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INTRODUCTION:
KIERKEGAARD’S LIFE,
CONTEXT, AND LEGACY

Adam Buben, Eleanor Helms, and Patrick Stokes

A short, strange life

Kierkegaard’s life and authorial career are deeply unusual, even eccentric, by the standards of
both his age and our own.Yet Kierkegaard is also very much a product of a quite particular place
and moment in Buropean history. His life fits snugly within the period known to us now as
the Danish Golden Age, an era of dramatic cultural, intellectual, scientific, political, and artistic
flourishing bookended by twin national humiliations: the bombardment of Copenhagen by the
British in 1807, and the loss of the southern provinces to Prussia after the Second Schleswig
War in 1865. It was a period that produced its share of problematic geniuses, from the brilliant
but insufferable Hans Christian Andersen to the restless political and religious energy of N. E
S. Grundtvig and the cultural dominance of Johann Ludvig Heiberg. Thanks in large part to
the last figure, Kierkegaard was also both the product and chief critic of a philosophical and
theological milieu in which the philosophy of G. EW. Hegel was exerting an increasing, though
never total, hegemony on Danish intellectual life.

Soren Aabye Kierkegaard was born on May 5, 1813, in Copenhagen, the city where he
would spend almost all of his life." His father, Michael Pedersen Kierkegaard, was born into
poverty, but in his early teens he became an apprentice to a merchant and went on to a prosper-
ous business career, retiring at just forty. In 1794 he married the sister of a business connection,
Kirstine Nielsdatter R@yen. At Kirstine’s death on March 23, 1796, they were childless. Michael’s
next marriage, to Ane Serensdatter Lund, drew attention for two reasons: she was the family’s
maid, and she was pregnant with their first child at the time of their marriage on April 26, 1797.
(This also meant that their romance occurred within the expected year of mourning following
the death of a spouse.) Seren was the last of their seven children.

While his childhood seems largely unremarkable, Kierkegaard did experience a great deal of
familial loss throughout his adolescence. Only he and his brother, Peter Christian, would make it
past 1838, and Michael apparently believed that his own youthful indiscretions had brought on
a curse that was to blame for the premature demise of most of his children. Whatever Kierkeg-
aard may have thought about his father’s odd dark legacy, it is clear that his father also left him
with sufficient financial security to sustain his education at the University of Copenhagen and,
ultimately, his career as an independent author. He defended his Magister thesis (equivalent to a
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KIERKEGAARD’S POST-
KANTIAN APPROACH TO
ANTHROPOLOGY AND
SELFHOOD

Roe Fremstedal

Historical introduction

The term ‘anthropology’ refers both to various views regarding human nature, and to the dif-
ferent academic disciplines that study human beings. The first of these has a very long history,
although the term ‘anthropology’ first appeared in 1501. Regarding the second, anthropol-
ogy first became an academic discipline in the late 18th eighteenth century, and gradually
became institutionalized in the first half of the nineteenth.! From its inception, the discipline
of anthropology was divided into two very different fields of study. Contemporary physical
anthropology (biological anthropology) goes back to the physiological anthropology of Ernst
Platner of the late eighteenth century, a discipline that included not only anatomy but also
ethnography and empirical psychology (including the relation between mind and body, a
topic that was also relevant to philosophical anthropology). Kant’s pragmatic anthropology, by
contrast, contributed to the philosophical anthropologies of the nineteenth century as well
as to the existential and phenomenological anthropologies of the twentieth (Louden 2011:
67, 81). Kant describes the difference between (Platner’s) physiological anthropology and his
own pragmatic anthropology by claiming that the former concerns ‘what nature makes out
of the human being, whereas pragmatic anthropology concerns what man ‘as a free-acting
being makes of himself, or can and should make of himself’? The former sees human beings
as objects shaped by nature, whereas the latter emphasizes (1) what we actually make out of
ourselves, (2) what we can potentially make out of ourselves, and (3) what we ought to make
out of ourselves.

Philosophical anthropology in the nineteenth century was not only concerned with the
study of human nature in general and the relation between mind and body in particular; it was
also concerned with the evolution of humanity.® In addition to this, nineteenth-century anthro-
pology discussed the relation between different academic disciplines extensively, particularly
the relation between the humanities and (natural) sciences (Orth 1997; Marquard 1971). Like
the German ‘Wissenschaft] the Danish term ‘Videnskab’ includes not only science but also the
humanities and anthropology. Kierkegaard argues that science essentially differs from ethics and
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religion. Science concerns explanatory and descriptive questions, whereas ethics and religion
concern normative questions in the wide sense of how we should live our lives (KJN 9, 187f./
SKS 25,187).* Kierkegaard assumes that Christian theology goes beyond philosophy and science
by relying on divine revelation. Christian anthropology in particular differs from philosophical
anthropology by presupposing divine revelation and central dogmas of faith (cf. KJN 2, 117,
120/SKS 18, 125f.).

