lies at the c~ntre of Christ­

ianity; it is the only way man may successfully establish 

,~a re1atienship with the absolute. As l have stated Relig­

iousness A does net see the paradox, the eternal intersect­

ing time, and 50 cannot come to grips with sin in any 

significant way. Religiousness A is never aware of the ,. 
self before God in such a way as to see despair as being 

sin. In Religiousness A, certainly, man ls guilt~ but not 

in relation to Gad. He i5 not-aware that it is precisely 

this offense which 1s the individual's greatest hope., For 

offense (sin) seerns to be ~ hecessary preliminary to Christ­

ianity. Before G?d our despair becomes potentiated infinitely 

and faith becomes our on1y possible recourse . 

• ft • 



( 

( 

nO 

/' 

We see here Kierkegaard's desperate fight against 

the cultural Christianity of his day.as weIl as the 

philosophical systems. Christ ia the only possible way 

/ 
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to salvation. The believe~ loses his·understanding in the 

despair which leads to faith. (1) Howev~, speculative 

philosophy tends to try and explain away the paradox; and 

Even though these philosophers despair of really understand~ 

ing they do not despair completely. The philosopher, because 

he does not despair cornpletely, retains part of his optimism 

of discovering an answer. The philosopher may only become 

a believer when his philosophy no longer supports his optimism, 

his life view, and his despair is compLete. l'Then this has 

transpired then he can open himself to the calI of faith for­

saking the objective knowledge of philosophy. Faith can never 

be objective knowledge (a~d hen~e within the realm of philoso­

phy). Objective knowledge may be able to deal with abstract 

being but not with actual existence. The notion of coming 

into being i5 beyond the realm of philosophy and 50 for Kier­

kegaard faith transcends and 15 a higher achievement than 

philosophical reflection. 

But in dialectical opposition to objective knowledge 

there is the understanding of faith, an understanding which 

l} S. Kierkegaard, The Unscientific Postscript, p. 202 
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Job knew weIl, an understanding without despair, faith. 

Il In the same instant that eve:t"ything was taken '" 
from him he kn~w that it was the Lord wh9 had 
taken it, and therefore in his loss he remained 
in understanding with the Lord; he looked upon 
the Lord and therefore he did not see despair." (1) 

Philosophical understanding threatens to devour faith, 

and the individual must through his will exert a great deal 

of effort in order not to confuse knowledge with faith. , 
When this understanding despairs faith i5 there to point the 

way in order to prevent the exchanging of one philosophical 
..... 

point of view for another. That i5 to say, faith takes one 

completeIy from the realm of philosophical understanding 

( 50 that when one ~espairs philosophically one do es not 

exchange one philosophical system for another much as 

Augustine was tempted to do in his search for the truth, but 

rather grounds the restless searcher after truth in the 

'Constituting Power', God. 

Faith is the self which is completely aware of its~~f 

as a sinner and which makes no attempt to deny this adhering 

totally to God but has the full certainty of the forg1veness 

~or his sins. Faith i5 not: 

1) 

2) 

Il an aesthetic emotion but something far 
higher, precisely because it has resignation 
as its presupposition; it i5 not an immediate 
instinct of the heart, but is the paradox of 
life and existence." (2) 

S. Kierkegaard, ~he Edifying Discourses, v. l, p. 144-5 

. i 58 ~. Kierkegaard, Fear and TremblLng, p. 
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Faith i8 the unifying experience of existence, allow-, 
ing for an understanding in God of all things in creation. 

An atternpt to make sense of the confusing multiplicity of 

creation without fai th leads to despair made even more ' 

poignant by a presentiment of possible unit y (i.e. a grounding 

in the Constituting Power) as occurred in the case of 

\?\braham. His f~üth is a 

\1. " presentiment of i ts object at the 
extremest level of the horizon, yet is 
separated from i t by a yawning abyss 
wlthin which despair carries on itsgame." (1) 

Abraham believed and believed. here and now in this 

existence, or else he would have thrown all away and 

rushed headlong out of this world. Yet he h~d the total 

dependence on God required from a believer. This ls the 

fait~ required from aU those who believe in Christ, 

disconcerting as it may be to think that what happened 

to Abraham might again happen to a'nyo'ne of us at any time 

or in any place. Tc deny that i t could happen again ls to 

deny that God is God, and yet to accept that it could ~ap­

pen again i8 to'live with the thought that GOd may impose 

upon us the sarne tJ:::ial. This living on the brink Kierke­

gaard urges us to nurture, 13uffering the constant dis­

comfort and apprehensiveness this entails. But the bel­

iever i#3 strong enough to accomplish this fo~ he 6 

Il pessesses the eternally certain antidote 

1) Ibid, p. 35 
" , 

. , 

1 
1 
1 
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to despair, viz. possibi1ity; for with God all 
things are possible every instant. This 15 the 
sound hea1th of faith which reso'lves contra-
dictions." (1)' , - '. 

