soul of kierkegaard

soul of kierkegaard is a profound concept central to the philosophy of Sgren Kierkegaard, the
Danish thinker widely regarded as the father of existentialism. This term encapsulates Kierkegaard's
exploration of individuality, subjectivity, and the human quest for authentic existence. Understanding
the soul of Kierkegaard involves delving into his ideas about despair, faith, selfhood, and the stages of
life that define human experience. His philosophy challenges conventional notions of objective truth
by emphasizing personal commitment and the inner life of the individual. This article will examine the
soul of Kierkegaard through various lenses, including his concept of the self, despair as a condition of
the soul, the role of faith, and the existential stages that shape human development. The discussion
aims to provide a comprehensive and SEO-optimized overview of Kierkegaard’s philosophical legacy
centered on the soul.
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The Concept of the Soul in Kierkegaard’s Philosophy

The soul of Kierkegaard is fundamentally an exploration of the self as a complex, dynamic entity. For
Kierkegaard, the soul is not a static or purely metaphysical substance but an existential reality
characterized by tension and potentiality. It represents the inner core of an individual, where
freedom, choice, and self-awareness converge. Kierkegaard’s writing often describes the soul as a
synthesis of opposing elements, such as finitude and infinitude, necessity and freedom, and temporal
existence and eternity.

The Self as a Synthesis

Kierkegaard emphasizes that the self is a synthesis that must be achieved and maintained through
conscious effort and self-reflection. This synthesis is between the finite aspects of human
existence—such as the body and temporal concerns—and the infinite, including the spiritual and
eternal dimensions. The soul’s development depends on the individual's ability to relate these
dimensions in a balanced and authentic way.

The Role of Individuality

Central to the soul of Kierkegaard is the notion of individuality. Unlike abstract universal concepts, the



soul is deeply personal and unique to each person. Kierkegaard insists that true understanding arises
from inwardness and subjectivity, where the individual confronts their own existence rather than
conforming to external expectations. This focus on individuality distinguishes Kierkegaard's
philosophy from systematic or objective approaches.

Despair and the Condition of the Soul

One of the most significant aspects of the soul of Kierkegaard is his analysis of despair as a
fundamental condition of the human soul. Despair, in Kierkegaard'’s thought, is not merely sadness or
depression but an existential state that arises when the self is out of alignment with itself or with God.
It reveals the soul’s struggle to become itself fully and authentically.

Types of Despair

Kierkegaard categorizes despair into various forms, each reflecting different ways the soul fails to
achieve its true selfhood:

» Despair of Finitude: Ignorance of the eternal aspect of the self, living only in the temporal
and material.

¢ Despair of Infinitude: Refusal to be grounded in reality, escaping into endless possibilities
without commitment.

» Despair of Defiance: Conscious rebellion against one’s nature or God, refusing to become the
self one is meant to be.

Despair as a Catalyst for Self-Realization

Despite its negativity, despair functions as a necessary stage in the development of the soul. By
confronting despair, the individual becomes aware of the need for transformation and authentic
existence. It serves as a call to awaken the soul from its inauthentic states and move toward true
selfhood.

Faith as the Soul’s Resolution

Faith occupies a central role in resolving the tension within the soul of Kierkegaard. For Kierkegaard,
faith is not merely assent to religious doctrines but an existential commitment that reconciles the
individual with the paradoxes of existence. It is through faith that the soul attains a higher synthesis,
overcoming despair and achieving unity with itself and with God.



The Leap of Faith

Kierkegaard famously describes faith as a “leap” because it requires the individual to move beyond
rational evidence and objective certainty. This leap is an act of passion and commitment that affirms
the soul’s relation to the divine despite uncertainty and absurdity. The leap of faith is essential for
authentic existence and the final resolution of the soul’s struggles.

Faith and Subjectivity

In Kierkegaard’s view, faith is deeply subjective and personal. It cannot be mediated through
systematic philosophy or institutional religion but must be lived as a passionate inward relationship.
The subjective truth of faith is what ultimately defines the soul’s identity and meaning.

The Stages of Life and the Development of the Soul

Kierkegaard’s analysis of the soul includes a developmental framework known as the stages or
spheres of existence. These stages represent different ways the soul relates to itself and the world,
illustrating the progression toward authentic selfhood.

The Aesthetic Stage

The aesthetic stage is characterized by a focus on immediate pleasure, beauty, and avoidance of
commitment. The soul in this stage is often shallow, fragmented, and vulnerable to despair because it
evades deeper existential questions.

The Ethical Stage

In the ethical stage, the individual takes responsibility for their choices and embraces moral duty. The
soul strives for coherence and integrity, yet this stage may still fall short of ultimate fulfillment
without faith.

The Religious Stage

The religious stage represents the highest development of the soul, where faith reconciles the self
with God and reality’s paradoxes. It involves the acceptance of subjective truth and the embrace of
existential uncertainty as part of authentic existence.

Summary of the Stages

e Aesthetic: Pursuit of pleasure, avoidance of commitment

e Ethical: Embracing responsibility and moral duty



* Religious: Faith as reconciliation and authentic selfhood

The Soul’s Relationship with Subjectivity and Truth

The soul of Kierkegaard is intimately connected with his philosophy of subjectivity and truth. He
famously asserted that “subjectivity is truth” and “truth is subjectivity,” highlighting the inseparability
of the soul’s inner experience from the realization of genuine truth. This challenges traditional
objective conceptions of truth and knowledge.