Kierkegaard can be seen as contributing to the nineteenth-century discourse on anthropol-
ogy by distinguishing between philosophical and theological anthropology on the one hand,
and between science, ethics and religion on the other.® His influential account of human nature
and selfhood is also reminiscent of nineteenth-century anthropology. Kierkegaard develops
an existential approach to anthropology which focuses on what it means to be an embodied
human being and to become a self. He is concerned with what is common to all humans, at
least potentially, rather than what is idiosyncratic to different individuals, groups, or historical
epochs.

In the nineteenth-century context, these issues belong to philosophical (and theological)
anthropology. Even though Kierkegaard rarely uses the term ‘anthropology, he is familiar with
both nineteenth-century philosophical and theological anthropology, and frequently deals with
anthropological issues in his work.® For these reasons, I will follow earlier scholarship in refer-
ring to Kierkegaard’s anthropology, while acknowledging that this anthropology is closely con-
nected to philosophical and theological psychology (cf. Nordentoft 1972; Theunissen 2005).
I will also follow Theunissen (2005: 122n) in attributing The Sickness unto Death to Kierkeg-
aard, although he published it under the pseudonym Anti-Climacus. Kierkegaard shares Anti-
Climacus’s views and ideals, but he does not claim to live up to them (KJN 6, 127/SKS 22,
130). For this reason, I assume that the content of The Sickness unto Death represents (or overlaps
with) Kierkegaard’s own views and ideals, although these ideals are highly demanding and dif-
ficult to live up to.

Method - phenomenology, dialectics, negativism

Part One of The Sickness unto Death gives a phenomenological description of despair, one
which is reminiscent of the account given in Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit, while also
anticipating twentieth-century phenomenology. Like Hegel, Kierkegaard describes, ana-
lyzes, and criticizes various forms of consciousness (or self-experience) on their own terms
in a dialectical and teleological progression. Like Heidegger (and Sartre), Kierkegaard not
only emphasizes historicity and the relational nature of the self (Welz 2013), but also views
immediate self-referentiality, Jemeinigkeit (mineness), as constitutive of consciousness. At the
same time, however, Kierkegaard introduces a normative ethical teleology that breaks with
twentieth-century phenomenology (Stokes 2010: 55-60). Although he does not claim to
be scientific, he nonetheless provides a systematic analysis of despair. Despair and related
phenomena are described from the first-person perspective in a reflective, methodical, and
systematic manner that partially anticipates twentieth-century hermeneutic phenomenology
(cf. Welz 2013).

Part Two of The Sickness unto Death goes beyond the philosophical anthropology in Part
One by analysing the kind of despair and sense of selthood that we experience when we
become conscious of existing before God. Whereas Part One criticizes various forms of
despair on their own terms, Part Two criticizes them on Christian grounds (Gren 1997).
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Perhaps the most original element in Kierkegaard’s account lies in his negativistic approach
to selfhood. The Sickness unto Death indicates that we only understand selfhood negatively
through its failure, through despair. Because the never-ending task of ‘becoming oneself’
presupposes the possibility of failure (despair), becoming oneself is a recurrent problem.
Indeed, despair is considered a universal problem affecting all individuals. To get a proper
understanding of selfhood, therefore, we need to approach it indirectly by focusing on how
despair is overcome.’

Human nature as a synthesis

Following earlier works such as The Concept of Anxiety, The Sickness unto Death views human
nature as a synthesis of opposites. These opposites are described as soul and body, freedom and
necessity, infinitude and finitude, eternity and temporality. In general terms, the first pole of the
synthesis deals with our possibilities and our ability to be free by transcending limitations. The
second pole, by contrast, deals with the constraints that limit freedom. Both of these poles are
constitutive of human nature; therefore, we cannot identify exclusively with either our freedom
or our given character (Rudd 2012: 31-4).

Kierkegaard introduces the concept ‘facticity’ as that which not only limits freedom
but also makes it possible. This concept (together with the related idea of choosing one-
self) represents one of Kierkegaard’s most important contributions to modern European
philosophy (Fremstedal 2014: ch. 3). Facticity involves always already being situated in a
particular situation. We are always already particular embodied human beings, with specific
histories, who are born into, and entangled in, particular traditions and particular com-
munities. Facticity then refers to the very limits — and possibility — of human freedom, as
represented by embodiment and a given (non-circumventable) historical and social context
(TA, 77f.,96/SKS 8,75, 91; KJN 4, 90/SKS 20, 90, see also CI, 281/SKS 1, 316; SUD, 36/
SKS 11, 152).

Kierkegaard emphasizes the interplay between freedom and facticity (whereas eatlier philo-
sophical anthropology focused on activity and passivity in human beings). We choose ourselves
in particular situations, which involve constraints that limit our freedom. As a result, there is a
fundamental tension between facticity and freedom, which is constitutive of our human nature.
This tension will develop into despair that exaggerates either facticity or freedom, unless factic-
ity and freedom are reconciled (Rudd 2012: 48f.).