Every man has within him the possibility for faith; . al1 

he need do i5 to will it constant1y. Faith according to 

,KierkE'!!gaard is a'cquired through our \'i11 to ne ourse1ves 

and to see ourselves as we tru1y are before Gad. No one 

can be given faith or be persuaded from unbe1ief to belief. 

This c~n only be done through a leap of faith and this 

must be repeated every moment to retain faith. Radical 

doubt isnever overcome and must be struggled with every 

day; the possibility exists that the suffering of that 
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( . tumul tuous, tens ion may be unendurable. (2) 

(J. 

The reverse side of faith is sin (offense). (3) 

This is the negative response to God~s love. Offense 

appears in the more advanced stage of a person's spirit­

ual developrnent and belongs specifically to the Christian 

sphere. 

1) S. Kie~ke~aard, The"Sickn.ss Unto Death, p. 173 

2) Bradley R. Dewey, Rierkegaard on Suffering, p. 42 

3) Kenneth Hamilton in "Kierkegaard on Sin", SHottish Journal of 
Phi1osophY 17 (1964), 3~2, states that Kier­
kegaard ls well wi thin Lutheran teaching here .. 
that faith and sin can be expressed in terrns 
of opposition. 
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Offense s somewhat 'like envy turned against oneself: 

ma~ cannot acce t the possibility which God has offered 
~, him~ of salv ' on, and so is offended. He despairs of 

r-

ever having h's sins- forg~en for he wonders (as did the 
Jews of Christ's time) how a man can forgive sins. (1) 
So his despair, potentiated into sin, sinks even deeper , 

and tAe sinner recoils from God saying there is no for­
giveness of sin. When the sinner is thus moving away from 
a re1ationship with God'this ~hen becomes a 'new sin ' , 

Sin against the Holy Spirit is the positive forrn of 
offense. It is here that the self is the most potentiated 
in despair. AlI of Christianity is cast away with the 

, ' 

declaration that it is a,lie. The self (shorn of aIl 
possibility) cannot accept itself at this poirit and is at 
its most"despairing. It is not the blessed 'despair ' of' 

being unable to s~tisfy God's 'requirements', for he has 
, 1 

let go 6f God and h~s Sèt him~elf adrift, in the abyss 
without 'possibility' of salvation, -(2) despairing in the 
knowledge of his'wretched end • 

.. 

1) S. Kierkegaard, The Sic~ss Unto'Death, p. 249 

2) s. Kierkegaard~ The Unscientifi~ Postscript, p. i23 

Q ....... 
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CONCLUSION 

As we have seen throughout the stages the, disunity 

of 'double-mindedness' is the expression of despair. This 
despair becornes more poignant in proportion with ,the growth 

of çonsciousness towards self awareness and is inde~d a 

reaction against consciousness. In the aesthetic stage the 

aesthete is motivated by an urge te overcemè consci9usness 

in o~der te enjoy the aesthetic sensations and to blot out 
the 'unfortunate' occurrences of fate. But this is prevent­

ed by the growth of consciousness through its becoming more , 

'aware of itself. In realizing what he desires to do con-
_ sciousness thwarts his plans. 

Here consciousness has awakened into the ethical stage 
1 

and will net stop until it has made its decision for or 

against God in the religious stage, where he is most trans­

parently aware of himself and his state. But it must be 
ernphasized that ,these stages ar~ net progressive but may 

exist siqe by side in one degree or anpther in any indiv­

idual. 
Despair i5 only overcome in moments of faith but 

, 
the,se are enly moments, as 'radical doubt' constantly 

Pla~es the bèliever. So long as man i5 a temporal being 
, 

he is a sinner and so long as he ls a sinner he despairs 

'. , 

1 

l' 
1 

1 , 
1 

l' 
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and this despair ernphasizes his sin, the awareness of his 

sin and his need for forgiveness. It lS, as Kierkegaard 

succintly states, 

" ••• perfectly true that only terror to the 
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point of despair develops a man to his utmost -
though 0 f cour se many succumb dur ing the cure." ( 1) 

There is no e,scape from the suffering of despair. 

Each stage begins by offering the prom~se of escape but 

in each is found the despair peculiar to that stage. 
This discourages any who might assume that the stages 

lead from worst to best. In effect it might be said that 

if despair increases with sonscious awareness, then 

despair in the religious stage is the most desperate. 