Subjective Truth as Existential Reality

For Kierkegaard, truth is not just an abstract or external fact but a lived reality that must be
appropriated by the individual’s soul. The soul’s engagement with subjective truth involves passion,
commitment, and inwardness, which are essential for authentic existence.

Implications for Modern Philosophy

Kierkegaard’s focus on the soul and subjectivity has had a lasting impact on existentialism, theology,
and psychology. His insights into despair, faith, and individuality continue to influence contemporary
discussions about the nature of selfhood and the meaning of life.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is meant by the 'soul' in Kierkegaard's philosophy?

In Kierkegaard's philosophy, the 'soul’ refers to the individual's inner self or essence, emphasizing
personal existence, subjectivity, and the relationship with God.

How does Kierkegaard describe the relationship between the
soul and faith?

Kierkegaard sees faith as a passionate inward commitment that shapes the soul, where true faith
involves a personal leap beyond reason, deeply affecting the soul's authenticity and existence.

Why is the concept of despair important to understanding
Kierkegaard's view of the soul?

Despair, for Kierkegaard, is a sickness of the soul resulting from not aligning with one's true self or
God; it highlights the soul's struggle and the necessity of self-realization through faith.



How does Kierkegaard differentiate between the aesthetic,
ethical, and religious stages of the soul?

Kierkegaard describes the soul's development through three stages: the aesthetic (focused on
pleasure), the ethical (commitment to moral duties), and the religious (personal relationship with
God), each representing deeper levels of selfhood and soul maturity.

What role does individuality play in Kierkegaard's concept of
the soul?

Individuality is central; Kierkegaard argues that the soul's truth is found in individual subjective
experience and personal choice, rejecting universal systems in favor of personal authenticity.

How does the 'leap of faith' relate to the soul in Kierkegaard's
thought?

The 'leap of faith' is a crucial act where the soul embraces belief in God despite uncertainty, marking
a transformative moment that defines authentic existence and spiritual awakening.

Can the soul be understood without God in Kierkegaard’s
philosophy?

No, for Kierkegaard, the soul's true self and fulfillment are inherently connected to God; without this
divine relationship, the soul remains incomplete or in despair.

How does Kierkegaard's concept of the soul challenge modern
existential thought?

Kierkegaard's emphasis on subjective truth and the soul's inward journey laid foundational ideas for
existentialism, challenging impersonal rationalism and highlighting personal responsibility and faith.

What is the significance of anxiety in relation to the soul
according to Kierkegaard?

Anxiety, or 'dread,' is a condition of the soul that arises from freedom and possibility, acting as a
catalyst that forces the individual to confront their existence and make authentic choices.

Additional Resources

1. The Sickness Unto Death: A Christian Psychological Exposition of Edification and Awakening

This work by Sgren Kierkegaard delves into the concept of despair as a sickness of the spirit or soul.
Kierkegaard explores the nature of selfhood and the struggle to become a true self by relating it to a
relationship with God. The book is a profound psychological and theological investigation into the
human condition and spiritual despair.

2. Fear and Trembling



In this philosophical text, Kierkegaard examines the story of Abraham and Isaac to explore themes of
faith, ethics, and the individual's relationship with the divine. The book discusses the concept of the
"leap of faith" and the paradox of believing in something beyond rational understanding. It offers
insight into the soul's confrontation with existential anxiety and trust in God.

3. Either/Or: A Fragment of Life

This book presents a deep exploration of human existence through two contrasting ways of life: the
aesthetic and the ethical. Kierkegaard uses pseudonymous authors to express the inner struggles of
the soul seeking meaning and authenticity. It highlights the tension between personal desire and
moral responsibility.

4. Stages on Life’s Way

A continuation of themes from Either/Or, this work outlines various existential stages the soul passes
through: the aesthetic, the ethical, and the religious. Kierkegaard discusses how the soul evolves in
its quest for selfhood and truth, emphasizing the importance of inwardness and subjective
experience. It is a poetic and philosophical journey of the soul.

5. Works of Love

In this book, Kierkegaard explores the Christian concept of love as an essential expression of the
soul's relationship with others and God. He distinguishes between different kinds of love, emphasizing
selfless, unconditional love as a spiritual duty. The work challenges readers to live authentically
through love that transcends mere emotion.

6. Concluding Unscientific Postscript to Philosophical Fragments

This dense philosophical treatise expands on Kierkegaard's ideas of subjectivity, truth, and faith. It
critiques systematic philosophy and argues that truth is found through personal experience and
inwardness rather than objective knowledge. The book highlights the soul’s existential struggle to find
authentic faith.

1. Philosophical Fragments

In this early work, Kierkegaard explores the nature of truth and the soul’s relation to God through the
concept of "the moment" of revelation. He introduces the idea of the "infinite qualitative distinction"
between God and humans, emphasizing the leap of faith necessary for true understanding. The book
is foundational for understanding Kierkegaard'’s theology of the soul.

8. Training in Christianity

This text serves as a guide for the soul’s spiritual development within the Christian faith. Kierkegaard
discusses the challenges of living authentically as a Christian and the importance of humility,
repentance, and inwardness. It is a practical and existential reflection on how to nurture the soul’s
relationship with God.

9. Two Ages: The Age of Revolution and the Present Age, A Literary Review

Kierkegaard contrasts the passionate, revolutionary spirit of the past with the reflective, often
apathetic nature of contemporary society. He analyzes how the soul is affected by modernity’s
emphasis on reflection, leading to despair and inaction. The work provides insight into the condition of
the soul in the context of societal change.
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