Table 26.1. Types of despair in The Sickness unto Death

Inauthentic — non-conscious  Authentic I — conscious of  Authentic II — conscious

despair despair of despair before God

Despair in weakness:
Despair over sin;
(1) something earthly, = Despairing over the
(2) the earthly, or forgiveness of sin
(3) oneself (offense)
Activity or defiance Despair of infinitude; Defiance — demonic In despair to dismiss
Despair of freedom despair Christianity

Passivity or weakness ~ Despair of finitude;

Despairing over one’s
Despair of necessity i
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God
A
Self (second-order relation) Neighbour
A

o

Human Synthesis (first-order relation)

Body Soul
Finitude Infinitude
Necessity Freedom

Figure 26.1 The Self and Alterity

Inauthentic (non-conscious) despair and self-deception

Kierkegaard approaches human self-realization negatively by studying des];.)ai'r, ugderstood as a
deficient form of human agency that involves double-mindedness. He d1st1ngu.15hes betwe.en’
two basic types of despair that need not be recognized consciously. The ‘despair of necessity
lacks possibility (and the closely related ‘despair of finitude’ lacks infinity) (SUD, 33_,4.2/SKS
11, 149-57). This type of despair denies that it is free or capable of tr.anscendmg fact1c1ty.‘For
example, a person could give up the hope of breaking a self-destructive pattern of behaviour
such as excessive drinking. This type of despair gives up on life and takes a fatalistic and careless
attitude towards existence. It views itself as a suffering victim, entirely in the hands.of fortune..lt
does not try to realize itself, since it lacks the proper awareness of itself and w‘he‘u. is involved in
the task of becoming a self. It is unwilling to accept the freedom and responsibility that neces-
sarily comes with human existence. . e
By contrast, the ‘despair of possibility’ lacks necessity (and the closely related ! espes
infinitude’ lacks finitude) (SUD, 30-7/SKS 11, 146-53). It collapses by overemphasizing frfee—
dom and self-creation. It regards facticity as a mere hindrance to freedom, instead of something
that makes freedom possible. It absolutizes freedom, understood negatively as freedom from
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limitations. As a result, freedom itself becomes abstract, fantastic and empty, since it is discon-
nected from the situation in which it finds itself and does not allow positive freedom to realize
anything specific or concrete. Neither does it allow criteria for choosing between different
possibilities or alternatives, which means that it results in arbitrariness, since all possibilities are
equally valid and invalid.

This type of despair wants to create itself, without any restrictions, in order to get rid of the
constraints of the present situation. This implies, however, wanting to be someone else than the
person one actually is (Gren 1997: 119ff.). The agent is therefore double-minded or in despair, since
he is split between who he is (actuality) and who he wants to be (ideals). He is stuck in a hopeless
situation, in which ideals and reality cannot be reconciled, something which epitomizes despair
more generally (cf. SUD, 18/SKS 11, 133f.). The despair of possibility (futilely) wants possibility
without necessity, whereas the despair of necessity (futilely) wants necessity without possibility.®

Taken together, these forms of despair represent the basic forms of inauthentic despair (SUD,
29-42/SKS 11, 145-57), a novel type of despair introduced by Kierkegaard in order to explain
self-deception or bad faith. This type of despair is controversial because it need not be con-
sciously experienced as despair by the person who is (supposedly) in despair, although it can be
diagnosed from outside. Kierkegaard says that it is not authentic despair, but Theunissen (2005)
questions whether it is despair at all. I believe it could nevertheless involve despair, if despair is
subject to formal and objective constraints that go beyond subjective experience, just as eudai-
monia involves such constraints. Not all forms of happiness qualify as eudaimonia; we can feel
happy without being eudaimon by lacking the necessary virtues or external goods. Put differ-
ently, we might feel happy (and show no sign of authentic despair) yet be in inauthentic despair.

Eudaimonists see virtue as constitutive of eudaimonia, whereas Kierkegaard sees whole-
heartedness as constitutive of proper selthood (spirit). An agent without wholeheartedness is
therefore double-minded or in despair, even if he or she fails to realize it. Since despair can be
hidden or unacknowledged, Kierkegaard thinks that it is much more widespread than is usually
assumed. Indeed, he thinks it is universally self-inflicted yet also possible to overcome (Frem-
stedal 2014; 2016). Still, despair is not merely a psychological phenomenon or something we
can experience or suffer (e.g., a feeling of hopelessness). Despair always involves an act whereby
we actively despair by giving up hope and courage. We typically suffer a loss or despair over an
event, and then attribute infinite significance to it (Gron 1997: 153).° Still, the person in despair
may or may not be consciously aware of giving up hope and courage. Moreover, inauthentic and
authentic despair seem to be ideal types that actual cases of despair resemble to varying degrees.
Although despair generally involves some opacity or self-deception, there is normally some level
of self-awareness involved as well. This means that very often the despairing person has at least
a dim idea of his or her state (Westphal 2014: 243). Nevertheless, Kierkegaard tells us he deals
with inauthentic despair ‘abstractly, as if it were not the despair of any person, whereas authentic
despair concerns various actual cases of despair (SUD, 151).