For the higherthe self becomes the more differences 

he has despaired over (2) between his actual self and 

his norm, ei~ ethically (his ideal self) or religiously 

(God) • t "\ 
Although the despairing self may even find comfort 

in the knowledge that his sins may be forgive~, still he 
is hesitant ahout ackno~ledging himself a sinner, and the 

self scrutiny that is carried on at the religious leve1 

is intense and taxing, forcing him to see in himself that 

whn..ch he hates. 

It was stated in the Introduction to this thesis 

that despair is both the 'blessing and the curse' of the 

l} S. Kierkegaard, The Journals, p. 417 

2) S. Kierkegaard, Either!Or, v. l, p. 192 

l 
1 

f, 

l' , 
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self. Throughout this study the attampt has been made to 

show how a positive response to despair has led one to 

expand one's conscious awareness of the self in the direc­

tion of seeing one's position before God and, in the end, 

to stand before God, conscious of one's sins, begging for 

and accepting God's forgiveness. A negative response to 

despair on the other hand i5 a continuaI rebellian and 

flight not only from God but from ane's true self. It 15 
the torture and the wretchedness of the self separated from 
Ç;od. 

The, expanded awareness of self consci.ousne5s i5 not 

enough to make one truly one's self, for ta stand as a self 

apart from God is to stand in opposition to God and hence 

to one's true self which ls grounded in God. God (through 
, 

Jesus Christ) i8 the norm for the self in existencE. 

Returning to God is the comple'tion of the circle begun 

in the moment of dread leading to the Fall. Yet, through 

Christ, one is transcended onta a higher sphere through the 

knowledge gained in ex~stence. Man, in the beginning dwelt 

before God in innocence and has lived separated from him in 
despair. Now thraugh our empty Ionging the self is spurred 

back towards God carrying the knowledge and experiences of 

existence with him. Man fell in the beginning as a race 

and bas the predisposition, as an individual, to fall. So aIl 

mankind,'as individuals, must a~roach God, goaded on by 

despair, and ask for forgiveness. 

(, q 

« w 44+. • 

) 
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Despair is th~ state in existence which may either 

crush or cure one and it is up to the individual to, choose. 

There is no universal salvation in Kierkegaard, it i5 an 

either/or proposition. One wonders how many have the 

volition and the courage to stand transparently before the 

'Constituting Power' and how many would rather remain in the 

childish state of immediacy, content to while away the hours 

of existence until they finally run out, ruwer knowing them­
selves or their God '- seeing only through a glass darkly . 

. ' 

.. 

, , 
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APPRENDIX 1: REPETITION 

What Kierkegaard i5 pointing to in depicting this 

ever-enlarging flow of consciousness is a 'repetition'. 
The concept of repetition is an attempt to make sorne kind 

of comment about rnovement, not biological or metaphysical 

rnovement, but an existential movernent which is to be found 

in the transcendent sphere of freedorn. It occurs "by 
virtue of the absurd". Consequently the transforrnation~ 
considered here is such that neither sci~nce nor rnetaphysics 

rnay ever discUS5 it, but only dogrnatics. For repetition 

begins in faith and faith \9 th'e source of aIl dogrnatic5. 

( What cornes about in the religious sphere i5 a fa1th/ 

( , 

existence which i5 he Id between two pOlarities which may 

be rnanifest in different ways: will/providence, grace/ob- '. 

edience, faith/works. It is a dialectical relationship 

be~ the one who believes and Jesus Christ. 

In repetition one remains 'eternally young' because 

one has been reborn. ,No longer does one' s past actuality 

dominate the present, shutting off the future. Having 
finally accepted one's self and aIl the inherent implic­

ations, one can now.move freely into the future, particip­

ating in the process of becoming. Furtherrnore the three 

stages now co-exist in a correct relationship to one another, 

for here the restoration of the health of the self (salvation) 

has occurred. 

; 

\ 

1 
! 
1" , 
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It ta a restitution to an original condition as~he 
Oanish ward Genta,elsen suggests: 'take,anew', ttaking. 
again'. What we in effect take anew i. ourselves, the 
Christian new birth of John 3:4. But Gentaqel~ alao 
implies that something has been add~d to the broken 
personality which i8 taken up again in its pristine forme 
perhaps what ha., been added i8 the knowle~ge that we 
gained tram ourqstrug91e to overcome ourselves and exist­
ence in, our climb towards God, for w~ a!e not the innocents 
we were when we Degan (dreaming innocence). There i8 a 
he ighteninq Q'f d'onsciousness to the l' second power", 
culminating ln a sort of 'divine ~dnesst. It is a cons· 
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ciousn,ess no l<:>nger "sea1esi in, resignation' but. one that l,_ 
wili assure passage 'across the boundaries of the marve~­
lous' into that aphere on theop~site sUe~ of despair. 