Authentic (conscious) despair and selfhood

For Kierkegaard, the self is not a substance but a self-relating process, in which I relate both to
the human synthesis and to the divine and human other (Stokes 2015: 145). The self is there-
fore conceived of in relational and intersubjective terms. My self-relation is (at least implicitly)
intertwined with my relation to God and other human beings, so that ‘a discord in any’ relation
‘prevents the others from taking their proper form’ (Davenport 2013: 239n). Becoming myself,
therefore, requires not only the right self-relation but also a proper relation to God and one’s
neighbours.
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The Sickness unto Death distinguishes selfhood from human nature. Human nature has a
latent potential for selthood, but the (actualized) self is neither the human synthesis nor one of
its poles (such as the soul) (SUD, 13/SKS 11, 129).1 Instead, the self is a reflexive self-relation
that relates actively to the human synthesis by forming second-order volitions. More specifically,
selfhood requires not only self-consciousness but volitional identification with some first-order
motives and alienation from others (Davenport 2012: 117). For instance, I identify with my
desire to take care of my son and alienate myself from my desire to oversleep. The self is then
only a self insofar as it presides over itself, or exercises self-relation, by forming second-order
volitions (Westphal 2014: 238).

In addition, the term ‘self” is used in different senses. On the one hand, it represents an ideal
identity — identified with spirit — that actively overcomes despair at every instant. This is the
self we are supposed to become, something that represents a never-ending task that is highly
demanding (more on this in what follows). On the other hand, it represents an actual self that
consciously despairs.'! Indeed, one only becomes a self by relating to oneself, recognizing that
one is in despair, and by forming second-order volitions. Whereas inauthentic despair recognizes
neither selfhood nor despair (as problems or tasks to be dealt with), authentic despair is aware of
both.Yet authentic despair lacks the transparency and wholcheartedness that makes it possible to
overcome despair by existing before God.

Part Two of The Sickness unto Death deals not only with religious faith that overcomes despair,
but also with despair that is conscious of existing before God, which I will examine in further
detail below. The Sickness unto Death thus provides a typology of despair. Kierkegaard describes a
dialectical progression of various forms of conscious despair that involve more and more self-
consciousness, selfhood, and volition. The self is intertwined with self-consciousness and voli-
tion, so that intensified (second-order) volition goes together with intensified self-consciousness
and selthood. Except for the ideal self, this process of intensification also involves an intensifica-
tion of despair that moves increasingly further from faith (SUD, 101/SKS 11, 213). At its most
extreme, despair does not seek help, or forgiveness, but it wants to remain as despair even when
it is aware of existing before God (SUD, 108-10/SKS 11, 220-2).

Kierkegaard takes all despair to be dominated by either weakness or defiance, that is, either
by passivity or activity (SUD, 47/SKS 11, 162). The ‘despair in weakness’ does not want to
be itself, whereas ‘defiance’ desperately wants to be itself. The former despairs over a loss or a
misfortune, something that is described as ‘despair over something earthly’ (SUD, 504F./SKS
11, 165ft.). This despair can develop into despair over ‘the earthly’ in general if one does not
accept the loss, but sees it as fatal by attributing decisive importance, or infinite value, to it
(SUD, 60/SKS 11, 175). Nevertheless, in a general sense, despairing over ‘the earthly’ implies
despairing over oneself, that is, viewing oneself as too weak to overcome or accept the relevant
loss. Then one is stuck in a desperate situation in which one cannot cope with the loss or real-
ize oneself (SUD, 60ff./SKS 11, 176ff.). The problem, though, is not so much the initial loss or
misfortune, as it is our response towards the loss because we relinquish all hope and courage
(Gren 1997: 153).

At the other extreme, we have the ‘defiant,’ or ‘demonic, who desperately wants to be him-
self (SUD, 71-4/SKS 11, 184~7). This creature initially strives to be himself by creating himself,
something that he fails to do which leads him to conscious despair. In this situation, the defiant,
or demonic, gives up hope that despair can be overcome, because he thinks that it is too late
for any improvement. He rejects all help to overcome despair and takes pride in despair and
victimhood by identifying with it. He is highly conscious of despair, focusing all his attention
on it, while refusing to share or communicate this problem with anyone (the state of ‘inclosing
reserve, Indesluttethed).
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The defiant, or demonic, feels offended by existence, hates it, and rebels against it with rage
and malice. He sees himself as the big typo in God’s creation which demonstrates just how bad
an author God is (SUD, 73f./SKS 11, 186f.). Still, scholars disagree over whether he pursues
evil only because it is evil, or because he has a perverse understanding of the good. This is not
only an exegetical question, but also a question of whether despair and acedie represent counter-
examples to the influential view that intentional action is always prompted by something that
appears good in some respect.'?

Nevertheless, even defiance involves some weakness and vice versa. Accordingly, Kierkegaard
claims that weakness and defiance are both involved in all forms of despair (SUD, 20, 49/SKS
11, 135f., 165).* The ‘despair of weakness’ does not want to be the self it is, whereas the defi-
ant ‘desperately wants to be . .. a self that he is not (for the will to be the self that he is in truth
is the very opposite of despair)’ (SUD, 20/SKS 11, 136). None of them wholeheartedly wants
to be themselves as they are, since they value — or identify with — something they are not. And
neither hope to overcome despair. As a result, they find themselves stuck in intolerable situations
(cf. SUD, 18, 37/SKS 11, 133f., 153).

Overcoming despair — wholeheartedness, ethics, religion

There is always a tension in the human synthesis between our freedom and its limits, between
activity and passivity, defiance and weakness. This tension results in despair (double-mindedness)
unless I manage to shape my (practical) identity in a coherent manner. In order to reconcile
freedom and facticity, I need not only second-order volitions, but also something that shapes and
unifies selfhood. A unified self requires a final end, or a ground project, that I am fully committed
towards in a non-instrumental manner. If I am only partially, occasionally, or conditionally com-
mitted to some project or end, then I cannot shape my whole identity, and thereby avoid despair
or double-mindedness. A coherent self, one which reconciles freedom and facticity, requires
unconditional commitment to one ground project rather than several conflicting ones. Only
unreserved commitment to one ground project always makes it possible to shape my identity
and to coordinate other projects and different roles. Without such an underlying commitment
or character, my identity would lack coherence or unity, since the different roles and projects
[ engage in (e.g., parenting and espionage) need not then be mutually compatible even in prin-
ciple (Rudd 2012: 45, 139f., 187£.).

Kierkegaard describes the process of shaping one’s identity dialectically as a process of breaking
with and returning to finitude or facticity (as alienation and reconciliation). It involves both nega-
tive freedom (from first-order states) and positive freedom (realized in an ideal self). Kierkegaard
writes: ‘the progress of becoming [oneself] must be an infinitely moving away from oneself in
the infinitizing of the self, and an infinitely coming back to itself in the finitizing process’ (SUD,
30/SKS 11, 146). First, one has a specific (traditional or conventional) identity by virtue of being
a particular individual in a specific historical and social context. Second, the self distances itself
completely from this identity by being negatively free and by imagining different possibilities and
ideals. Finally, it returns to finitude by realizing ideals in reality (cf. PC, 190/SKS 12, 189). Instead
of just contemplating different possibilities, the self acts in the world by being fully committed to
one project. In doing this, the self both breaks with its given (traditional or conventional) identity
and returns to it, by taking it over and reforming it in light of its commitments.

But not just any unconditional commitment will do. Although some aspects of life can be
morally insignificant or indifferent (adiaphora), Kierkegaard denies that our characters or basic
attitudes toward life can escape morality insofar as we are free and responsible beings. Moreover,
‘Purity of heart, Part One of Upbuilding Discourses in Various Spirits, argues that it is impossible to
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be wholeheartedly immoral, since (objective) immorality is parasitic on (objective) morality (and
even immoral action may be prompted by something that seems good). For this reason, Kierkeg-
aard concludes that immorality (or evil) involves double-mindedness or despair, whereas morality
facilitates wholeheartedness. A coherent self then requires unconditional moral commitment, not
Just occasionally (in deeds) but consistently at the level of character. Only by willing the good
unconditionally can we will one thing and avoid despair (UDVS, 24/SKS 8, 139f.)." The choice
then stands between willing the good categorically and willing it only partially (or conditionally).
Morality requires the former, whereas the aesthetes seem to settle for the latter by prioritizing
sensuousness and inclination over morality, at least occasionally (Fremstedal 2015b).15

Nevertheless, we must distinguish between Christian and non-Christian ethics in this con-
text. The Concept of Anxiety argues that non-Christian ethics collapse internally because of
human guilt and sin (CA, 16fF./SKS 4, 323ff.). Insofar as it fails to live up to its own standards,
non-Christian ethics involves despair that is split between the ideals it sets out to achieve and
their worldly realization. Christian ethics, by contrast, involves not only consciousness of sin, but
also divine (and human) forgiveness of sins. Christian ethics relies on divine assistance, whereas
non-Christian ethics relies on human willpower (Fremstedal 2014).

Theological and philosophical anthropology

Philosophical anthropology differs from theological anthropology (KJN 2,117,120/SKS 18, 125f))
insofar as the former relies on human experience and mere reason, whereas the latter presupposes
divine revelation. Like other Christian anthropologists, Kierkegaard emphasizes the dogma of
original sin and that man is created in the image of God."® Kierkegaard rejects Ludwig Feuerbach’s
claim that ‘theology is anthropology’ (SKS K7, 363), because it implies a reduction of theology
(and theological anthropology) to philosophical anthropology. Feuerbach thinks God is created in
the image of man, whereas Kierkegaard assumes the opposite (cf. JP 3, 119/SKS 26, 285).

Part Two of The Sickness unto Death develops a Christian anthropology that focuses on the
theological self that is aware of itself as existing before God. Here Kierkegaard identifies despair
with sin, and interprets it as an unwillingness to be oneself before God that involves an element
of self-deception. Despair before God takes three forms:

(1) the sin of despairing over one’ sin,
(2) the sin of despairing over the forgiveness of sin (offense), and
(3) the sin of dismissing Christianity.

The person guilty of the first form of despair gives up hope and courage because of their
own sin. The person guilty of the second form gives up because they take offense at divine
forgiveness, since they assume they are beyond forgiveness. Finally, the third rejects Christianity
altogether by denying the incarnation. These forms involve an increased sinfulness and despair,
insofar as they move increasingly further away from faith (SUD, 101/SKS 11, 213).