Repetition i5 not a new concept but rnay have .een 
borrowed (and mOdified) trom the ancient Greek contept 

....... ' 

of_Recollection, the difference belng th~t, althouçh both 
att,mpt ,to reach thé e;ernal through intimations ,in the -- -
preaenbl the: Greak. \OOked backward~ into Recollect,ion 
whereas Repetition looks forward. This ls perhaps simil-

... \ c- ' 

az:. to the Ari,~totelian idea of Kinesis 1 • the move~nt from 
possibility to actuality. Out of ,nonbeing~ bei~g emerges. 

, "~ 

Repetition ia, freedQJn and fears only movement away 
, , .... ..,.. J 1..> 1 

from 'the eternal. ,1'0 will. repetition demanda control over . . 
êlec;,i.s'iQ]1, ,ah~ -al'so. a leap. It is actual and not theoret:ical, 
not,merely'sOmething ta çOhtemplate but ta actualize. It is~ 

.. ' 1;h~:'.ternal·~ ~(J 
l '" - .. 
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Thi •. then i8 tha_religiousness of Kierkegaard - to 
bring about the Kingdom of God; that ie, ,to actualize in 

eve~y individual a knowleQg~ of the &ternal and have a 
world under the kingship of God. OnCe we ~ere innocent 
but we fell fram those ~izzyinç heights. Through our 
will and, God' s gr'ace we have climbed back up, albeit 

... 
changed. Nowwe are called upon to repeat this state of 
innocence" thouqh in a renewed form. This i~ Kierk'egaard' s 

messianic Christianity, wrought through tears and suffering 
and also,through the awareness of the abyss which separates 
us not only'from our fe~low man but most importantly from 
God - the abyss of, déspair. 

ft-
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APPEND IX II: THE ABYSS (OR NOTHINGNESS) 

------/ 
In discussing despair the key element in Kierkegaard' s 

assessment of it seem9 to ne ,separation: separation from 

ourselves, from the world;.'and from God. What ls this sep­

aration? - it' would appear to be, the abyss. It fs the abyss 

that surrounds each one of u., isolating and suffocating 

each one of us in a 'cloud of unknowing', of unconscious-
ü ' 

ness. This abyss .would appear to oe despair. But in effect . ; 

are the two, indeed, synonymous? 

We must remeber that the aby8s, ia nothingness and 

as such indescribable, uncategorizabl-e. Indeeq, if anything 

G were able to be said about the abyss then i t would not be 

the abyss a t aIl. Another thing that ~e must remernber i8 

th~air, as'Kierkegaa~d clearly st~ted, i8 a mood. 

,A mooo. is ~-efinable and haa characteristics whereçy it i8 

19l0wn (moods reflect the difference between man' S' actuality 

and his potentiality p. 9, and rnanifest themselve~ in the 

> 

behaviour of the individual). Therefore'the moods are 

'somethinc;r', and not 'nothin9". So' the abyss and despair are 
l+-' 

not synonymous. How thén do the two relate? '. 

It seems cl~ that· d:spair i5 man 1 s re~ponse to his 

awareness of the abiss which surrounds hJ.m. In the aesthetic 

$t~q~ m.all bec«frtles aware of hi.s separ~t1on from his fellow 

man and the things wnioh give' hi:m pléaaurè7 fn the ethic~~ 
. staqe man la made aware of' hi. ;eparatlon from himself: 

(that '~, ~e se~ratlOrt of his é\ctua1 sèlf from hispot-
- j ,., Q 

ential hU) and, t.inally., J.n the' reli9io,*,; .tltagè , .. n is 
- "- ,;~'.... ~~ l"~. - ' ........ :;.i<~.s ... "h... .." - ,.... , .., 
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made awar'e of his s~paration from Gad. Each awareness' of 

, the aby5s creates in rn~~ a resp~nse of despair, desp,,:!:r-. ___ ~ ________ _ 

over never beiQg able ta transcend the abyss and becorne 

or achieve that which he desires . 

The abyss seems at another point ta he sin. As a 

position (that is, al! one not with Gad but separa te from 

God) this seems clear. However; as a deed (that is, sin 

as 'something' done, an activity which has the result of 

separating oneself from Ged) this may never be, for then 

the abyss would be given substance (as in Religiousness 

A) and man through an effort of will could, himself, walk 

across it. 

15 man, then, doomed ta stand on the edge of the 

a Gad? As we have seen, this i8 by no means 50. Kierke-
, i:bY s in despair and loneliness., separated from himself 

i aard talks of a fai th by which we may float on 'seventy 

thousand fathoms of water' and never fear. This i8 the 

transcendent power enabling us to cro~~' the abys5 and 

be reinstated with God, thereby transforming our ~ood of 

despa~r into one of joy and peace • . ' 

~1' 
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