Kierkegaard takes the self to be established by God, so that any conflict in the human synthesis
reflects itself (implicitly) in the relation to God. Despair is contrasted with Christian faith, which
involves an unconditional (second-order) will to be oneself before God in which ‘the self rests
transparently in the power that established it’ (SUD, 131/SKS 11,242). Transparency here appears
to involve an openness to God and other human beings that is aware of the relational nature
of the self, and which affirms it by being unconditionally committed towards Christian ethics,
while recognizing the human tendency towards sin, despair, and self-deception. The Christian
believer humbly accepts himself as a sinner who is forgiven by God (Westphal 2014: ch. 12).
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Still, we may be tempted to ask whether the theological anthropology in Part Twwo of The
Sickness unto Death is implicit in the philosophical anthropology of Part One. The concept of
infinitude, for instance, may resemble divine infinitude.Yet, The Sickness unto Death interprets
infinitude in the human synthesis only as the unlimited (Greek, dpeiron) that is dialectically
dependent upon its opposite (finitude) (SUD, 35/SKS 11, 151). The attempt to abstract infini-
tude from finitude therefore leads to the ‘despair of infinitude. The Sickness unto Death seems to
presuppose that God creates us, but Part One only assumes that defiance, the phenomenon of
desperately wanting to be oneself, indicates that the self does not constitute itself normatively
(SUD, 14/SKS 11, 130). The self despairs because it is confronted with constraints on selfhood
that are not self-imposed (e.g., one’s facticity). These constraints are external to the will, so the
agent cannot set all the rules of its existence autonomously, nor the rules for setting the rules
(SUD, 68£./SKS 11, 182f.).

In The Sickness unto Death, the philosophical anthropology of Part One results in despair that
prepares the transition to Christian anthropology in Part Two. It then seems that philosophy can
help us to ‘seek the leap as a desperate way out’ (CUP 1, 106/SKS 7, 103) because Christianity
fits human subjectivity completely (CUP 1, 230/SKS 7, 210). Christian faith solves the pre-
Christian problem of despair, but it cannot be reduced to philosophical anthropology, since it
has its own perspectives and language. Indeed, pre-Christian philosophical standards (e.g., first
ethics) are valid, yet not sufficient, because they collapse internally by leading to despair.

Despair is only overcome by Christian faith in a wide sense that appears to include hope and
charity. Christian hope takes the form of ‘hope against hope, as hope in a (humanly) hopeless
situation (FSE, 81-3/SKS 13, 102—4). Indeed, Christian hope only becomes an extant possibil-
ity when everything breaks down because of despair (JP 2,247). Christian hope is a divine gift
that, if accepted, overcomes human (pre-Christian) despair. Nevertheless, hope involves not so
much wishfulness as expectancy of good for oneself and one’s neighbour alike (WL, 260/SKS
9,259). Without a God that makes everything possible (SUD, 71/SKS 11, 185), there is nothing
that secures hope or prevents despair.

Conclusion

Like Kant, Kierkegaard is a forerunner of twentieth-century existential and phenomeno-
logical anthropology. Kierkegaard’s approach to anthropology shares some basic features with
Kant’s pragmatic anthropology. First, both sketch a normative non-naturalistic anthropology
that includes teleology, ethics, and religion. Second, both emphasize what is common to all
humans, rather than what is specific to various groups and nationalities. More specifically, both
are concerned with human actuality, possibilities, and (objective) ideals. For Kierkegaard, the
past seems to represent the actual, the future the possibilities, and the present the moment in
which the self relates to the whole by taking full responsibility for itself (cf. Stokes 2015: 163).
In the nineteenth-century context, Kierkegaard’s analysis of historicity and contingency is
teminiscent of the German historicism that was part of the nineteenth-century discourse on
anthropology after Herder. It is particularly by introducing the concept of facticity and richer
notions of historicity and selfhood, that Kierkegaard’s account goes beyond Kant’s anthropology,
and offers an account that anticipates twentieth-century phenomenology and existentialism
(Fremstedal 2014: ch. 3).

The Sickness unto Death represents perhaps Kierkegaard’s most important contribution to
anthropology, moral psychology, and theories of selfhood. Kierkegaard’s approach is original
particularly because it involves a negativistic phenomenology (Gren 1997) and a typology of
despair that covers everything from non-conscious despair to demonic despair. Kierkegaard’s
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views on anthropology and selfhood have been highly influential, particularly in continental
philosophy and theology. Rudd (2012) and Davenport (2012), however, show that they are also
relevant to debates on practical identity and narratives in Anglophone philosophy after MacIn-
tyre and Frankfurt.

Related topics

‘Kierkegaard’s experimenting psychology, William McDonald; ‘Conscience, self-deception, and
the question of authenticity in Kierkegaard, Claudia Welz; ‘Agency, identity, and alienation in
The Sickness unto Death’ Justin E White; ‘The Kierkegaardian self: convergences and divergences,;
Jack Mulder, Jr.

Notes

1 The term ‘anthropology’ is more established in continental philosophy and Kantianism than in ana-
lytic philosophy. In the early twentieth century, anthropology was re-established as a philosophical
discipline in Germany, something that lead to theoretical controversies regarding vagueness, empiri-
cism, scientism, reductionism, and reification (cf. Marquard 1971; Orth 1997; Honenberger 2015). It
is beyond the scope of this paper to discuss these controversies in great depth. Nevertheless, I will say
that Kierkegaard’s existential approach to anthropology cannot be easily dismissed, since it posits vital
questions regarding our very existence, identity, and self~understanding. In this respect, Kierkegaard’s
anthropology differs strongly from scientific studies of man as an object. Still, one may discuss whether

Kierkegaard’s work is best described in terms of anthropology, psychology, or selfhood.

Kant (Akademieausgabe 7:119) quoted from Louden (2011: 67).To some extent, this chapter also draws

on Fremstedal (2014; 2015a; 2015b; 2016).

3 Still, philosophical anthropology is not only supposed to give knowledge about human nature (as one
topic among others), but it also sees human beings as the locus of all possible understanding, includ-
ing the understanding of nature in science. Nineteenth-century philosophical anthropology therefore
focuses not only on the experience of the human being but also on how all science, and other human
activities, rely on human experience. Instead of merely focusing on the nature of man, anthropology
focuses on the problem of experience in general, our total ‘encounter with and understanding of the
world’ (Orth 1997: 522). For an analysis of Kierkegaard’s view of human experience and consciousness
in general, see Stokes (2010: chps. 2—4).

4 Even if Videnskab includes normative legal theory, political theory, and economics, it may still not
include ethical normativity. Nevertheless, The Concept of Anxiety describes ethics as a Videnskab, some-
thing that is unusual for Kierkegaard (see CA, 16f./SKS 4, 323-5).

5 In addition, the ‘Interlude’ of Philosophical Fragments argues that contingent truths, in historical and
empirical disciplines, differ essentially from necessary truths (e.g., 2 + 2 = 4). The ‘Interlude’ argues
that it is not only the future that is contingent but also the past. History, both future and past, involves
transitions from possibility to actuality that cannot be predicted or fully comprehended, since it is
based on free agency that contingently intervenes in the world by actualizing some possibilities, while
annihilating others. For instance, the king decides that Denmark is allied with France, not England. It
is not only history itself that is fundamentally contingent, however, but also our interpretation of it.
Philosophical Fragments suggests that we should relate to the past just as we relate to the future, namely by
forming historical beliefs (PE, 76f./SKS 4,276). History is construed by agents, freely deciding to form
one belief over another, selecting one interpretative possibility over others. Of the different possibili-
ties, one is actualized and the others annihilated. Forming beliefs results from acts of will, in which we
decide to interpret history in one way instead of another (something that can be supported by reasons
to varying degrees). Historical knowledge, then, represents the beliefs and interests of historical agents
that take part in society; it does not involve a disinterested ahistorical spectator without presuppositions
(Fremstedal 2015a).

6 ‘Anthropology’ is spelled both with and without the letter ‘h’ by Kierkegaard. There are sixty-two
occurrences in the Danish electronic edition (which covers almost all of Kierkegaard’s corpus), although
fifty-one of these are from the commentaries. It is often the case that some important terms and names
occur more frequently in the commentaries than in the primary sources, however, partially because

(o]
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the latter presuppose context. Important material can therefore be implicit and somewhat hidden

to modern readers. Nevertheless, Kierkegaard’s familiarity with the nineteenth-century discourse on

anthropology is indicated not only by his own account but also by his references to anthropology. For
different overviews, see JP 7, 6 (on theological and philosophical anthropology); JP 1, 13-7; http://sks.

dk/zoom/search.aspx?zoom_sort=18&zoom_xml=0&zoom_query=ant*ropologi* (2018/21/02).

This is the central, negativistic thesis of Theunissen (2005) and Gren (1997).

Kierkegaard describes these conflicting elements, which are constitutive of despair, as conflicting wills:

‘[E]veryone in despair has two wills, one that he futilely wants to follow entirely, and one that he futilely

wants to get rid of entirely’ (UDVS, 30/SKS 8, 144). The Danish word for despair, Fortvivlelse, is even

based on the numeral two (tvi), just like the German Verzweiflung is based on zwei.

9 Inauthentic despair normally refers to a form of consciousness that speaks about itself and claims to
be free of despair, typically by claiming to be safe and content (Gren 1997: 127ff.). There is a conflict
between what inauthentic despair says and what it shows, between what it intends and what it achieves,
that makes it possible for the observer to conclude that it misinterprets the situation. This misinter-
pretation results from a complex interplay between cognition and volition, in which we tend to deny
problems to ourselves, so that we do not even realize our state of despair. For these reasons, inauthentic
despair implies self-deception and a volitional failure rather than a mere cognitive one. Although all
forms of despair involve some self-deception, inauthentic despair involves a particularly strong form of
it that denies its state of despair and its need to be improved or cured (Gren 1997; Fremstedal 2016).

10 Kierkegaard’s account of human nature seemns either to be a form of broadly Aristotelian hylomorphism
or a two-aspect account of body and mind. See Davenport (2013: 234).

11 For the distinction between ideal and actual self, see Stokes (2015: 178-80; cf. EO2,259/SKS 3, 246f.).
Stokes (2015) argues that the self only exists in the present, whereas the human being is temporar-
ily extended. Stokes also discusses the relation between practical and metaphysical identity in this
connection.

12 For the influential view that we always act under the guise of the good (sub specie boni), see, for example,
Louden (2011: 115-20).

13 Davenport (2013: 238n) says that ‘the way one wills to be oneself or not is [. ..] also a way of willing to
be what God created one to be or not.

14 Davenport (2012: 98f,, 122ff.) argues that moral standards represent an objective basis outside of first-
order states that makes it possible to shape our identity coherently, without being at the mercy of the
contingencies of time. Rudd (2012: 911F., 112F) argues that the idea of the good is needed (at least
regulatively) if we are to shape and improve ourselves in a substantially rational manner. For we cannot
assume that we are unable to make ourselves better or worse, by standards external to our will, unless
we think that instrumental rationality suffices and let non-rational cares and commitments dominate.

15 Nevertheless, wholeheartedness requires not only a unified identity, which appears to take a temporal
and narrative form, but also a naked self that takes unconditional responsibility for its whole life in
the present. It is controversial whether the narrative reading of Kierkegaard, defended by Davenport
(2012) and (Rudd 2012), can account for the naked self that takes complete responsibility for itself in
the present (Stokes 2015: 167). It seems that unless the self takes full responsibility for itself, it cannot
fully endorse itself reflectively or accept itself completely. Without full acceptance, or unconditional
willingness to be itself, the self is in despair, because it is split between actuality (that it does not fully
accept or endorse) and ideals (that it identifies with). To despair is ‘to lose the eternal’ (JP 1, 346), since
‘the eternal’ represents the present in which the self should take responsibility for its whole life.

16 See, e.g., Kierkegaard's notes on Christian anthropology from H. N. Clausen’s lectures (KJN 3, 18-82/
SKS 19, 23-84). For Kierkegaard’s views on original sin and imago Dei, see Fremstedal (2014); Nor-
dentoft (1972: chps. 4 and 6).

@ 3

References

Davenport,J. (2013) ‘Selthood and spirit, in J. Lippitt and G. Pattison (eds), The Oxford Handbook of Kierkeg-
aard, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 230-51.

Davenport, J. (2012) Narrative identity, autonomy, and mortality: From Frankfurt and MacIntyre to Kierkegaard,
London: Routledge.

Fremstedal, R. (2016) ‘Kierkegaard and Nietzsche: Despair and nihilism converge, in K. K. Mikalsen, E.
Skjei and A. @fsti (eds), Modernity — Unity in Diversity? Essays in Honour of Helge Hoibraaten, Oslo: Novus,
455-77.

329




-— T

Roe Fremstedal

Fremstedal, R. (2015a) ‘Kierkegaard’s use of German philosophy: Leibniz to Fichte, in J. Stewart (ed), 4
Companion to Kierkegaard, Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 36—49.

Fremstedal, R.. (2015b) ‘Kierkegaard’s views on normative ethics, moral agency, and metaethics, in J. Stewart
(ed), A Companion to Kierkegaard, Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 113-25.

Fremstedal, R.. (2014) Kierkegaard and Kant on radical evil and the highest good: Virtue, happiness, and the kingdom
of God, London: Palgrave Macmillan.

Gron, A. (1997) Subjektivitet og negativitet: Kierkegaard, Copenhagen: Gyldendal.

Honenberger, P. (ed) (2015) Naturalism and philosophical anthropology: Nature, life, and the human between tran-
scendental and empirical perspectives, London: Palgrave Macmillan.

Louden, R. L. (2011) Kant’s human being: Essays on his theory of human nature, Oxford: Oxford University
Press.

Marquard, O. (1971) ‘Anthropologie, in J. Ritter (ed), Historische Witterbuch der Philosophie, vol. 1, Basel:
Schwabe, 362-74.

Nordentoft, K. (1972) Kierkegaatds psykologi, Copenhagen: Gad.

Orth, E. W. (1997) ‘Philosophical anthropology, in L. Embree et al. (eds), Encyclopedia of Phenomenology,
London: Kluwer, 522-5.

Rudd, A. (2012) Self, value, and narrative: A Kierkegaardian approach, Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Stokes, P. (2015) The naked self: Kierkegaard and personal identity, Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Stokes, P. (2010) Kierkegaard’s mirrors: Interest, self; and moral vision, London: Palgrave Macmillan.

Theunissen, M. (2005) Kierkegaard’s concept of despair, Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Welz, C. (2013) ‘Kierkegaard and phenomenology; in J. Lippitt and G. Pattison (eds), The Oxford Handbook
of Kierkegaard, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 440-63.

Westphal, M. (2014) Kierkegaard’ concept of faith, Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans Publishing Company.

Further reading

Davenport, J. (2013) ‘Selthood and spirit, in J. Lippitt and G. Pattison (eds), The Oxford Handbook of
Kietkegaard, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 230-51.
This entry gives a useful overview over Kierkegaard’s account of spirit, selfhood, and human nature.
Rudd, A. (2012) Self, value, and narrative: A Kierkegaardian approach, Oxford: Oxford University Press.
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